
Language Guidelines 
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Appropriate Terminology 

• Special Olympics uses the term “intellectual disabilities.”  “intellectual disabilities.”  “intellectual disabilities.”  “intellectual disabilities.”  Other terms are used around the world. 

• Refer to participants in Special Olympics as “Special Olympics athletes” “Special Olympics athletes” “Special Olympics athletes” “Special Olympics athletes” rather than “Special Olympians” or “Special Olympic 

athletes.” 

• Use “people“people“people“people----first language.” first language.” first language.” first language.” Refer to individuals, persons or people with intellectual disabilities, rather than “intellectually  

disabled people” or “the intellectually disabled.” 

• People have intellectual disabilitieshave intellectual disabilitieshave intellectual disabilitieshave intellectual disabilities, rather than are “suffering from,” “afflicted with” or “a victim of” intellectual disabilities. 

• Distinguish between adults and childrenDistinguish between adults and childrenDistinguish between adults and childrenDistinguish between adults and children with intellectual disabilities. Use adults or children, or older or younger athletes. 

• A person “uses” a wheelchair“uses” a wheelchair“uses” a wheelchair“uses” a wheelchair, rather than is “confined” or “restricted to” a wheelchair. 

• “Down syndrome” “Down syndrome” “Down syndrome” “Down syndrome” has replaced “Down’s Syndrome” and “mongoloid.” 

• Refer to participants in Special Olympics as athletesathletesathletesathletes. In no case should the word athletes appear in quotation marks. 

• When writing, refer to persons with a disability in the same style as persons without a disabilitysame style as persons without a disabilitysame style as persons without a disabilitysame style as persons without a disability: full name on first reference 

and last name on subsequent references. Do not refer to an individual with an intellectual disability as "Bill" rather than the 

journalistically correct “Bill Smith” or “Smith.” 

• A person is physically challenged physically challenged physically challenged physically challenged or disabled rather than crippled. 

• Use the words “Special Olympics” “Special Olympics” “Special Olympics” “Special Olympics” when referring to the worldwide Special Olympics Movement. 
 

Terminology to Avoid 

• Do not use the label “kids” “kids” “kids” “kids” when referring to Special Olympics athletes.  Adult athletes are an integral part of the Movement. 

• Do not preface Special Olympics with the word “the.” preface Special Olympics with the word “the.” preface Special Olympics with the word “the.” preface Special Olympics with the word “the.” This implies that Special Olympics is a one-time, singular event rather 

than a year-round, ongoing program of sports training and competition. 

• Do not use the adjective “unfortunate” “unfortunate” “unfortunate” “unfortunate” when talking about people with intellectual disabilities.  Disabling conditions do not 

have to be life-defining in a negative way. 

(over)(over)(over)(over)    

Be a fan of dignity.  Don’t use the “R” word. 
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Terminology to Avoid (Continued)    

• Do not sensationalize the accomplishments sensationalize the accomplishments sensationalize the accomplishments sensationalize the accomplishments of persons with disabilities. While these accomplishments should be recognized 

and applauded, people in the disability rights movement have tried to make the public aware of the negative impact of refer-

ring to the achievements of people with physical or intellectual disabilities with excessive hyperbole. 

• Use the word “special” “special” “special” “special” with extreme care when talking about persons with intellectual disabilities.  The term, if used exces-

sively in references to Special Olympics athletes and activities, can become a cliché. 

 

Ten Commandments of Etiquette 

The following “Ten Commandments of Etiquette for Communicating with People with Disabilities” was created by the Indiana The following “Ten Commandments of Etiquette for Communicating with People with Disabilities” was created by the Indiana The following “Ten Commandments of Etiquette for Communicating with People with Disabilities” was created by the Indiana The following “Ten Commandments of Etiquette for Communicating with People with Disabilities” was created by the Indiana 

Governor’s Council for People with Disabilities to help you communicate more effectively with people with disabilities.Governor’s Council for People with Disabilities to help you communicate more effectively with people with disabilities.Governor’s Council for People with Disabilities to help you communicate more effectively with people with disabilities.Governor’s Council for People with Disabilities to help you communicate more effectively with people with disabilities.    
 

1) When talking with a person with a disability, use eye contact and speak directly to that person rather than through a                  

companion or sign language interpreter. 

2) When introduced to a person with a disability, it is appropriate to offer to shake hands.  People with limited hand use or who 

wear an artificial limb usually can shake hands.  (Shaking hands with the left hand is an acceptable greeting.) 

3) When meeting a person who is visually impaired, always identify yourself and others who may be with you.  When                          

conversing in a group, remember to identify the person to whom you are speaking. 

4) If you offer assistance, wait until the offer is accepted.  Then listen to or ask for instructions. 

5) Treat adults as adults.  Address people who have disabilities by their first names only when extending the same familiarity to 

all others.  Never patronize people who use wheelchairs by patting them on the head or shoulder. 

6) A wheelchair is part of the personal body space of the person who uses it.  Leaning on a person’s wheelchair is similar to 

leaning on a person and is generally considered inappropriate. 

7) Listen attentively when you’re talking with a person who has difficulty speaking.  Be patient and wait for the person to finish, 

rather than correcting or speaking for the person.  If necessary, ask short questions that require short answers, a nod or 

shake of the head.  Never pretend to understand if you are having difficulty in doing so.  Instead, repeat what you have un-

derstood and allow the person to respond. 

8) When speaking to a person who uses a wheelchair or crutches, place yourself at eye level in front of the person to facilitate 

conversation. 

9) To get the attention of a person who is deaf, tap the person on the shoulder or wave your hand.  Look directly at the person 

and speak clearly, slowly and expressively to determine if the person can read lips.  Be sensitive to those who read lip by 

placing yourself so that you face the light source and keeping hands and food away from your mouth when speaking. 

10) Relax.  Don’t be embarrassed if you use common expressions—such as “See you later” or “Did you hear about that”—that 

seem to relate to a person’s disability.  It’s okay to ask questions when you’re unsure of what to do. 

Be a fan of dignity.  Don’t use the “R” word. 


