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1T°S THE LAW!

| have been advocating for the use of
person first language for more than 20
years, most of those while living and work-
ing in New York. And, in all those years, |
never once described person first language
as politically correct. | described it as ac-
curate, positive, and sensitive; as a technique
for communicating humanness; but never as
politically correct. But now it is the law!

Previously approved by the New York
State Assembly and Senate, but vetoed by
former Governor Pataki; the “person first”
bill was reintroduced by Assemblyperson
Harvey Weisenberg (D-Long Beach) in Feb-
ruary and signed into law on August |,2007
by Governor Spitzer. The bill requires the
use of person first language when describing
individuals in legal documents, publications,
and state and local legislation. The text of
the bill reads:

“On or after the effective date of this
section (immediately), all new and revised
statutes, local laws, ordinances, charters or
regulations promulgated or any publication
published by the state or any political subdi-
vision that refer to persons with disabilities
shall seek to:

avoid language that

a. implies that a person as a whole is

-

disabled (e.g., the mentally ill or the
learning disabled),

b. equates persons with their condition
(e.g., epileptics, autistics or guadriple-
gics),

c.has negative overtones (e.g., af-
flicted with cerebral palsy, suffering
from multiple sclerosis, confined to a
wheelchair or wheelchair bound) or

d.is regarded as derogatory or de-
meaning (e.g., handicapped or men-
tally deficient)

replace non-respectful language by re-
ferring to persons with disabilities as
persons first (e.g., individuals with dis-
abilities, individuals with developmen-
tal disabilities, individuals with mental
illness, individuals with autism or indi-
viduals with mental retardation).”

So there you have it: accurate, positive,
and sensitive; a technique for communicat-
ing humanness; and now, in New York, the
law! The Recreation, Parks, and Leisure
Studies Department at SUNY Cortland has
for some time now had a commitment to
the use of person first language. Students
will find a statement to that effect in every
course syllabus. Additionally the NYS Inclu-

sive Recreation Resource Center now in its
second year, and also located in the RPLS
Department at SUNY Cortland is working
to educate the folks across the state about
person first language as part of “Inclusion
U,” an full day training designed to prepare
individuals to gather descriptive and detailed
information about recreation programs,
areas, and facilities so that potential users
may make better plans for enjoyable inclusive
recreation.

If you have been way ahead of the leg-
islation, congratulations! If not, perhaps it
is indeed time to get on board. If you are
interested in learning more about Inclusion
U or the NYS Inclusive Recreation Resource
Center, please contact us at InclusiveRec@
cortland.edu.

By Dr.Vicki Wilkins, IRRC
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