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Universal Enhancement

Session Goals

Participants will be able to:

ÅDefine Universal Language

ÅDefine Politically Correct Language

ÅDefine People First Language

ÅExplain why utilizing Universal Language is difficult

ÅProvide examples of the language utilized in each of 

the four models of service delivery

ÅExplain the difference between a wordôs denotation, 

connotation and slang
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Session Goals (contôd)...

Participants will be able to :

ÅDemonstrate an appropriate strategy to support

  and encourage others in utilizing 

  Universal Language

ÅConsistently utilize Universal Language in all 

 verbal and written communication
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What is Universal Language?

ÅPromotes dignity and respect ï 
By allowing people with disabilities to 
describe themselves in the same way 
others are commonly referenced, 
universal language prevents reduction 
to diagnoses or deficits.

ÅEncourages true inclusion ƙ It removes the artificial 
separation created by medical or rehabilitative labels and 
emphasizes shared human identity first.

ÅShifts from deficit to equality ï 
Instead of focusing on what someone 
ñlacksò (as in medical/developmental 
models), universal language affirms who 
they are as full participants in society.
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What is Universal Language?

ÅImproves communication and 

understanding ï Normative, 

familiar language makes it easier 
for others (employers, educators, 
community members) to relate 
without needing to decode jargon.

ÅReduces stigma ï By eliminating terms rooted in 

pathology or abnormality, universal language lessens the 
social barriers and prejudices attached to disability labels.

ÅEmpowers self-definition  ï 
People are given agency to express 
their identities on their own terms, 
fostering pride and autonomy.
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What is Universal Language?

ÅSupports policy and practice 

change ï Language influences 

systems; adopting universal 
language can reshape service 
models, employment practices, 
and community inclusion efforts.

ÅBridges communities ï 
When the disability field speaks 
in the same language as the 
general public, it fosters shared 
understanding and reduces the 
ñus versus themò divide.
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Speak the Same

I SPEAK TO 
EVERYONE IN 
THE SAME WAY, 

WHETHER HE IS

THE GARBAGE MAN 
OR THE PRESIDENT 

OF THE UNIVERSITY.
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Heart and Mind
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Almost Right

M
a

rk
 T

w
a

inThe difference between 

the right  word,
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Almost Right  (contôd)

Mark Twain

Lightning and·

is the difference between

Lightning 
bugs
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Words Are Important

Morons 

    MÓíĆġĚ

 This was the legal and

 medical terminology 
used well into  
the 1950ôs.

If how we reference 
people is not important, 
then CALL them:
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Universal Language

éis 
Universal 
Language

The words and language  
we use when talking about 
our friends and that they use 
when talking about us
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Power Words

HABITS

WORDS become action å ACTIONS become habits

HABITS become character å CHARACTER becomes DESTINY
Think good thoughts
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Newbie
Staff with no experience or 
training in the disability field 
use pristine language 
   UE Language!

7÷ôý ôćÿþĂôó ăþ
ôćÿôāøôýòôó ðýó 
ÿāþõôĂĂøþýðûûĈ ôóĄòðăôó

Ăăðɬʿ ă÷ôøā ûðýöĄðöô

ñôòþüôĂ tainted  ðýó trashed .
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Politically Correct Language

A term which denotes language, policies and behavior 
seen as seeking to 

minimize social  and 
institutional offense 
in occupational, gender, racial, cultural,  sexual orientation, 
certain other religions, beliefs or ideologies, disability and 
age-related contexts and as purported by the term, doing
so, to an excessive extent.  

-Wikipedia

po·lit ·i ·cal ·ly   cor ·rect
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Politically Correct Language

-Wikipedia

Universal 

Language
 is

òPolitically 

Correctó
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Test Scores Revealed

All those around
    you will be 

  assessing the 
 words you 

SPEAK
 and WRITE

The UE Language test will 

be administered immediately 

following this presentation
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Test Scores Revealed

I hope you 

pass the test!
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Getting It Right

To err
 in using  

 Universal   
Language  

Is forgivable.

Indifference  
to using it is NOT !
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Benign Disparaging Language

Gypped  ï To deprive of something by 

  fraud, cheating or swindling

       

-American Heritage

Gypsy ð A member of a people that arrive in Europe 

migrating from northern India around the 14th Century, 

now also living in North American and Australia.  



Universal Enhancement

They Donôt Speak Up

Most marginalized groups come from places of family 

pride and tradition.  They are able to stand strong 

together out of their heritage and make a statement. 

Gail Williamson,

 Executive Director of the Down Syndrome

Assoc. of Los Angeles

òPeople are comfortable using ôretardõ 

as a ôdisõ because in the past no one 

has stood up and said anything in 

numbers counting

But people with intellectual disabilities,  

scattered through different families, 

       are not part of 

  a celebrated culture.ó
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Limited Feedback

People who are the 

focus of insensitive 

language give 

feedback  to modify

the speakerõs language.

People  with intellectual disabilities 

tend not to give this feedback,

thus may inadvertently 

perpetuate the insensitivity. 
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but rather the 
way you would 
treat yourself

 in the most 
challenging of 
circumstances. 

An Alternative Perspective

"Treat others, 

not as you 

would wish 

to be treated...

paraphrased from Burton Blatt
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Empathy

"The intellectual 
identification with or 
vicarious experiencing 

 of  the 
feelings, 
thoughts , 
or attitudes  
of  another."

ïThe Random House Dictionary of the English Language
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No-No Words

Walkers     Girls/boys  Tubers

      Kids Living Unit      Coloring

   Diapers     Eaters      Playing

  Bibs   Normals  Feeders

  Toys   Droolers  
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No-No Words

Walkers     Girls/boys  Tubers

      Kids Living Unit      Coloring

   Diapers     Eaters      Playing

  Bibs   Normals  Feeders

  Toys   Droolers  

What respectful 

words  could
       be used  instead?
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Mind Your Mouth
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Mind Your Mouth

Accessible Parking

Congenital 

 Disability

Typically 

 developing kids

Has Cerebral Palsy
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Use ï Donôt Use
The WORDS  emanating from or 
associated with a service model 
are not summarily to be discarded  
as the service model transitions. 

Diapers

The continued use and 

function of a word are 

influenced by the 

connotation and slang 

that it has attracted 

through its use. 
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Language Timelines

Our  service and professional language     

 evolves from the clinical models 

    that are  embraced  
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Language Timelines

Custodial Model  ? Ē Early 1950s

Medical Model   1953 ð 1962

This is reflective of the 
timeline for those models:
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Model Driven Language

Medical    For
 

The always evolving þmodelsÿ 
of service delivery are the 

impetus for and driver of our language.
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Medical/Custodial Model

Defines the condition of 

intellectual disabilities in terms 

of its etiology.

3ăāĄòăĄāôĂ ĂôāąøòôĂ ăþ ÿāþąøóô òðāô 
ðýó ÿāþăôòăøþý õāþü ÷ðāü˅

Holds the belief that people with 

intellectual disabilities cannot 

grow, develop, and become more  

independent.

0ôāòôøąôĂ ðýó ăāôðăĂ øýóøąøóĄðûĂ
  ðĂ øõ ă÷ôĈ Ćôāô ò÷øûóû̌øúô˅
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Care For Words

) $/ˆ
 Nail care   
 Tooth Brushing
 ADLôs   
 Toileting
 Hygiene   
 Grooming

So Ken, did 
you DO your 
ADLôs today?
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Note The Difference

Serve:   To work for somebody 
as a domestic servant

Support:  To keep from 
weakening or failing; strengthen; to act 
in a secondary or subordinate role; 
active assistance and encouragement to, 
or an approving and encouraging
attitude toward somebody 
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Note The Difference

Serve Support

These 

words  
ðāô ýþă     

interchangeable!
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Medical Model Language

Patient             Community Outreach
Living Unit Discharge

   Crib Babies  Intra-disciplinary

Dietary Supplement  Admit            

Direct Care Staff 

 Sharps   

Active Treatment      

 Ward    

ITP
 Custodial Care
$qjhv Ąz $qezoj
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Language Timelines

Custodial Model  ? Ē Early 1950s

Medical Model   1953 ð 1962

This is reflective of the 
timeline for those models:

Developmental Model       1963 - 1972
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Model Driven Language

Medical    For
 

The always evolving þmodelsÿ 
of service delivery are the 

impetus for and driver of our language.

Developmental  Fix
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Developmental Model Language

V Simulated Tasks

V Readiness
V Task Analysis

V Backward Chaining
V Developmental Data 

  Document

V Developmental  Domains
V Prevocational

V Splinter Skills
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Language Timelines

Custodial Model  ? Ē Early 1950s

  Medical Model  1953 ð 1962

This is reflective of the 
timeline for those models:

Developmental Model        1963 - 1972

Habilitation Model         1973-1991
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Model Driven Language

Medical    For
 

The always evolving þmodelsÿ 
of service delivery are the 

impetus for and driver of our language.

Developmental  Fix

Habilitation   To
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Habilitation Model Language
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Habilitation Model Language

Principle of Normalization

 Least Restrictive Alternative

  Hierarchy of Intervention

   Continuum of Service

   Inter-Disciplinary
   Time-out Room
   Protective Oversight

   Right to Risk

  Level of Engagement
 Programs   Restraints   QMRP

Maladaptive Behavior
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Language Timelines

Custodial Model   ? Ē Early 1950s

 Medical Model    1953 ð 1962

This is reflective of the 
timeline for those models:

Developmental Model          1963 - 1972
Habilitation Model            1973-1991

Participatory/Inclusionary        1992- Current

What is the next model 

And what language will WE be using?



Universal Enhancement

Model Driven Language

Medical    For
 

The always evolving þmodelsÿ 
of service delivery are the 

impetus for and driver of our language.

Developmental  Fix

Habilitation   To
Participatory   WITH
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Participatory Model Language

Self-Determination

Accessible

Quality of Life

Outcomes

Relationships

Futures Planning

Wraparound Services

Transdisciplinary

Choices        Support

Options               Rights

Work

Inclusion

Community

Advocacy
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Model Driven Language

Medical    For
 
Developmental  Fix

Habilitation   To
Participatory   WITH

/Ąā language  òþýýþăôĂ 
þĄā clinical values
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Changing Names
The evolution of the names of state operated 
facilities from the early 1800ôs to the present 
serve as an ideal representation as to how the 
service models impact our professional language.

St. Louis Training School (1922), St. Louis State School and 

Hospital (1948), Belfontaine Habilitation Center (1976)

St. Louis County Lunatic Asylum (1869), St. Louis City Insane 

Asylum (1876), City Sanitarium (1910), St. Louis State 

Hospital (1948), St. Louis Psychiatric Rehabilitation Center 

(1997)

Institution for the Feeble-Minded (1904), Grafton State

School (1934), Grafton Developmental Center (1978), 

Developmental Center at West Park (approx. 2004)
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Changing Names (contôdé)
Illinois Asylum for the Feeble-Minded (1877), Illinois State 

School (1954), Lincoln Developmental Center (1975)

Indiana Farm Colony for the Feeble Minded (1920), 

Muscatatuck State School (1941) Muscatatuck Developmental 

Center (approx. 1979)

Alabama Home for Mental Defectives (1923), Partlow State 

School (1927), Partlow Developmental Center (approx. 1975)

Willowbrook State School (1947), Staten Island 

Developmental Center (1974)

Sunmount Veterans Administration Hospital (for the

treatment of veterans with tuberculosis) (1924), 

Sunmount Developmental Center (1965)
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Changing Names (contôdé)
Missouri State Colony for Feeble Minded and Epileptic 

(1901), Marshall State School and Hospital (1959), Marshal 

Habilitation Center (1976)

Farmington State Hospital (1903), Southeast Missouri Mental 

Health Center (1987)

Indiana Lunatic Asylum (1846), Central State Hospital for 

the Insane (1889), Central State Hospital (approx. 1940)

Wyoming Insane Asylum (1886), Wyoming State Hospital

for the Insane (1897), Wyoming State Hospital (1923)

State Hospital for Epileptics (1903), Parsons State 

Hospital and Training Center (1957)
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Violators
ñBut my supervisor doesnôt use 
     Universal Languageò
ñThe agency Newsletter is not 
     written in Universal Languageò
ñAssessments, evaluations donôt 
     embrace Universal Languageò

Whatôs your point; people drive
           over the speed limit!
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In With The New

Mental 
Retardation

  

Adopted in 2006 by the American Association on 
Intellectual &  Developmental Disabilities (AAIDD)

(formerly the American Association on Mental Retardation/AAMR)

Intellectual 

Disabilities
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High Functioning Autistic

ñhigh functioning Autisticò
   is both misleading and  

               insensitive. 

4÷ô ÿāþõôĂĂøþýðû 
òþüüĄýøăĈ øĂ ɯýðûûĈ 
ðòúýþĆûôóöøýö ă÷ðă 
ă÷ô óôĂòāøÿăþā 
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High Functioning Autistic

/āøöøýðûûĈʿ ă÷ô ăôāü ĆðĂ ĄĂôó ăþ  
āôõôāôýòô øýóøąøóĄðûĂ Ćøă÷ 

Autism Spectrum Disorder 
without  ðý øýăôûûôòăĄðû óøĂðñøûøăĈ˅  

/ąôā ăøüôʿ ă÷øĂ ăôāü ÷ðĂ 
ñôòþüô ĂĈýþýĈüþĄĂ Ćøă÷ 
ôćÿôòăðăøþýĂ þõ öāôðăôā 
õĄýòăøþýðû ĂúøûûĂ ðýó ñôăăôā 
ûþýöă̌ôāü þĄăòþüôĂ˅
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High Functioning Autistic (contôdé)
The study concludes that 
ñhigh functioning autismò is an 
inaccurate clinical description when based 
solely on intelligence demarcations ï and 
this term should be abandoned in research 
and clinical practice.  
   

Gail Alvares, Lead Researcher, University of Australia

The study ñsubstantiated that 
individuals with óhigh 
functioning autismô ï in fact 
have marked challenges with 
their everyday skills compared 
to what we would typically 
expect from their IQ.ò
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High Functioning Autistic (contôdé)
The study concludes that 
ñhigh functioning autismò is an 
inaccurate clinical description when based 
solely on intelligence demarcations ï and 
this term should be abandoned in research 
and clinical practice.  
   

Gail Alvares, Lead Researcher, University of Australia

By continuing to use this 
term, we may be inadvertently 
perpetuating a cycle that denies 
people access to services and 
supports that they need based 
solely on their IQ.
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Good Words

George Herbert
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Consider This

êN~Ï 7 rk^ªi ·~¯ ^ªk   
^ rk^i f^|qkªë

      

êY~¯ «¯ªk ^ªk 
high-p¯|g®s~|s|qÎë

ŔOh, you are 
wheelchair bound.ŕ

òDo you like this facility?ó

If you are 
 not comfortable saying 
   it to their face, 
why
say it 
behind 
their 
back ?


