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Disability language – a guide 
Disability is a general term for a condition which may affect a child's mobility, hearing, vision, speech, or cognitive function (such as paraplegia, deafness, AIDS). 
Note: Handicap describes a barrier that is environmental or attitudinal (such as no ramps or elevator, information not available in Braille, negative stereotypes).

‘Disabled’
· The term 'the disabled' implies a homogeneous group separate from the rest of society. They are all individuals. Use: disabled children/children with disabilities

‘Handicapped’

· As noted above, the term 'the handicapped' is offensive to many disabled people because it has associations with 'cap in hand' and begging. Use: disabled children/children with disabilities 

‘Abnormal/normal’
· There is no reasonable definition for what ‘normal’ is, and calling people ‘abnormal’ can be offensive. Use: disabled children/children with disabilities instead of ‘abnormal’, and non-disabled instead of ‘normal’.

‘Retarded/backward’

· These are considered derogatory terms, suggesting general incompetence without referring to a specific impairment. Use: disabled children/children with disabilities

‘Invalid’
· Another example is 'invalid' because this equates disability with illness and can be construed as 'not valid' or 'worthless.' Use: disabled  children/children with disabilities

‘Intellectual impairment’
· People with an 'intellectual impairment' prefer to be described as people with 'learning difficulties' not 'mental handicap'. It is important not to confuse learning difficulties with mental illness. Use: learning difficulties OR mental illness 
‘Learning disabilities’

· Use: children with ‘learning difficulties’ instead


‘The deaf’ 
· Use: deaf children, hard of hearing children (specify which group) or hearing impaired children. This avoids defining people just according to their disability status.

‘The blind’
· As above. Use: Blind children/partially sighted children (specify which group) or visually impaired children

‘Suffers from’

· Not all disabled people or children are ‘suffering’, and this disempowering phrase can help create ‘victims’ who ‘need help.’

A general note on collective nouns
As shown above, the use of collective nouns, such as "the disabled", is often considered inappropriate; every disabled person is considered to be an individual and deserves to be treated as an individual as much as anyone else. 

There is some discussion among disability advocates as to whether “children (or people) with disabilities”, or “disabled children (or people)” should be used. Until (if) this is resolved, they can be used interchangeably. 
Medical "labels" are undesirable and often misleading, as no two people are alike and such labels merely reinforce stereotyping of disabled people as "patients". Likewise, the term "special needs" may be offensive to some, as many people with disabilities do not require any special treatment or have needs any different to those of other people.

Please note this is not an exhaustive list. For advice and suggestions, email info@crin.org  
