
Pe r s o n  Fir s t  La n g u a g e : It ’s  Ab o u t  Re s p e c t  
When you address an individual with a disability, you must refer to 
the person first and their disability second, if it is even necessary to 
mention it.  A person is not defined by their disability, it is simply a 
part of who they are.  You be conscientious about how you refer to 
the person in relation to the disability.  If you are curious about how 
someone prefers to be referred to, just ask them! 

             Tr y  Th is ...        ...N o t  Th is  

Ke v in , w h o  u s e s  a  w h e e lc h a ir  Ke v in , w h o  is  w h e e lc h a ir  b o u n d  
Ju a n , w h o  h a s  a  c o g n it iv e  d is a b ilit y  Ju a n , w h o  is  r e t a r d e d  
M ila , w h o  h a s  a u t is m  M ila , w h o  is  a u t is t ic  
Em ily  w a s  b o r n  w it h  a  c o n g e n it a l 
d is a b ilit y  

Em ily  h a s  b ir t h  d e fe c t s  

Th e r e ’s  t h e  a c c e s s ib le  r e s t r o o m  Th e r e ’s  t h e  h a n d ic a p p e d  
r e s t r o o m  

Ch a s e  r e c e iv e s  s p e c ia l e d u c a t io n  
s e r v ic e s  

Ch a s e  is  a  s p e c ia l e d u c a t io n  
s t u d e n t  

Ab b y  h a s  a  le a r n in g  d is a b ilit y  Ab b y  is  le a r n in g  d is a b le d  
A p e r s o n  w it h  Do w n ’s  Sy n d r o m e  A Do w n ’s  p e r s o n  
Th e y  a r e  a  lit t le  p e r s o n  Th e y  a r e  a  m id g e t  
Ry a n ’s  n o n - d is a b le d  p e e r s  Ry a n ’s  n o r m a l/ h e a lt h y  p e e r s  
M ia  u s e s  c r u t c h e s  M ia  is  c r ip p le d  

Notice that this is not a comprehensive list.  Therefore, you need to 
identify what makes a comment respectful and apply it when 
referring to people with disabilities.  Comments that are respectful 
always emphasize ability, not limitations and identify the individual 
as a person, above all other things. 

 

“The difference between the right word and the almost right word is the 
difference between lightning and the lightning bug.” – Mark Twain 


