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Clearly Able

•Sensitive editing for texts on disability
• Jules Uusinarkaus

•University of Helsinki



Psychological accessibility  

EVERYONE ON 
AN EQUAL 

PLANE

CLEAR 
INSTRUCTIONS

NO SURPRISES
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Psychological accessibility  

CONTENT 
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CLEAR 
LANGUAGE 
USE, PLAIN 

ENGLISH

CHOICE OF 
FONTS AND 

FORMATTING
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•Advocate for the reader?
•Represent the client?
•Ethical language use?

•Education?
•The future of how we use language?

What is our responsibility as 
language professionals?
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How is disability defined?

The human-rights model vs. medical model 
reflect how a person approaches or thinks about 

disability. 
What is lacking in the person
What is lacking in the world
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• The disabled vs. people with disabilities
• A wheelchair user vs. a person who uses a wheelchair

• A person with hearing impairment vs. the Deaf
• An Autistic person vs. a person who has autism
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Person first or identity first?



Look out for words/phrases that put things in a negative 
tone!
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Look out for words/phrases that put things in a 
negative tone!

The child is low functioning. (Preferred: a description 
of abilities)

The person failed chemotherapy. 

Your presentation was schizophrenic. 

Autism is a puzzle.



What language 
should I use 
regarding 
disability?
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Burden of 
suffering from 
autism

Impact or effect

Treatment Support, services, 
strategies

Confined to a 
wheelchair

Uses a wheelchair

The disabled 
student 
requested a new 
desk. 

The student 
requested a new 
desk. 



• Is the information that the person needs available to the 
reader?

• If a person with a physical disability is reading the text, are 
they accurately represented in the text?
• Are they ignored or minimized?
• Is a person ever seen as a problem?
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The viewpoint of the reader



• Is what the client wants to say clear in the text?
• Is the text fitting for the situation?

How do you talk to the client about changes?
• We have always written it like this. 
• We would like to use our own language style.
• We have to protect the business. 
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The viewpoint of the client



• The room is divided into four groups.
•  Two groups will read an excerpt from an HR text 

on hiring people with disabilities from the point 
of view of the reader or the client, and two 
groups will read an excerpt from a research 
article on autism for the reader or the client.
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Exploring viewpoints



• First, read the text with one of the questions at the 
top in mind. 
• Then, in a small group (2 to 4 people) or alone, 

discuss or think about the text from the perspective 
of the reader or the client. How would you answer 
the final question or questions at the bottom of the 
page?
•Optional: Pick out one important point to share with 

everyone.
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Exploring viewpoints



• Creating accessible text: 
https://www.wypartnership.co.uk/application/files/3716/4735/6437/making-
information-accessible-for-neurodivergent-people-final-v2-20.04.21.pdf

• Curating an accessible course space: https://disability.utexas.edu/psychological-
disabilities-2/

• Changing writing about disability to a positive focus (autism): 
https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/10.1089/aut.2020.0014

• Good viewpoint on first person language (autism): 
https://www.autistichoya.com/2011/08/significance-of-semantics-person-first.html

• Guide for inclusive language: https://c4disc.pubpub.org/guidelines-on-inclusive-
language-and-images-in-scholarly-communication

• Thinking about language in a sensitive way: Karen Yin’s excellent book, The Conscious 
Style Guide
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Resources
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