
 

Communicating with disabled people – let’s discuss the
connotations

Are you a university official trying to create inclusion policies for disabled people? Are you a personal tutor

providing support to disabled students? Are you a disabled person trying to understand which words are more

compatible with you and your experiences? Language is by no means perfect. The words we use to talk about

disabled people can alienate those individuals who are already alienated by society. So, let’s take a minute and

reflect: what do we mean by ‘inclusive language’ when talking about disabilities?

Descriptivism vs prescriptivism

When talking about language, one must avoid the danger of prescriptivism. Prescriptivism is the tendency to

argue that there is right or wrong language, that certain words are wrong and other words are correct. This

prescriptivist approach, aiming to prescribe certain words and dismiss others, is widely criticised amongst linguists.

Our study of language is most fruitful when it is descriptive. A descriptive approach aims to describe and discuss

the vocabulary of a language, instead of making a judgment on which words are ‘correct’ and which ones

‘wrong’. In this article, I will engage in descriptivism. I will not provide you with a list of inclusive and non-inclusive

words. I will simply guide you through different words, describe their connotations, and initiate a conversation as to

which words might be more inclusive than others. There are no right or wrong answers, but exploring the

connotations of different words can help you distinguish the more inclusive terminology from the less inclusive. So

let’s get describing.

The evolving language and the changing connotations

Our society is becoming more sensitive to the use of language and the connotations of different words. A look back

to 50 years ago sheds light on some of the non-inclusive words which we are now abandoning. In an article for the

Guardian, Penny Pepper talks about the language she was subjected to as she was growing up as a disabled

person in 1970s Britain (Pepper, 2016). She describes how people would call her ‘delicate’, a very disempowering

euphemism to talk about disability. She recalls being called a spastic, which she describes as ‘abusive language’.

Growing up in a society which labelled disabled kids as ‘little handicaps’ and ‘invalid’ was surely not empowering.

British society has done a good job, in that we have now shifted away from using such terminology. However, some

of these words remain in the public domain. For instance, Penny recalls how her elders found her fit for a ‘special

school’; she was disabled after all! This word still seems to be present in 21st century English. Educators,

researchers and the government still talk about SEND - Special Educational Needs and Disability. But how can we

ever hope to normalise disability if we continue referring to disabled people as ‘special’? The spotlight is not fun,

and turning heads is not our aspiration.

Victim blaming

The words we use to talk about disabled people can often stray into victim blaming. Victim blaming occurs when

our language incorrectly assigns the blame for discrimination to disabled people themselves. It’s very common to

talk about that friend who ‘couldn’t attend a seminar because of his disability’. It’s very common to talk about that
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student who ‘failed her university degree because of her mental health problems’. Both of these expressions

engage in victim-blaming because they suggest that what prevents disabled people from participating in every-day

events is their disability itself. However, under the social model of disability, when disabled people are excluded

from every-day events, the fault belongs to society, institutions, or other external parties who have failed to create

an inclusive experience for disabled people (Oliver, 1990). Arguably, that friend couldn’t attend a seminar because

the seminar room did not have level access. Arguably, that student failed her university degree because the

university’s procedures were not flexible enough to offer multiple deadline extensions. In both these cases, the

blame is on the providers of education. It is not on disabled people.

In recognising that societies, governments and institutions are responsible for the exclusion of disabled people, we

do justice to the passive structure of the phrase ‘disabled person’. Every individual is able to access, participate in

and succeed in every opportunity, provided that they are not disabled by non-inclusive design features. A perfectly

able person then fails to engage in an every-day activity not because of their disability, but because they were 

disabled by society. It is essential to constantly monitor our language so that we assign the blame to external

parties, instead of blaming disabled people for the exclusion imposed on them by others.

‘Disabled person’ or ‘a person with disability’? When different preferences
muddy the waters

Higher education policymakers constantly experience the dilemmas of language and disability. Universal Design

proves tricky to achieve, especially when disabled communities across the world do not agree on a fixed set of

words to talk about disability. Whereas talking about ‘disabled people’ makes the point that external forces

have disabled otherwise able individuals, talking about ‘a person with disability’ can fulfil other emotions and

identity needs. Those who choose to call themselves ‘a person with disability’ instead of ‘disabled person’ often

explain that, by using people-first language, they are emphasising that they are human before they are disabled -

and should be treated as such. It is their way of demanding equity, by emphasizing that, at the very core, they are

human beings, and additional characteristics such as disability are secondary. Hence, the challenge for a

policymaker would be to decide which of the two expressions to adopt in official policies, when preference sways in

both directions.

When minor tweaks go major miles

During my many years receiving higher education in the UK, I constantly shifted between an exhausting surge of

self-doubt and my inner voice reminding me that I was far from being the problem. It is difficult to feel empowered

when so much of the language we are exposed to promote a medical model of disability. How am I to feel strong

and self-sufficient if I need to ‘get a doctor’s approval’ in evidence of my ‘mental health disorder’? How am I to

feel empowered if a medical professional, far removed from my mind and my body, is more trusted than I am in

determining my eligibility for that deadline extension? And how do I prove that I had a gruesome childhood if my

home country doesn’t believe in mental health, and one cannot get a mental health note from a doctor without

being labelled by society as a crazy lunatic?

If the language we use describes our experiences as disorders, as abnormalities, then what’s stopping disabled

people from internalising all of that pity? Haegele and Hodge (2016) warn us against ‘learned helplessness’.

Society can impose feelings of helplessness on otherwise perfectly independent individuals by using language
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which belittles, disempowers and pities. In the higher education context, minor tweaks to language can really go a

long way. When talking about learning support, is it more empowering to talk about learning difficulties, learning

disorders, or learning differences? If the true ambition of higher education is to promote diversity, surely we

must adopt the expression learning differences. If we are to embrace neurodiversity, the biggest risk lies in using

language which promotes a neuro-typical norm and a neuro-divergent outsider.

A very empowering day of my life was when I heard my counsellor use the term ‘disordered eating’ to describe my

binging tendencies. He, instead of classifying my experiences as an ‘eating disorder’, chose to talk about my

‘disordered eating’. If we analyse the structures of the two variants, we can see that ‘disordered eating’ merely

suggests that my eating pattern is lacking structure. On the other hand, ‘eating disorder’ suggests that I have a

disorder, a sickness. Such minor tweaks to our language can go a long way in fighting that learned helplessness

and in empowering disabled individuals.

It is heartening to see that fixed expressions with worrying connotations are now being replaced with less loaded

alternatives. King’s College London’s disability support team are shifting away from the term ‘disclosing a

disability’. A disclosure is commonly associated with an act which can be embarrassing, which has been hidden for

a long time. You must have heard of Disclosure and Barring Service! Why, then, stick to an expression which,

instead of offering support and comfort to a student, perpetuates feelings of shame and exposure? Bearing this in

mind, King’s is now undergoing a culture change. More and more people are talking about students ‘sharing’ their

disability, which is much less loaded than variants such as ‘disclosing’ or ‘declaring’.

Similarly, mental health support services at King’s are now moving away from the idea that students ‘commit’

suicide. The expression ‘to commit’ is often used alongside criminal or shameful acts, as seen by phrases such as

‘to commit a crime’, ‘to commit an offence’ and ‘to commit a sin’. Why, then, use language that criticises those

who are suffering to the extent of self-harm? Moving to less loaded variants such as ‘attempting suicide’ and

‘completing suicide’ is most welcome. Such alternative expressions can play a big role in reducing feelings of

embarrassment and shame experienced by those going through severe mental distress.

It is difficult to get the language right, that’s for sure. We might even claim that English does not have the perfect

word inventory to enable us to talk non-judgmentally about disability. But starting to think about language is a

crucial step to getting there. As there are no universally agreed variants, it remains crucial to ask rather than

assume, as every person will be comfortable with different terms.

Here’s to more allies, to those who ally, to empowering comraderies and in Penny’s words, here’s to

dismantling the disabling society. 
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