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Abstr act

What is in a collective nanme? Plenty, according to
mnority rights groups who have worked throughout the
twentieth century to identify thensel ves using descriptive,
reflective and respectful |abels. These | abel s have often
been "replacenent” terns for those created by peopl e outside
of the group in question.

How are persons with disabilities identified by the
medi a? An exam nation of articles concerning persons with
disabilities provided to the national nedia by The
Disability News Service, Inc. is examned along with those
provi ded by a nore general news service, Associated Press
(AP), to determ ne whether there is a difference in terns
utilized. Inplications of findings are discussed.

"Sticks and stones nmay break ny bones, but nanmes w |l never
hurt nme." As this adage inplies, names do not matter and argui ng
over themis a waste of tinme and a distraction fromnore
i nportant matters. Mreover, as persuasive as argunents in favor
of a change in nanes or term nology may be, to sone they
represent a diversion fromnore inportant matters. WE. B. DuBoi s
wote a classic argunent in favor of maintaining the word "Negro"
in March 1928:

Do not make the all too common error of m staking names for
t hings. Nanes are only conventional signs for identifying
things. Things are the reality that counts. If a thing is
despi sed, either because of ignorance or because it is

despi cable, you will not alter matters by changing its nane.
. Mor eover, you cannot change the nanme of a thing at
will. Names are not nerely matters of thought and reason;
they are growt hs and habits."” (Bennett, 1967, 379)



Yet others argue that nanmes do matter. In the eyes of the
contingent seeking to establish "Black" as the replacenent term
for Negro, DuBois starts out wwth the correct prem se that nanes
are objectively uninportant. But he draws the incorrect
concl usion that names are uninportant to people. (Bennett, 1967,
380) Benjam n Lee Whorf, the linguistic scholar, contends that
| anguage tends to prestructure thinking and acting. The neani ng
of a word or expression is what it does, that is, the effect
which it produces in its hearers. A nane can determ ne the nature
of the response given to it by virtue of the associations which
its use conjures up. Keith Baird, identified as an Afro Anmerican
expert in a 1967 Ebony article by Bennett, is quoted as saying
that "The very act and fact of changing the designation wll
cause the individual to be redesignated, to be reconsidered, not
only in ternms of his past and his present, but hopefully in terns
of his future. Designation has an inportant bearing on destiny."
(Bennett, 1967, 382) In a 1946 essay George O well wote: "But if
t hought corrupts | anguage, | anguage can al so corrupt thought. A
bad usage can spread by tradition and imtation, even anong
peopl e who should and do know better.” (O well, 1946)

There is plenty in a nanme, according to mnority rights
groups who have worked throughout the twentieth century to
identify thensel ves using descriptive, reflective and respectful
| abel s. These | abel s often have been "repl acenent” terns for
t hose created by people outside of the group in question. Some
mai ntain that a change in nane can short circuit the stereotyped
t hi nki ng patterns that undergird the systemof prejudice in
America. (Bennett, 1967, 374) "For groups, as for individuals,
taking a new nane is a quintessential Anerican act, a suprene
gesture of self creation in the | and where Norma Jean Baker
becane Marilyn Monroe, honbsexual s becane gays, and Esso becane
Exxon." (Lacayo, 1989, 32)

Nanmes or | abels that define groups help to determ ne how
both in and agent group nmenbers respond to the group. "Wrds
prefigure and control experience to sone degree; they are not
sinply innocent |abels.” (Sinpson and Yinger, 1972, 32) Synbols
are part and parcel of reality itself. (Smth, 1988, 513.) It has
becone increasingly clear that sonme words and the thought
processes they represent are hurtful in ways that cannot be
remedi ed by cosnetic changes in termnology (e.g. fromcripple to
ort hopedi cal | y handi capped or fromdefective children to
exceptional children). (Meyerson, 1988, 175) For nany years it
was thought that to attenpt to alter hurtful but traditional,
soci al | anguage patterns was an insuperable task. It remained for
t he wonen's novenent and the African American community to shift
the focus to the stinulus: to denmand that |anguage be changed and
to show that sone offensive | anguage patterns can be altered.
(Meyerson, 1988, 176)

Label s play an inportant role in defining groups and
i ndi vidual s who belong to the groups. This has been especially
true for racial and ethnic groups. Over the past century the



standard termfor Bl acks has shifted from"colored" to "Negro" to
"Bl ack” to "African American." It should be noted that the
alterations in racial |abels represent changes in the acceptance
of various |abels, not the creation of new terns. The changes can
be seen as attenpts by African Anmericans to redefine thensel ves
and to gain respect and standing in a society that has held them
to be subordinate and inferior. Wile the preferred term has
changed several tines, the comon goal for Blacks has been to
find a group label that instills group pride and self esteem
(Smth, 1992, 497) In his discussion of the evolution of the use
of various terns Smth notes that at one tine "Black" was favored
because of the natural balance it provided to the term"Wite."
The changing of ethnic and racial l|abels is not particular to

Bl acks. In recent years the term"Hi spanic" has replaced "Spani sh
speaki ng" and the term "Latino" has al so established itself.
Simlarly "Oiental" has been supplanted by "Asian." (Smth,

1988, 510)

In 1985 Paul K. Longnore reflected on the common term nol ogy
used by both di sabl ed and nondi sabl ed people to identify or
describe persons with a wde variety of disabilities. No attenpt
was made to quantify the frequency of usage of any terns, rather
the focus was on the social neaning of this |anguage and these
terms. The | anguage of disability denonstrates that people with
disabilities are frequently perceived exclusively in terns of
their disabilities. The community of disabled people is rarely
contrasted or balanced with able bodi ed people. They are limted
to a "handi capped role" in which they are seen as recipients of
medi cal treatment. This role includes ascribed traits of
dependency, hel pl essness, abnornality of appearance and node of
functioning, pervasive incapacitation and ultimtely
subhumanness.

Frequently used terns al so express perceptions of
hel pl essness and dependency: victim abnormal, defective, infirm
i nvalid, unsound, mainmed. (Longnore, 1985, 419) Many terns could
be described as nedical labels in that persons with disabilities
are often described as patients, cases, or as sick wth,
afflicted by, suffering from or stricken with one condition or
anot her. Regardless of the social situation, people with
disabilities are often | abel ed and perhaps viewed primarily as
objects of nedical treatnent. Another set of ternms substitute
euphem stic labels in an attenpt to weaken prejudice. A third
"Politicized" |anguage is being fornul ated by persons with
disabilities which reflects a contenporary effort to escape the
"handi capped role" and to create an alternative, self defined
social identity. (Longnore, 1985, 419)

A persistently disturbing aspect of attitudes toward
disability concerns the use of adjectives as nouns. Many peopl e
refer to disabled individuals as the deaf, the blind, etc. That
nmore than a nmere quirk of |anguage is involved may be seen in the
fact that the adjective as noun usage conspi cuously del etes the
humani zi ng peopl e, person, individual and the |ike. The practice
sets di sabl ed people apart from nondi sabl ed i ndi vi dual s and



cannot be discounted as of negligible inportance. (Bowe, 1978,
127) While Longnore made no attenpt to quantify the frequency of
usage of any terns in 1985, he noted that the nbst common terns
used to identify persons with disabilities are the handi capped,
the di sabled, the deaf, the blind, the nentally retarded, and the
devel opnment al | y di sabl ed.

All of these adjectives used as abstract nouns contribute to
the process of stigmatization by reinforcing the tendency to
"see" persons with disabilities only in terns of those
disabilities. These |labels rivet attention on what is usually the
nost visible or apparent characteristic of the person. They
obscure all other characteristics behind that one and swal | ow up
the social identity of the individual within that restrictive
category. Such term nol ogi cal usages also illustrate another
pattern typical of the linguistic reinforcenment of prejudice by
umping all of the nmenbers of the stigmatized group into a
uni form category, robbing themof an individuality. (Longnore,
1985, 419)

Al of the terns nentioned thus far inply a notion of social
i ncapaci tati on which shows the disability as engulfing a person's
social identity. Several terns referring to specific disabilities
al so contain the assunption that the physical or sensory
condition taints the whole person. Wrds used to describe the
appearance of a physically disabled person sonetines connote that
t he individual has |ost sone part of his or her humanity; for
exanpl e, deforned or m sshapen.

This stigmatizing | anguage has evoked a reaction from
persons with disabilities and their advocates, who include
pr of essi onal s who work wi th handi capped peopl e, and parents of
children with disabilities. These groups have propagated an array
of substitutes for older, prejudicial terns. Anpong the euphem sns
that try to get around the effects of prejudicial |abeling are
speci al , special needs, atypical, exceptional, and persons with
exceptionalities. Yet even these terns continue to reinforce the
perception of the essential differentness of disabled people and
continue to put people with disabilities in a separate category
from"normal" people. Wiile these euphem snms may i nadvertently
reiterate the perception of disabled persons as a stigmatized
mnority, other euphem snms seemto avoid confronting that. For
exanpl e, school children with disabilities are placed in special
education or are mainstreaned. Yet another group of disability
civil rights activists have attenpted to deal wth the issues of
prejudice in | anguage directly by giving a nane to prejudice
agai nst di sabl ed persons. The terns handi capi sm physicalism and
normal i sm have been proposed. None of these terns has yet been
wi del y accept ed.

Per haps the nost interesting and significant aspect of the
| anguage of disability is the continuing debate and di scussion
anong persons with disabilities thensel ves regardi ng preferable
terms of identification. (Longnore, 1985, 422)

Diversity



Diversity is widely discussed in our society. There is
| egislation to ensure it and questions are often raised about
whet her there is enough diversity in the workplace, marketpl ace,
government and nedia. But "disability is the neglected diversity,
even as diversity representation by race, gender and sexual
orientation has becone a vogue topic of discussion for the nedia
and society in general." (Hardin, 1999, 1) Perhaps this is
because disability is not thought of by many as a diversity.
"Yet, disability is, and individuals with nmental and/or physical
disabilities represent a significant mnority popul ation. But
they continue to be ignored and stereotyped."” (Hardin, 1999, 1)
People with disabilities are the largest mnority in the United
States (National Council on the Handi capped, 1998; Ofice of
Disability Managenment, 1999; Statistical Abstract of the United
States, 1998). The | argest nunber of people with disabilities in
the US have arthritis, followed by those with nental disorders
(excl usi ve of substance abuse). Hearing inpairnents affect the
third |l argest group (Center for Health Statistics, 1999). It is
interesting to note though that wheel chair use has becone the
synbol of disability in news photos (Haller, 1995, 14) and on
parking permts even though only .05% of the US popul ation uses a
wheel chair. Perhaps the government, as nuch as any ot her source
has contributed to the redefinition and current definitions of
di sability.

Through | egi sl ati on such as Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the Education for Al Handi capped
Children Act of 1975 and the Americans with Disabilities Act of
1990, federal policy nakers established disabled people as a
class to be protected fromdiscrimnation by federal |aw. The
definitions included in the new | aws focused on a broad group of
people in a way that aided in the formation of a social novenent.
(Scotch, 1988, 167) For exanple the Education for Al Handi capped
Chil dren Act of 1975 defined handi capped children as those
eval uated as being nentally retarded, hard of hearing, deaf,
speech inpaired, visually handi capped, seriously enotionally
di sturbed, orthopedically inpaired, other health inpaired, deaf
bl i nd, nultihandi capped, or as having specific |earning
di sabilities.

There are differences between people with disabilities and
other mnorities. In the past people with disabilities
constituted a group due to statistical classification based on
abstractions. Although 1 in 11 Anericans of working age identify
t hensel ves as having a disability (US Bureau of the Census, 1990)
for many of them such self identification does not translate into
group consciousness or political action. A "typical" disabled
person does not exist nor does a psychol ogy of disability because
di sabilities produce no firm predictable effect. (Wthout Bias,
1977, 77).

Until as recently as the 1970s there was not a significant
soci al novenent of disabl ed people dedicated to the renoval of
the many barriers they face that deny full participation in
Anerican society. (Scotch, 1988, 159) This absence of comunity



has changed in recent years. A survey of a national sanple of
people with disabilities reported by HIl, Mehnert Tayl or, Kagey,
Lei zhenko et al. in 1986 showed that 74% of respondents felt sone
sense of common identity with other disabled people and

approxi mately 50% bel i eved that people with disabilities are a
mnority group in the same sense as Bl acks and Hi spanics. (Fine &
Asch, 1988, 7)

A nunber of disabl ed people who had been active in the
social conflicts of the 1960s cane to see their disability in the
sane political sense as blacks viewed their race or wonen their
gender. (Scotch, 1988, 165) The definition of a mnority group
applies to people with disabilities. The criteria in the
definition include: "identifiability, differential power,
differential and pejorative treatnent, and group awareness."
(Dwor ki n and Dworkin, 1976, 7). Sone feel that in nost
circunstances it may be nore accurate to characterize people with
disabilities as nenbers of a social category rather than as an
identifiable social or political group. To be perceived as
disabled is typically to be seen as hel pl ess and i nconpetent and
many i ndi viduals with physical inpairnments seek to dissociate
t henmsel ves fromdisability exercising what Goffman calls "role
di stance." (Scotch, 1988, 161)

Medi a

In recent years people with disabilities have been in the
news with increasing frequency. But their increasing visibility
has rai sed questions about their representation. Anong the nost
common char ges brought agai nst the news and entertai nnent nedi a
are: tokenism wunrealistic portrayals, negative stereotyping and
under representation.

The conventions of the nmedia may create an environnent that
is hostile to visible mnorities, including people with
disabilities, and which may be difficult to change. There is
evi dence that | abels and nanes reinforce stereotypes. People with
disabilities face anbi guous and sonetines rejecting social
responses. (Comer & Piliavin, 1972; Kleck, 1966; Kleck, H roshi &
Hastorf, 1966) For many people with disabilities, physical
inmpairnment is |ess handi capping than the barriers of stereotyped
attitudes. (Scotch, 1988, 164)

Wil e diversity of race, gender and sexual orientation in
our nedia representations and research is inportant, it is
ironic that our vision of diversity is solimted that it
rarely includes disability. If educators and schol ars
continue to resist a progressive paradi gmregardi ng

di sability issues, how can we expect the nedia to help
soci ety nove beyond its limted and prejudiced
under st andi ng?" (Scotch, 1988, 161)

Medi a act as nechanisns in the social construction of people
wth disabilities. (Haller, 1998, 90) The United States has spent
its entire history designing a country for nondi sabl ed peopl e,



t hus excl uding people with disabilities from buil dings,
transportation, educational and recreational progranms, and
communi cati on net hods. Because of these barriers, literature and
mass nedi a becone crucial conponents in representing people with
disabilities in society. (Bowe, 1978, 131)

It seens reasonable to postul ate that exposure to nmass nedi a
messages about the disabled comunity is one of the principal
determ nants of |evels of know edge of and about people with
disability. Exposure to nedia nessages is not sufficient to
produce changes in attitudes and opinion, yet negative
stereotypes can interfere with the acceptance of accurate
i nformati on about people with disabilities. Qur attitudes are
i nportant because they hel p shape and direct our actions. If we
believe that people with disabilities are different we w |
continue to neglect their needs, (Bowe, 1978, 111) and to deal
with and treat them separately and differently than we do non-

di sabl ed peopl e.

W as a society "nmake disability" through our |anguage,
medi a and ot her public and visible ways. (Higgins, 1992) Studying
media terns used to refer to people with disabilities may hel p us
to understand the nedia's role in the construction of people with
di sabilities.

The use of traditional, stereotypic ternms to refer to people
with disabilities may result not only fromtraditional cultural
norns and habits, but also fromdisability activists not pushing
to educate journalists. After all, as Haller (1998, 97) notes,
disability | eaders were organi zing, not dealing with the nedia.
Therefore, the representations of disability protest are also a
function of a disability rights novenent still learning to
fashion the news nedia i mge of disability. (Haller, 1998, 97)

In recent years nedia representations and portrayal s of
visible mnorities have cone under increasing scrutiny.

Rel atively few mass nedi a studi es assess nedi a coverage based on
disability. Studies based on groups such as gender, race or
politics are nore frequent. This is unfortunate in that
relatively few Anericans have sufficient, direct and personal
contact with enough di sabl ed people to be able to form accurate
perceptions of them Thus, nedia assunme added inportance. Wen

| ooki ng at perceptions of people with disabilities, literature
and nmass nedi a may be even nore powerful than personal contact
because one's interaction wth disabled people may be restricted
by the barriers of architecture, transportation or conmunication.
(Bowe, 1978, 131)

Researchers have studi ed the mass nedia to assess whet her
di sabl ed persons are inaccurately or negatively portrayed because
of their physical and social deviations. (Dillon, Byrd, and Byrd,
1980; Bonstetter, 1986; Klobas, 1988) Anong the various studies
of national nedia coverage of disability rights and activismthat
have been conducted the primary focus has been on anmount of
coverage various events received and categorization of nedia
representation or portrayals of disability. (Haller, 1993 & 1995)

Haller, in a study on the way in which photos and TV video



segnents are shot with regards to canera angle, "illustrates that
even sonething as subtle as a canera angle can reinforce both
traditional and progressive cultural representations.” (Haller,
1995, 15) Haller has noted that "nore inportant than the anount
of coverage of the nedia event is the news stories' rhetoric."
(Hal l er, 1998, 92-93). Tom Brokaw s voi ce over of coverage of a
disability rights "crawl in" at the US Capitol on NBC on March
13, 1990, associates di sadvantage with disability. Brokaw tells
TV viewers that people with disabilities are "less fortunate,"”
"l ess privileged," and "desperate.” (Haller, 1998, 93) Language
in print stories included Tine nmagazines' framng of disability
activists as "supercrips" who are doing amazing things in the
name of protest. (Haller, 1998, 94)

Research Question

How are persons with disabilities identified in the nmass
medi a? The current study exam nes articles concerning persons
with disabilities provided to the national nedia by The
Disability News Service, Inc. and by Associated Press to
determ ne what terns are utilized to refer to the conmmunity of
the disabled and its nenbers and whether there is a difference in
terms utilized to refer to the community of the disabled and its
menbers between these two sources.

The use of ternms to refer to people with disabilities in
news stories is significant because how people with disabilities
are referred to addresses how US society is or is not changi ng
its treatnent of the community of people with disabilities. Wile
an exam nation of terns used to refer to people with disabilities
may be a small conponent of a news story, it has many
inplications in ternms of representation. There are inportant
di stinctions between the terns inpairnent, disability and
handi cap (Scheer & Groce, 1988, 23-24).

| mpai rment descri bes an abnormality or |oss of a
physi ol ogi cal structure or function. Disability refers to the
consequences of an inpairnent - that is, a restriction or |ack of
ability to performsone activity as consi dered appropriate.

Handi cap neans a soci al disadvantage that results from an

i mpai rment or disability. An inpairnment does not necessarily
produce a disability and a disability need not be a handicap -
the latter two terns are socially defined. For instance, today
poor eyesight is not considered a handi cap because it can be
corrected with eyegl asses, but in a subsistence hunting culture
it mght be a serious handi cap.

The term "the disabled" is |less desirable than "people with
disabilities" because the fornmer inplies that a person's
disability is synonynous or coextensive with the person
hi m herself rather than just one of many personal
characteristics. That inplication is deeply resented by people
who know that they are much nore than their blindness or m ssing
limb. (GCskanp, 1988, ii) Disabling inmages are reinforced by the
very |l anguage used to characterize disability. The |abeling of
people with disabilities categorizes themapart fromthe rest of



t he popul ati on, sonehow nore different than |ike others.

Pur pose

Hi ggins (1992) notes that as a society we "make disability"
t hrough | anguage, nedia and ot her public ways. Studying print
media's use of terns to refer to people with disabilities hel ps
to create an understanding of the role the nedia play in
"constructing" people with disabilities. It is critical to
understand attitudi nal barriers because attitudes influence and
can underlie actions. |If disabled people are defined by their
disabilities, not by their abilities, then public actions and
policies may reflect these attitudes. This study identifies sone
of the communication barriers that may increase the social and
physi cal isolation comonly faced by people with disabilities.
This study may sensitize readers to the ways in which the
| anguage in the nedia can stigmatize, can inply inequality and
can marginalize certain people or groups of people. It nmay al so
hel p to explain changing self-perceptions as well as dom nant
social attitudes and perhaps build acceptance of a positive inage
of people with disabilities through highlighting of
m sconcepti ons perpetuated through | abels.

Met hods

The researcher exam ned the news stories that nmention people
wth disabilities or were about issues that directly affect
people with 15 disabilities, made available on line by the wire
services AP (Associated Press) and DNS (the Disability News
Service) fromJuly through Decenmber 1999. Al news stories
rel eased by DNS on |line were exam ned. Al stories that AP
provi ded on-line that were indexed through a |list serve under the
terms "disability,"” "the disabled,” or "handi capped” were
exam ned for terns referring to people with disabilities.

A strong influence on what the public receives is exerted by
the two najor wire services, Associated Press (AP) and United
Press International (UPl). They have set witing and editing
styles for newspapers, radio, television and even nagazines in
the United States for over forty years. Wiile many nedia outlets
have their own styl ebooks, AP and UPI style is usually at their
core. The influence of these services' styles (which are
substantially the same) is further ingrained in our public nedia
by their extensive use in our journalismschools. In 1977 a joint
comm ttee expanded and revised AP and UPI style guidelines in
recogni tion of social changes and since then the services have
considered additional revisions. Reflected in these guidelines
and various versions they have spawned are concerns about equal
treatment of various groups. (Wthout Bias, 1977, 159)

Addi tionally, Associated Press was chosen because it is the
ol dest operating wire service in the US that serves the national
medi a. The Disability News Service, Inc. is a for-profit conpany
based in Chantilly, Virginia, that was founded in August 1977. It
was sel ected because it was the first and is the ol dest news
service in the USto regularly provide disability related news



and information to the national nedia.

There are limtations to this study. It did not exam ne
pl acement or content of stories released online nor did it
determ ne which of these stories were picked up and used by
various nedia outl ets.

Fi ndi ngs

Fortyone (41) stories about people with disabilities were
rel eased online by the wire service AP during the tinme period
fromJuly through Decenber 1999. In these stories one hundred and
ni neteen (119) references were nade to people with disabilities.
The terns used were:

TERM FREQUENCY

anput ee

bl i nd

confined to a wheel chair

crippled by polio

deaf

di sabl ed athl ete(s)

di sabl ed by cerebral pal sy

di sabl ed enpl oyees(s)

di sabl ed person (people)

handi capped

mul ti ply handi capped

person (persons, people)
wth a disability(ies)

physi cal Iy chal | enged

quadra(or para)plegic

retarded girl

t he di sabl ed

the nentally il

victimof muscul ar
dystrophy

N
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One hundred and eight (108) stories about people with
disabilities were released on line by DNS during this tine
period. In these stories three hundred and thirty seven (337)
references were nade to people with disabilities. The terns used
wer e:

TERM FREQUENCY
Anericans with

ment al di sorders
blind
child with a disability
children with disabilities
deaf 1
di sabl ed athl ete(s)
di sabl ed enpl oyee(s)
di sabl ed peopl e
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di sabl ed student(s) 1
i ndi viduals with

di sabilities 61
i ndi vidual with an

identifiable disability 1
paral yzed 1
person (persons, people)

wth a disability(ies) 202

person with nental illness 16
persons wi th nental
retardation 15
t he di sabl ed 5
the disability conmmunity 1
the nentally ill 4
the nentally disabl ed 2

AP used 18 different terns to refer to people with
disabilities while DNS used 19. O those terns, 8 were used by
both services. These were: blind, deaf, disabled athlete,

di sabl ed enpl oyee, disabl ed people, person (persons, people) with
a disability(ies), the disabled, nmentally ill.
Their frequency of use was as foll ows:

AP% DNS%
blind 5. 0% 2.4%
deaf 6. 7% 3.3%
di sabl ed athlete 1. 7% 0. 2%
di sabl ed enpl oyee 0. 8% 0. 2%
di sabl ed peopl e 20. 0% 0. 8%
person ( persons,
people) wth a
di sability(ies) 18.0% 60. 0%
t he di sabl ed 25. 0% 1. 4%
mentally ill 4. 2% 1.1%

The term nost commonly used by AP was "the disabl ed" (25% .
The term nost commonly used by DNS was "person (persons, people)
with a disability(ies)" (60%. It should be noted that the term
"person (persons, people) with a disability(ies)" was the second
nost frequently used termby AP( 18%.

Di scussi on

Was the term nology used to refer to people with
disabilities contained in stories released online by DNS
different than the term nol ogy used by AP? Yes. Wiile it seens
that both wire services dissemnate information that focuses
public attention on people with disabilities using simlar ternms,
DNS appears to attenpt to put the person before the disability
nore often than AP. DNS nore frequently uses term nology to
describe individuals with disabilities that focuses on the person
and not the disability, such as persons with disabilities, not
t he di sabl ed or the handi capped. O the 19 different terns used



by DNS 8 of them put people first. These terns were used in 299
out of 337 references or 89% of the tine. O the 18 terns used by
AP 2 of them put people first. These ternms were used in 22 out of
119 references, or 18% of the tine.

Qbservati ons

Whil e the method of this study did not include
categori zation of story by type it should be noted that
mai nstream nmedi a does not often focus on people with disabilities
as equal citizens by focusing on mainstream activities unrel ated
to the disability. The researcher observed a tendency for AP to
present people with disabilities in "social problem contexts.
Anmong stories that did this were those concerned wth | egislation
(enacted specifically to pronote equal opportunities for people
with disabilities), accessibility, education, training,
enpl oynent, and rehabilitation services.

The nmedia is in a position to effect change and has probably
changed significantly itself as evidenced by the relatively
limted use of discrimnatory and stigmatizing term nol ogy found
in the stories examned for this study. But the nmedia has not yet
elimnated the use of depersonalizing termnology with regard to
persons with disabilities. Both AP and to a | esser degree, DNS
continue to enpl oy depersonalizing term nol ogy.

Suggestions for Future Research

There is a need for nuch additional research in this field.
Work could be undertaken to pronote the nonitoring and eval uation
of the inpact of nedia | anguage choice on attitudes toward
persons with disabilities.

The frequency of appearance of stories dealing with people
wth disabilities should be exam ned. It would appear that at
present such stories are relatively infrequent. US news roons
coul d exam ne and reeval uate how they cover the disabled
comunity.

Sone of this research could be used to devel op gui del i nes
and suggest training for nedia personnel on conmunications about
people with disabilities. Specifically it could be used to assi st
in the devel opnment of communication to counter m sinformation
about disability and persons with disabilities and to hel p shape
nore positive attitudes toward them G ven the varied nature of
disability, no conplete list of exanples can be devel oped t hat
wi Il guide the journalist through every circunstance. Personal
j udgenent nust serve as a guide and at the heart of that
judgenent is attitude. (Wthout Bias, 1977, 79)

Finally, nore study is needed about cues in the US nedia
representations of people with disabilities because of the
reacti ons of the nondi sabl ed popul ation to the population with
disabilities. (Haller, 1995, 16)
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