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When working with college students with disabilities, the language you use can have a significant impact on 
how they perceive themselves and their experiences. 

Person-First Language:

Person-first language emphasizes the individual before their disability, highlighting their humanity rather than 
defining them by their condition. This approach is often preferred by individuals who feel their disability is just 
one aspect of who they are.

Identity-First Language:

Identity-first language places the disability as an integral part of the person’s identity. This approach is often 
embraced by individuals who feel their disability is a core part of who they are and take pride in it.

Here are some examples of person-first language and identity-first language:

Person-First Language Identity-First Language

Visual impairment “a student who is blind” “a blind student”

Autism “a student with autism” “an autistic student”

Learning diversity “a student with dyslexia” “a dyslexic student”

Mental illness “a student with depression” “a depressed student”

Mobility challenges “a student who uses a wheelchair” “a wheelchair-bound student”

Hearing deficit “a student who is hard of hearing” “a deaf student”

Physical disability “a student with a physical disability” “a physically disabled student”

Key Considerations:

	h Ask the individual: The most respectful approach is to ask the student how they prefer to be referred 
to. Some may prefer person-first language, while others may identify strongly with identity-first 
language.

	h Context matters: Certain communities, such as the deaf and autistic communities, often prefer identity-
first language to celebrate their identity and culture.

	h Avoid outdated or offensive terms: Terms like “handicapped,” “suffers from,” or “afflicted with” are 
generally considered inappropriate and stigmatizing.

By using language that respects the preferences of college students with disabilities, you can foster a more 
inclusive and supportive environment.


