People First

When writing or speaking to or about people with disabilities, it is important to always put the person first.

Quick tips*

· Speak of the person first, then the disability.

· Emphasize abilities, not limitations.

· Do not label people as part of a disability group such as “the disabled”; it is preferred to say “people with disabilities”.

·  Do not patronize a person with a disability by excessive praise or attention.

· Choice and independence are important; the person should be respected to speak for him or herself to the extent of his or her ability.

· If addressing an adult, use the adult style of his or her name.

Following are examples of positive alternatives to the negative ways language has been used regarding people with disabilities: *

	AFFIRMATIVE

	NEGATIVE

	child with a disability
	disabled or handicapped child

	person with Cerebral Palsy

	palsied, C.P., or spastic

	person who has …



Developmental delay
 

             Emotional disorder, or mental illness
	afflicted, suffers from, victim

slow

crazy or insane

	person with hearing loss or hearing impaired
	deaf

	person who is unable to speak or communicates with sign; synthesized speech
	dumb

	person who uses a wheelchair
	confined to a wheelchair

	person with mental retardation or cognitive impairment
	retarded

	person with Down Syndrome
	mongoloid, Downs child

	person who has a physical disability 

	crippled

	person of short stature
	dwarf or midget

	person with a mobility impairment
	dwarf or midget

	person who is paralyzed
	invalid, paralytic

	person who no longer lives in an institution
	the deinstitutonalized

	person who says he or she has a disability
	admits he/she has a disability

	person who is successful, productive
	has overcome his her disability


 * Adapted from “Speaking of ‘People First’”
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