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Table 5.3. Examples of person-first language

Say . . . Instead of . . . Because . . .

People with disabilities The disabled or handicapped Place emphasis on the person.

People without disabilities Normal/healthy/typical The nonpreferred terms assume the opposite for students with 
disabilities (i.e., abnormal, unhealthy, atypical).

Ella, the fourth-grade student Ella, the student with Down syndrome Omit the label whenever possible; it is most often not relevant.

Communicates with their eyes/
device, etc.

Is nonverbal Focus on strengths.

Uses a wheelchair Is confined to a wheelchair Use possessive language to refer to assistive technologies; the 
nonpreferred language implies the person is stuck.

Accessible parking spot Handicapped parking spot Use accurate representation.

Beth has autism. Beth is autistic. Emphasize that disability is one attribute—not a defining 
characteristic.

Gail has a learning disability. Gail is learning disabled. Emphasize that disability is one attribute—not a defining 
characteristic.

Jeff has a cognitive disability. Jeff is retarded. Emphasize that disability is one attribute—not a defining charac-
teristic; also, cognitive disability is a preferred term.

Ben receives special education 
services.

Ben is in special education. Special education is a service, not a place.

The student who is blind The blind student Place the person before the disability.

Denis writes by using the computer. Denis cannot write with a pencil. Focus on strengths.

Needs a magnifier, laptop, or cane Problems with vision; cannot write 
or walk

Focus on needs, not problems.

 Source: Snow (2008).

Avoid the Label
Although there has been much progress in the language used by educators and
other professionals, unfortunately students with disabilities are invariably 
described with labels instead of person-first language. Have you ever heard 
phrases such as the learning-disabled student, the autistic boy, that Downs 
child, the resource room kids, or the inclusion kids?

It is important to understand the preferences of people with disabilities 
regarding how they would like others to speak about them. The following guide-
lines listed in Table 5.3 come from several different self-advocacy groups (Dis-
ability Is Natural and TASH).

If you ever have a question about how to describe a student’s disability to 
your colleagues or other professionals who support the student, try to remem-
ber this general rule: put the person’s name or pronoun before the disability (e.g.,
“I work with a student who has a learning disability” is preferable to “I work
with a learning disabled student”).

The Same as Anyone Else
Another way to retrain how you use person-first language to describe students 
with disabilities is to think first about how you might introduce someone who 
does not have a disability. You might use the person’s name, say how you know 
them, or describe what he or she does. The same is true for individuals with dis-
abilities. Instead of saying, “Chelsea who has Down syndrome,” you might say, 
“Chelsea who is in biology during 1st period.” No one should be identified by 
one aspect of who they are—especially if that aspect represents a difficulty or 
struggle for someone. Words are powerful. The ways we talk about and describe 

In order to view this proof accurately, the Overprint Preview Option must be 
set to Always in Acrobat Professional or Adobe Reader. Please contact your                               

Customer Service Representative if you have questions about finding this option.

Job Name_-- _442025t

The Paraprofessional’s Handbook for Effective Support in Inclusive Classrooms, Second Edition by Julie Causton and 
Kate MacLeod. Copyright © 2021 Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co., Inc. All Rights Reserved.


