
EFFECTIVEEFFECTIVEEFFECTIVE EFFECTIVE 
COMMUNICATIONSCOMMUNICATIONS

People First LanguagePeople First Language



THE AMERICANS WITH DISABILITIESTHE AMERICANS WITH DISABILITIES
ACT OF 1990ACT OF 1990

Federal civil rights lawFederal civil rights lawgg

•• ObligatesObligates statestate andand locallocal governmentsgovernments toto provideprovide effectiveeffective
communicationscommunications..

•• EnsureEnsure thatthat communicationscommunications withwith individualsindividuals withwith hearing,hearing,
vision,vision, oror speechspeech impairmentsimpairments areare asas effectiveeffective asas

i tii ti ithith ththcommunicationscommunications withwith othersothers..

•• ExamplesExamples:: providingproviding aa signsign languagelanguage interpreterinterpreter forfor someonesomeone
whowho isis deafdeaf anan assistiveassistive listeninglistening devicedevice forfor someonesomeone whowho isiswhowho isis deaf,deaf, anan assistiveassistive listeninglistening devicedevice forfor someonesomeone whowho isis
hardhard ofof hearing,hearing, materialsmaterials inin alternatealternate formatformat forfor someonesomeone
whowho isis blind,blind, hashas lowlow vision,vision, oror hashas aa learninglearning disabilitydisability..

•• ItIt isis eacheach CountyCounty department’sdepartment’s responsibilityresponsibility toto complycomply..



People with disabilities need a mechanismPeople with disabilities need a mechanism 
by which they can request accessible 
communications or other types of 
accommodations as well as materials in 
alternate format. In order to provide this 

h i ll ti f bli timechanism, all notices of public meetings 
and publications to be disseminated to the 
general public shall contain the followinggeneral public shall contain the following 
statement:



UNIVERSAL ACCESS STATEMENTUNIVERSAL ACCESS STATEMENT

County Procedure No. 579:County Procedure No. 579:
PROVIDING EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION TO PERSONS WITH DISABILITIESPROVIDING EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION TO PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES

To request materials in accessible format, sign language
interpreters, and/or any accommodation to participate in any
County-sponsored program or meeting, please contact

five days in advance to initiate your request TTY_________ five days in advance to initiate your request. TTY
users may also call 711 (Florida Relay Service.)

[THE ABOVE BLANK IS TO BE FILLED IN WITH THE[THE ABOVE BLANK IS TO BE FILLED IN WITH THE
NAME, TELEPHONE NUMBER, AND E-MAIL
ADDRESS, OF THE RESPONSIBLE DEPARTMENTAL
PERSON. IF THE DEPARTMENT HAS A TTY AND
WISHES TO CONTINUE USING IT IT MAY INCLUDEWISHES TO CONTINUE USING IT, IT MAY INCLUDE
THE TTY NUMBER AS WELL, BUT THE TTY
NUMBER MUST BE IN ADDITION TO THE EMAIL
ADDRESS, AND NOT A SUBSTITUTE FOR IT.]



WhenWhen meetingmeeting noticesnotices dodo notnot containcontain
thethe accessaccess statementstatement oror areare notnot sentsent
outout sufficientlysufficiently inin advanceadvance ofof thetheyy
meetingmeeting forfor addressingaddressing
accommodationsaccommodations requests,requests, signsign
languagelanguage interpretersinterpreters andand materialsmaterials inin
accessibleaccessible formatformat mustmust bebe providedprovided byby
thethe departmentdepartment unlessunless thethe departmentdepartment
knowsknows thatthat nono personspersons needingneeding suchsuch

d tid ti illill bb tt ditt diaccommodationsaccommodations willwill bebe attendingattending..



When to use the universal statementWhen to use the universal statement

When having a public meeting-When having a public meeting
“who” “what” “where” 

When giving out general information

Pamphlets and newslettersPamphlets and newsletters 



DEPARTMENTAL ADA DEPARTMENTAL ADA 
COORDINATORSCOORDINATORSCOORDINATORSCOORDINATORS

•• GetGet toto knowknow youryour ADAADA CoordinatorCoordinator..yy

•• HeHe oror sheshe willwill communicatecommunicate withwith thethe personperson whowhopp
isis makingmaking thethe requestrequest toto betterbetter understandunderstand whatwhat
serviceservice isis requiredrequired forfor effectiveeffective communicationcommunication..

•• ADAADA CoordinatorsCoordinators areare responsibleresponsible forfor obtainingobtaining
aa signsign languagelanguage interpreterinterpreter oror materialsmaterials ininaa signsign languagelanguage interpreterinterpreter oror materialsmaterials inin
alternatealternate formatformat.. TheyThey maymay havehave toto speakspeak withwith
thethe requesterrequester toto gaingain furtherfurther informationinformation..



“People First” Language“People First” Language
And Depictions of People with DisabilitiesAnd Depictions of People with Disabilities



One of the most serious consequences . . . is the
dehumanizing negative evaluations we attach to peopledehumanizing negative evaluations we attach to people
when they have been plastered with a damning label.
Because we have slapped a label on them, we assume
we have identified the essence of this person
semantically branded . . . Thomas Merton (1948) coined
the term "self-fulfilling prophecy" which has become theg p p y
focus of numerous studies . . . The power of labels to
stigmatize, create self-fulfilling prophecies and reduce
or enhance self images is awesome Until we learnor enhance self-images is awesome . . . Until we learn
to appreciate the power of language and the importance
of using it responsibly, we will continue to produce

i i l f h i i i d bnegative social consequences for those victimized by
dangerous language habits.

-- J. Dan Rothwell, Telling It Like It Isn't: Language Misuse and
Malpractice/What We Can Do About It



What is PeopleWhat is People--First Language?First Language?What is PeopleWhat is People First Language?First Language?

•• PeoplePeople--firstfirst languagelanguage (PFL)(PFL) isis aa wayway ofof speakingspeakingPeoplePeople firstfirst languagelanguage (PFL)(PFL) isis aa wayway ofof speakingspeaking
andand referringreferring toto peoplepeople withwith disabilitiesdisabilities thatthat
respectsrespects themthem asas humanhuman beings,beings, ratherrather thanthan
dehumanizesdehumanizes themthem..

•• ItIt emphasizesemphasizes thethe personperson firstfirst andand theirtheir disabilitydisability
secondsecond..

•• ItIt alsoalso emphasizesemphasizes thethe useuse ofof languagelanguage thatthat isis
bj ibj i hh hh dd hh bj ibj iobjectiveobjective ratherrather thanthan wordswords thatthat areare subjectivesubjective

oror havehave pejorativepejorative connotationsconnotations..



Why is PFL Important?Why is PFL Important?Why is PFL Important?Why is PFL Important?

•• TheThe orderorder ofof thethe wordswords toto describedescribe someonesomeone cancan conveyconveyyy
prioritypriority oror importanceimportance..

•• PFLPFL representsrepresents moremore respectful,respectful, accurateaccurate waysways ofof
communicatingcommunicating.. PeoplePeople withwith disabilitiesdisabilities areare notnot theirtheir
diagnosesdiagnoses oror disabilitiesdisabilities;; theythey areare people,people, firstfirst..diagnosesdiagnoses oror disabilitiesdisabilities;; theythey areare people,people, firstfirst..

•• AndAnd wordswords cancan bebe loadedloaded downdown withwith aa stigma,stigma, asas withwith
thethe wordword “handicapped“handicapped..”” TheThe word’sword’s originorigin isis inin thethe
phrasephrase “hand“hand inin cap,”cap,” whichwhich isis actuallyactually derivedderived fromfrom aa
gamegame ofof chancechance butbut sometimessometimes mistakenlymistakenly believedbelieved totogamegame ofof chancechance butbut sometimessometimes mistakenlymistakenly believedbelieved toto
involveinvolve thethe imageimage ofof aa beggarbeggar..



First Person LanguageFirst Person Language

• A person who is blindA person who is blind
• A person who uses a wheelchair
• A person with cerebral palsy• A person with cerebral palsy 

Not a person in a wheelchair or wheelchairNot a person in a wheelchair or wheelchair 
bound

Not afflicted with, suffers from, victim of, or 
crippled by 



Since the late 
1980s, PFL has 

gained 
considerable 
acceptance p

amongst people 
with disabilities 

as well asas well as 
professionals 

working with them 
or peopleor people 
otherwise 

interested in the 
t i

People conversing via American 
Sign Language.

topic.



EXAMPLESEXAMPLESEXAMPLESEXAMPLES
YESYES

• people with disabilities

NONO
• the handicapped or disabledpeople with disabilities

• people with AIDS
• Kate has (a diagnosis of) 

autism

pp
• AIDS victims/AIDS patients
• Kate is autistic.
• Bob is aautism.

• Bob has a mobility disability 
or impairment.
N h l h i /i

• Bob is a 
quadriplegic/cripple.

• Nora is confined to a 
wheelchair/is wheelchair• Nora uses a wheelchair/is a 

wheelchair user.
• Tom has a mental health 

diti

wheelchair/is wheelchair 
bound.

• Tom is emotionally 
disturbed/mentally ill/crazycondition.

• children without disabilities
• Tonya has a developmental 

disturbed/mentally ill/crazy.
• normal/healthy/typical 

children
T i t d ddisability.

• Pedro has multiple 
sclerosis.

• Tonya is retarded.
• Pedro  is stricken/afflicted 

with MS; is an MS victim.



Real Examples from The Fourth EstateReal Examples from The Fourth EstateReal Examples from The Fourth EstateReal Examples from The Fourth Estate

• “Only in the context of such desperate circumstances 
could salvation assume the form of a deformed, 
wheelchair-bound, almost surely impotent husband 25 
years (her) senior ” -- New York Times Sunday Bookyears (her) senior.   New York Times  Sunday Book 
Review, 9/1/09

• “One company…has developed a white blood-cell therapy p y p py
that spurs healing of chronic wounds, like those occurring 
in diabetics, … and among the bedridden and 
wheelchair bound ” NY Times 5/20/09wheelchair-bound.”  --NY Times, 5/20/09

• “There are miles of special sidewalk guides for the blind, 
but it's common to see them blocked by parked bikes andbut it s common to see them blocked by parked bikes and 
carts.” – TIME Magazine on-line, 9/8/08



“…but (her) ailments mirror those of people suffering 
from spina bifida.” – The Chicago Tribune, 12/4/09 
“After all, we’ve all been brought up not to mock the 
afflicted ” The London Times Online 11/24/09afflicted.  – The London Times Online, 11/24/09

“A potentially life-saving experience - just two drops p y g p j p
can help stop a child being crippled by polio.” -- BBC 
News Online, 11/22/09

“Her husband…works with emotionally disturbed
children.”  Charleston Post and Courier, 11/19/09,



Do not focus on a disability 
unless it is crucial to a storyunless it is crucial to a story

Focus on the issues that affect 
the quality of life of people with 
disabilities: accessible 
transportation or housingtransportation or housing, 
employment….

Tear – jerking story doesn’t 
always show a positive and y
competent image



Avoid terms such 
handicapable, a d capab e,

differently-abled, 
special, and 

challenged Theychallenged.  They 
come off as 
cutesy and 

trivializing, and 
reinforce the idea 

that people p p
cannot deal 

honestly with 
their disabilities

Bypass condescending 
euphemisms.

their  disabilities.



Even though the public might 
admire super achievers portrayingadmire super achievers , portraying 
people with disabilities as 
superstars raise a false expectation 
that all people with disabilitiesthat all people with disabilities 
should achieve at that level 

Being brave or courageous… they 
are only coping with what they have 
toto

Their disability might have made it 
more difficult for them to achieve amore difficult for them to achieve a 
goal but they are not “special” 
because they worked hard to 
overcome any limitations



Disability is a natural part of the human conditionDisability is a natural part of the human condition..

•• Typically,Typically, peoplepeople withwith disabilitiesdisabilities wouldwould ratherrather bebe knownknown forfor thethe
thithi th tth t fl tfl t th ith i h th t th ith i hhthingsthings thatthat reflectreflect onon theirtheir charactercharacter oror theirtheir essenceessence asas humanhuman
beingsbeings..

•• TheyThey wouldwould ratherrather bebe knownknown asas aa devoteddevoted parentparent oror aa successfulsuccessful
attorneyattorney oror anan amateuramateur gourmetgourmet chefchef ratherrather thanthan asas someonesomeone withwith
aa bracebrace onon theirtheir legleg oror someonesomeone whowho wearswears hearinghearing aidsaidsaa bracebrace onon theirtheir legleg oror someonesomeone whowho wearswears hearinghearing aidsaids..

•• AA person’sperson’s disabilitydisability isis aa partpart ofof theirtheir life,life, butbut itit needn’tneedn’t bebe thethe
d i td i t thithipredominantpredominant thingthing..

•• WouldWould wewe likelike toto alwaysalways bebe knownknown asas……thethe shortshort one,one, thethe talltall
one,one, thethe oneone withwith oneone blueblue andand oneone brownbrown eye?????eye?????



When we adopt new
f thi ki dways of thinking and

talking about people
with disabilities, we'll
not only exert a
positive influence on
their lives but on ourtheir lives, but on our
society as a whole.
We've seen the power

f l thof language on other
groups; it is
unacceptable to use
ethnic slurs and other
harmful descriptors.
-- Kathie Snow

Language can be empowering.



Have a question? Have a question? 
C t t th Offi f ADA C di tiC t t th Offi f ADA C di tiContact the Office of ADA Coordination:Contact the Office of ADA Coordination:

hh 305305 375375 35663566phonephone: : 305305--375375--35663566

ilil d ffi @ i id dd ffi @ i id demail:aemail:adaoffice@miamidade.govdaoffice@miamidade.gov

Sign language contract:
Accessible Communication for the Deaf:Accessible Communication for the Deaf:

954-578-3081  lisa@acdterps.com

CODA LINKCODA LINK:
954-423-6893 codalink@comcast.net



THANK YOUTHANK YOU

24


