The Language of Disability

Presenters – Noah, Emily, Bryce, Lisa, Hayden, Elvin Lam


Noah: Words matter. We know this in everyday life, and it's not just exclusive to talking with people with disability. I'm Noah. I have been living with Athetoid cerebral palsy since birth. I am 24 years old and I work as an augmentative and alternative communication/technology coordinator at Kids Plus. The language we use shapes our perception of the world and is constantly evolving. 

For people with disability, language is critical. Outdated terms like handicapped or special needs tend to emphasise the disability instead of the person. So it's important to raise our awareness and ensure that our language is modern and celebrates diversity. 

Emily: We talk a great deal about person first language, So what do we mean? Rather than defining the person based on their disability, person first, language suggests that we are human and people first. 

It's as simple as saying person with a disability instead of disabled person. Remember that language is personal and people might have different preferences. Listen to people and take the lead from them on how they refer to themselves. When in doubt, ask. 

Bryce: If you're coming from a respectful and genuine place, it's OK to ask questions to relate to the way a person wants, to communicate how their disability might impact on their work or any adjustments that might be helpful. But it's important to be mindful that it is unlawful to ask personal questions about a person's disability at work. Having a willingness to learn and respect in the way you communicate is key to building strong relationships with candidates with a disability. 

Lisa: Disability is a part of life. Sometimes everyday tasks like going to work or getting a coffee are seen as something that's inspirational or courageous. There are many inspirational people who have disability, but language like this can imply that it's unusual for people with disability to be successful. 
Hayden: Remember that the person living with a disability knows their disability best. Don't assume a person with a disability needs assistance. Ask if they do, and if so, how would they like to be assisted? Opening the conversation in a relaxed and helpful way will ensure everyone is at ease and comfortable. You are showing that you're willing to support them. 

Noah: Some people with disability requires support workers, whether that be through bathroom break or assisting in other ways. It is important to communicate directly to the person with disability. If that person is unable to communicate, then their support worker will step in.

Elvin Lam: When communicating with a person who is deaf and communicates through an interpreter, remember to speak directly to the person and not their interpreter. Some people who are deaf or hard of hearing can lip read, talk normally and clearly and accompany any verbal instructions with clear physical directions. It's always good to have an option of written communication, like a smartphone or pen and paper. Over the top gestures are likely to make you look like a bit of a goose, and the candidate may feel a bit awkward. 
Man on screen behind Elvin: How are you going? (In a patronising tone)
Elvin: He's a goose. 

Hayden: It's important not to assume a person who is nonverbal can't communicate. They may use a communication device such as an iPad or text to talk technology. 
Man on screen: How is he going? (In a patronizing tone)
Noah: You’re a goose. 

Lisa: When you're talking to someone in a wheelchair or scooter, ask them if they would prefer you to bend down to their eye level or not. Some people prefer this, but some people don't. 

Bryce: If you are conversing with a person on the autism spectrum. Avoid using idioms like “take a chair”, as a person on the autism spectrum will often take the literal meaning and pick up the chair instead. Instead, ask would you like to sit down. 

Steph: If a person who is blind or has low vision is having trouble finding a seat. Always ask the person first whether they require assistance before physically assisting them. Address people who are blind or have low vision by name and let them know who is speaking as you approach them. 

Andrew: For a person with an intellectual disability, use plain English. It makes things clearer. Write clear job descriptions, take your time and be patient. Be prepared to ask things in a few different ways. Repetition can be helpful.

Bryce: Sometimes. You hear the term invisible disability to describe disabilities like mine. This is not recommended because it can imply that just because a disability isn't seen, it doesn't exist. The term nonvisible or hidden is better.

Lisa: If you'd like to know the best way to communicate with the person with disability, ask them in a genuine way. Be natural, being respectful, honest and direct are qualities that are usually received well by most human beings. Inclusive language creates space for all people to feel welcome. It allows for better working relationships and positive engagements. Remember, we are all people first. 

Noah: Language is just one way to build inclusion. Keep going with our resources to learn about other ways you can improve inclusion for people with disability. Be a part of the bigger picture.

