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Beyond Awareness 
Respectful Language 

Our attitudes regarding people with disabilities are reflected in our 
words and actions, or lack of actions. And our words and actions can 
perpetuate one of two things: disempowerment (pity, fear, separation, 
loneliness, hopelessness, dependence, etc.) or empowerment (dignity, 
respect, support, inclusion, friendship, self-respect, autonomy, etc.). The 
messages we send out through our language will ultimately create either 
inclusion, or segregation. Meaningful education, or simply “appropriate” 
education as judged by the powers that be. Our language will create positive 
relationships, or isolation.  Real jobs, or more unemployment and adult day 
care centers. It will create personalized support systems for people, or more 
cookie cutter programs that don’t work for those who require more flexible 
supports. Optimal medical services, or unnecessary pain, sickness, and 
hospitalization.  It will create nurturing homes and communities, or more 
institutions. Life quality, or judgment, neglect, and abuse. It will perpetuate 
dignity and empowerment, or it will perpetuate pity, fear, and ignorance.   

It is important for children to understand the power of their words.  
Although there are a variety of opinions and perspectives around disability 
language, it is most important to remember to use language that promotes 
respect. I model People First Language with young children especially for 
my own personal reasons. People First Language simply means that you 
put the person before the disability.  For instance, you would say “girl who 
has Down Syndrome” as opposed to “Down Syndrome girl.”  Many 
individuals prefer Identity First Language which makes a statement of 
Disability Pride. This means they refer to themselves as an “autistic person” 
or “disabled person,” for example. There are varying views on which to use 
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and all views are valid. It is important to honor people’s preferences. 
Dignifying Language means carefully listening to the context of the words 
we use and being conscious of the harmful attitudes that they may 
perpetuate.  For instance, instead of saying, “She has a disability, but is very 
successful,” you could say, “She is very successful (AND has a disability)” 
(but only if her disability is necessary to use in a given context). Using “but” 
implies that people who have disabilities aren’t supposed to be successful.  
Where’s the dignity in that choice of words? 

Going Beyond Awareness means reflecting on our words, 
transforming our inherited and unconscious perceptions around disability, 
and educating others through more respectful word choices. A word is worth 
a thousand pictures. Let’s work together to create new pictures through our 
words.   
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