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Factsheet 6 – Language

Introduction

Language can be a very powerful tool. The 

words that we choose to express ideas can 

have a very strong inþuence on the way that 

we deýne and understand issues. 

To challenge discrimination, oppression and 

stereotypes, the disability movement has 

promoted its own deýnitions of disability. It is 

important that you recognise that there are 

some widely used words and expressions that 

give offence because they reinforce prejudice 

and discriminatory attitudes among the public. 

When adopting an inclusive approach, 

remember that language can matter.

The social and medical models of 

disability

The medical model is the traditional view 

of disability. The model sees disabled 

people as the problem. The emphasis is on 

dependence, backed up by the stereotypes 

of disability that call forth pity, fear and 

patronising attitudes. Usually the focus is on 

the impairment, rather than the needs of the 

person.

The social model of disability makes the 

important distinction between disability 

and impairment. Impairment is the mental, 

physical or sensory loss. Disability, on 

the other hand, is the loss or limitation of 

opportunities to take part in society on an 

equal level with others due to social and 

environmental barriers. 

According to the social model of disability, 

it is society that disables people who have 

impairments because the way it has been 

set up prevents disabled people from taking 

part in every day life. It follows that if disabled 

people are to be able to join in mainstream 

society, the way society is organised must 

be changed. Removing the barriers which 

disable people who have impairments can 

bring about this change. These barriers can 

range from individual prejudice to institutional 

discrimination, from inaccessible public 

buildings to unusable public transport and so 

on.

Under this classiýcation people have 

impairments, not disabilities.

Language

Language that gives the idea of separateness 

and exclusion does not put across the 

message that everyone in society is valued 

and belongs.
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For example, disabled people are still 

sometimes referred to as having óspecial 

needsô. But óneedsô are only special if they 

are excluded or unmet. Much better is to ask 

someone if they have access requirements or 

require reasonable adjustments.

It is important to note where many words and 

phrases that are offensive to disabled people 

came from and why they may be offensive.

Å The term óthe disabledô implies that 

disabled people are a homogenous group 

separate from the rest of society. Everyone 

is an individual and therefore the preferred 

term is disabled people.

Å The term óthe handicappedô derives from 

the medical model of disability and is 

therefore offensive to most people.

Å The term ópeople with disabilitiesô. 

should not be used because people with 

impairments are disabled by environments, 

stereotypes and attitudes within society. 

The preferred term is disabled people.

Å óInvalidô should no be used because it 

equates disability with illness and implies 

that disabled people are ónot validô.

Å A wheelchair represents independence 

and freedom, not a burden. óWheelchair 

boundô implies that someone is tied 

permanently to a wheelchair. The preferred 

term is wheelchair user or people who use 

wheelchairs.

Å The terms ódisabled toiletô, ódisabled rampô, 

and so on imply that they are not working 

properly and also assume that they are 

only for use by disabled people. A toilet is 

either accessible to people or inaccessible 

to people. 

Preferred terminology

Language that       Language that 

values                   devalues or misleads

Disabled people      The disabled

        People with disabilities  

             Handicapped

        Afþicted

        Victims

        Invalids

Non-disabled people     Normal

         Able-bodied

Impairments         Disabilities

Living with         Suffering from

Living with a mental        Mental illness

health problem        Schizo

People with learning       Mentally handicapped

difýculties         Retarded

          Slow

Learning difýculties         Learning disabilities

Deaf/hard of hearing      The deaf

people         Deaf and dumb

Hearing impaired 

people

Access requirements     Special needs

Accessible         Disabled

Wheelchair user        Wheelchair bound

          Conýned to a wheelchair


