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Terms are as defined by Mahdia Lynn unless otherwise specified. 
 

A. Technical Terms 

Disability: Loss of Function at the level of the whole person, which may 
include inability to communicate or to perform mobility, activities of daily 
living, or necessary vocational or avocational activities. (Definition by the 
World Health Organization) 

Disability (Legal term): A physical or mental impairment that substantially 
limits one or more major life activity. (Definition from the Americans with 
Disabilities Act)  

Disabled: Adjective describing a person with a disability. 

Mental illness: Mental illnesses are health conditions involving changes in 
thinking, emotion or behavior (or a combination of these). Mental illnesses 
are associated with distress and/or problems functioning in social, work or 
family activities. (Definition by the American Psychiatric Association) 

Psychiatric disability: Another term referring to mental Illness that 
substantially limits one or more major life activities. 

Intellectual or Developmental disability: Disability characterized by 
significant limitations in both intellectual functioning and in adaptive 
behavior, which covers many everyday social and practical 
skills.  (Definition from the American Association for Intellectual and 
Developmental Disabilities) 

Physical disability: Disability affecting one’s mobility, strength, dexterity, 
stamina, or affecting executive or bodily functions (such as breathing, 
walking, or fine motor function.) 
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Mobility aid: Any object that helps a person with mobility or take part in 
everyday living activities. Examples include a walking cane, a wheelchair, 
crutches or walker. 

Chronic illness: A disease or condition which does not have a cure and 
lasts a person’s entire life. 

Degenerative / progressive illness: a disease or condition that 
progresses, or gets worse, over time. 

Accessibility: Refers to the design of products, devices, services, or 
environments for people with disabilities. The concept of accessible design 
ensures both "direct access" (i.e. unassisted) and "indirect access" 
meaning compatibility with a person's assistive technology (for 
example, computer screen readers). (Definition from disabled-world.com) 

Institutionalization: Being held (voluntarily or against one’s will) in a 
psychiatric hospital, nursing home, or other institution. When disabled 
people are denied freedom or agency, we are usually relegated to out-of-
sight institutions. 

Home Care: Caring for disabled people in our own homes rather than 
being institutionalized. Home care gives disabled people more freedom and 
independence, and is often less expensive than institutionalization. 

 

 

B. Political & Cultural Terms 

Person-first language: Referring to an individual first when referring to 
disability, for example referring to group as “people with disabilities” (or 
PWD) or individual, for example, “person with autism”. 

Identity-first language: Perspective considering “disabled” a part of one’s 
identity, and referring to group as “disabled people” or the individual, for 
example, “autistic person”.  

NOTE: The difference between person-first and identity-first language 
is covered in the CONCEPTS EXPLAINED section. 
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Neurodiversity: The perspective that neurological conditions such as 
autism, ADHD, and many other conditions defined as psychiatric or 
developmental disability are a natural part of human diversity rather than a 
problem needing fixing. 

Mad Pride: Perspective that mental illness specifically is a natural part of 
human diversity and worth celebrating. 

Crip theory: An “insider term” centering disabled experience and 
empowering disabled people to celebrate diversity of embodiment and the 
human experience. 

Able bodied / able minded: An adjective referring to people currently 
living without disability. 

Temporarily able bodied: Another way of referring to non-disabled 
people, considering the idea that ability is not a permanent condition and 
disability can affect anyone in time. 

Ableism: The systematic devaluing of disabled lives and privileging of 
able-bodied and able-minded people over others. 

Disability Justice / Disability Power: A political movement to empower 
disabled people by advocating for civil rights and promoting independence, 
agency and dignity for all disabled people. 


