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People First Language 
by Kathy Snow
 

A person is not handicapped. 
                                         A person is not disabled. 
                                                                              A person has a disability. 
 

A handicap has been defined as an obstacle which society imposes on a person with a disability, i.e. inaccessible transportation or buildings, no signage, etc. Handicapped is not a term to describe human beings. A disability has been defined as a body function that operates differently. It’s that simple! It’s just a body function that operates differently. People First Language seeks to put the person first and the disability second! People with disabilities are people, first and foremost. 

The disability rights movement had a slow start in the 1970s, but the momentum has continued to accelerate, especially in the past few years. Using People First Language is part of the disability rights movement, including: 

In 1990, the Senate Subcommittee on the Handicapped became the Senate Sub- committee on Disability Policy. 

On July 26, 1990, the Americans with Disabilities Act, P.L. 103-336 was enacted, prohibiting discrimination based on disability in employment, public service, public accommodations, and telecommunications for the more than 43 million adults and children with disabilities in the U.S. Notice it was not called the Handicapped Americans Act! 

In late 1990, P.L. 94-142, the Education of All Handicapped Children Act was reauthorized and renamed by Congress to become P.L. 103-476, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). 

Isn’t it all great? 

But we still have a long way to go. For government cannot legislate morality, values, or feelings. Persons with disabilities must be perceived as valuable, participating members of society because they are. Since our language reflects our values, our language must change.

Remember the Civil Rights Movement? The Civil Rights Act was passed long ago, in 1964. But it took years before the law really seemed to have an effect. During that time, a long-used degrading term finally became Negro, then Black, and now African-American. 

Ditto the Women’s Movement . . . "honey" and "girl" gave way to "Ms." No legislation was ever passed for this movement, but our society has, nevertheless, changed a great deal in this area.

Now it’s our turn . . . time to change the language used to describe children and adults with disabilities. No more labels! Labels degrade. Labels evoke negative pictures in our heads. Labels don’t address individuality - they lump people together and focus on the disability, not on a person and his/her abilities. Society will not change its language unless we insist on the change. We have the right to do so.

Have you ever wondered where the word "handicap" came from? The dictionary has one definition from an old Gaelic term which referred to a person with disability who had to stand on the street corner begging with his "cap in hand". Is this a term that should be applied to anyone with a disability??? 

Persons with disabilities want the same things all Americans want: dignity, respect, and the opportunity to participate fully in American life.
Those achievements are hard to attain when one’s whole being is defined by a label: handicapped, disabled, mentally retarded, crippled, autistic, blind, deaf, etc. Traditionally, our society has not expected much from a person with a label. This is changing now, for people with disabilities are more like people without disabilities than they are different! A disability is simply only one aspect of the sum total of a unique individual.

No more labels! Instead, People First Language (PFL)! What is it? It focuses on the person first, the disability last. How do you know what it is? It describes what the person HAS, not what he/she IS. It’s easy, just use your imagination: 

· people with disabilities

· a child with cerebral palsy

· my sister has a cognitive impairment

· my father has a visual impairment

· my daughter has a hearing impairment 

· my child has a developmental delay

· my brother has autism 

· I have an orthopedic disability.

And no one "suffers from," "is afflicted with," or "is a victim of" anything! Nor is anyone wheelchair-bound. There are people who use wheelchairs, nothing else. My son is not "bound" by his wheelchair; he is free to go where he wants!

In addition, children are not born with birth defects. They are born with congenital disabilities; they are not defective - toasters might be, babies aren’t. And, we don’t say that typical kids are in regular ed, so why do we say kids with disabilities are in special ed? Instead, children with disabilities receive special ed services.

When a label comes from the mouth of a doctor, a teacher, a therapist, an employer, a rehabilitation counselor, a TV reporter, a newspaper writer, or a friend, gently correct them . . . "I prefer the term ‘people with disabilities’ (or whatever)." Then explain why it’s important to use People First Language. Would they like to be labelled; to be defined by only one aspect of who they really are? What it really comes down to is good manners and the old Golden Rule . . . treat others as you would like to be treated.

As our society’s language changes, as we talk about people first, 

· perceptions will change, and 

· attitudes will change, and 

· society’s acceptance and respect for people with disabilities will increase, and 

· an inclusive society will become a reality. 

History tells us it takes at least one generation between the time an idea is born and the time it is actually incorporated into our society. Perhaps we’ll change that truism. We have no time to waste. I hope that when my now 8-year-old son is an adult, labels will be as extinct as dinosaurs!

We’re advocating on behalf of many people - millions who currently have disabilities, as well as those who may have disabilities in the future! Advocacy means change and change creates tension. Don’t be dismayed if you encounter resistance or if you have to correct the same people many times. Old habits die hard; they do go away when they’re replaced by good habits. Change your habits first, then work on others.

People First Language is right and the time for it is now. Just do it!
You may copy and distribute in its entirety. 
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