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Persons with disabilities frequently have been portrayed by the media in negative, dramatic
and stereotypical ways that perpetuate the devaluing of individuals with distinct attributes.
Thus, negative images presented in the media may result in low expectations and poor
attitudes towards people with disabilities. In light of the occurrence of the International
Year of Disabled Persons (1981) and the United Nations Decade of Disabled Persons (1983
to 1992), the purpose of this study was to describe patterns in the use of language and the
characteristics of newspaper articles concerned with persons with disabilities over an eleven
year period (1980 to 1990). Other factors reflecting the relative importance and awareness
of the portrayal of people with disabilities in newspapers such as length of articles, inclusion
of a photograph, and the article's location within the newspaper also are described. Implica-
tions of the results for therapeutic recreation practitioners as well as journalists are discussed.
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Media is an integral part of society, both serves to connect all people to their commu-
in shaping attitudes as well as reflecting the nity (Desbarats, 1990). The media may act
values of society. Media provides a source as an agent in shaping public understanding,
of information as well as entertainment and influencing opinions related to policy, facili-
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tating or impeding the exchange of informa-
tion between policy-makers, consumer or ad-
vocacy groups, and the public, and influenc-
ing perceptions of featured individuals,
groups, and events (Boyer, 1988). These re-
sponsibilities also bring with them tremen-
dous power and influence, especially in
terms of sustaining or changing attitudes. For
people with disabilities, the way they are de-
scribed in their local media has a tremendous
impact on their level of acceptance in the
community. Media has the power to propel
specific groups into the public view and de-
pending on the approach, may evoke either
positive support such as increased funding
or negative reactions that may lead to greater
misunderstanding.

Images of people with disabilities in
newspapers range from the very positive to
very negative, portraying them as either su-
perhuman beings or a burden to society, but
rarely of ordinary status (Biklen, 1987). In
their study of 12 daily newspapers and 10
community newspapers, Fletcher, Marino
and Everett (1988) found the most frequent
negative images were those that suggested a
dependence on charity (22.0%) and images
that portrayed people with disabilities as vic-
tims by highlighting their disability (11.2%).
Indeed, a disability appeared to be synony-
mous with using a wheelchair because little
coverage was given to other types of disabil-
ity. The study did report lesser evidence of
positive images with 8.9% of the newspapers
portraying individuals with a disability as
capable and 6.4% depicting them as "ordi-
nary" or simply human beings. However,
the authors concluded that "characteriza-
tions identified as positive by disabled per-
sons, such as capabilities, ordinariness, inde-
pendence, rights and integration, tended to
be overwhelmed by themes such as depen-
dence on charity and victimization" (cited
in Boyer, 1988, p. 59).

Positive and negative images in newspa-
pers can develop, sustain or change attitudes

(Boyer, 1988; Byrd, 1989). Attitudes, when
thought of as positive or negative reactions
to an object or person, may be accompanied
by specific beliefs that may impel the indi-
vidual toward an object or person or repel
him or her away from the same (Yuker,
1976). Ajzen (1980, 1988) states in his atti-
tude model that actual behaviour can be pre-
dicted when the behavioral intention is
known. The behavioral intention is deter-
mined by the combination of both the atti-
tude toward the specific behaviour and the
subjective norm, along with the perceived
behavioral control. Because the media plays
a significant role in both defining and repre-
senting the subjective norm, as well as in
portraying societal attitudes, it has the poten-
tial to be a major player in changing actual
behaviour (Smith, Austin, & Kennedy,
1996). However, negative attitudes are still
perpetuated in horror movies, tabloid maga-
zines, superhero comics and cartoons where
people with disabilities are frequently de-
scribed as "modern day freaks" (Bedini,
1991). This negative portrayal of the subjec-
tive norm could therefore result in negative
behaviour towards people with disabilities.
Indeed, as Boyer (1988) has stated, "people
with disabilities believe, with cause, that the
vocabulary can orient an entire perception in
the public mind . . . people are injured by
the ideas behind the words as much as by
the words themselves" (p. 14).

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to examine

the language and characteristics concerning
persons with disabilities for patterns in pre-
ferred terminology usage over an entire de-
cade from articles found in a major Canadian
newspaper. Hence, two principal research
questions guided the study: (1) did any ob-
servable changes in language concerning
persons with disabilities occur during this
time period?; and (2) was there an increased
awareness and prominence of persons with

Second Quarter 1997 109



disabilities over this time period as reflected
in selected newspaper articles? The specific
time frame of 11 years from 1980 through
to 1990 was selected to encompass the Inter-
national Year of Disabled Persons (1981)
and the majority of the United Nations (UN)
Decade of Disabled Persons (1983 to 1992)
in order to assess whether or not these
events, or simply the passage of time, may
have had some affect on the language and
characteristics of newspaper articles con-
cerning persons with disabilities. Both of
these events were intended to increase the
recognition of human rights of people with
disabilities, increase awareness about issues
related to disability, provide funding, and re-
examine policy issues related to persons with
a disability. Consequently, at the outset of
this study, the expected pattern over the de-
cade was that media coverage of persons
with disabilities would increase in fre-
quency, would be presented more promi-
nently, and would reflect increased usage of
appropriate language in describing these in-
dividuals and groups.

Method

Source of Data
Manifest content analysis was used (Wil-

liamson, Karp, Dalphin, & Gray, 1982) to
examine newspaper articles from a promi-
nent daily Canadian newspaper, The Globe
and Mail, for the years 1980 to 1990. The
Globe and Mail is widely regarded-and self-
described-as "Canada's national newspa-
per" and therefore provided an appropriate
source for related articles at both national
and regional levels. The simple convenience
of examining a specific decade like the 80's
was especially advantageous in that this time
period embraced the International Year of
Disabled Persons (1981) as well as the UN
Decade of Disabled Persons (1983 to 1992)
thereby setting the stage to examine their
possible impact.

All articles concerned with persons with
disabilities during this period were identified
in two ways. During the years 1980 to 1983,
all articles referenced in the Canadian News
Index under the category of ' 'handicapped''
were identified for possible inclusion in the
study. This encompassed articles classified
under the categories of "blind", "deaf,
"mentally retarded", and "special popula-
tions". For the years 1984 through 1990,
the index Canadian Business and Current
Affairs was used to identify articles catego-
rized under the heading "disabled persons"
(which included articles categorized as
"handicapped" or "disabled"). Hence, pur-
posive sampling was used in the selection of
the articles to be considered for analysis, and
then, the availability and centrality (i.e., at
least one person with a disability was the
primary focus in the article) of each article's
content determined its ultimate inclusion in
the study. This procedure resulted in 513 of
the 696 potential articles initially identified
(73.7%) being included in the final analysis.

Procedure
The content and characteristics of all of

the newspaper articles (n = 513) were orga-
nized in two principal ways. First, specific
references to persons with disabilities were
categorized based on their appropriateness,
and second, selected characteristics of the
articles were categorized based on the extent
to which they reflected the relative promi-
nence of the story within the newspaper.

In the first step of the content analysis,
language usage was classified according to
a four-point Likert-type ordinal scale based
on the guidelines from Words with Dignity
set out by the Ontario March of Dimes
(1991). Boyer (1988) argues that "a distinct
vocabulary that is associated with an issue can
orient one's entire perception of the issue"
(p. 14), and hence, the classification scheme
separated between most and least preferred
usages of descriptive terms. The four points
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on the scale ranged from: (1) most preferred,
(2) preferred, (3) not preferred, to (4) least
preferred. All of the initial coding was done
by one of the authors and later reviewed by
an another. In instances where terms were
not easily assigned to one category along the
scale, a consensus was reached through strict
adherence to the guidelines.

Most preferred language involves placing
the person, or persons, first followed by a
careful and accurate description of the dis-
ability (Boyer, 1988; Hadley & Brodwin,
1988; La Forge, 1991; Ontario March of
Dimes, 1991). The person with a disability
is, after all, a person first. Preferred language
arises with the term "person" following a
disability descriptor. The descriptor serves
as an adjective, such as the phrase ' 'the disa-
bled person''. Language that is not preferred
defines persons with disabilities without the
presence of the term, "person". It uses the
disability descriptor as a noun, and subse-
quent label (La Forge, 1991, p. 49). Thus,
an individual is identified and even equated
with his or her particular disability or condi-
tion (Datillo & Smith, 1990). A person with
paraplegia becomes "the paraplegic", re-
sulting in categorizations and stereotypes as
well as distancing him or her from his or her
able-bodied peers (Boyer, 1988). The least
preferred form of language involves the use
of emotional or sensationalistic terms.
Words which have negative connotations
and tendencies to evoke pity (Hadley &
Brodwin, 1988; Kailes, 1985; Staff, 1985)
only serve to perpetuate devalued roles for
persons with disabilities. Within the terms
of reference, the presence of these terms ne-
gates any correct usage of the term, "per-
son". For example, the terms "persons af-
flicted with . . .", "individual stricken with
. . .", or "she was a victim of . . .", con-
notes or suggests pain and suffering. Also,
an indication of least preferred language was
seen to be a result of inaccurately describing
a disability (Datillo & Smith, 1990). For ex-

ample, the terms "brain damaged", "in-
competent", or "hard to serve" have mean-
ings beyond a particular disability.

The second step in the content analysis
categorized selected characteristics that re-
flected the relative prominence of the article
within the newspaper. The indicators used
were based on aspects of the articles' loca-
tion, length, and use of photographs.

The position of an article was assessed
according to its position on the page within
the entire newspaper. Position on the page
was classified by dividing the page into
quadrants to indicate the frequency of the
location of articles in certain positions within
a page. Articles which appeared in the upper
two quadrants-and especially the upper
right quadrant-were generally regarded as
having a more prominent position. The least
prominent position was the lower left quad-
rant (Bogart 1981; McCombs & Mauro
1977). Any article that spanned an entire
page was given a separate designation and
was regarded as occupying the most promi-
nent position. The location of the article was
categorized simply as: (a) on the front page,
(b) within the first section, but not on the
first page, and (c) within subsequent sec-
tions. Finally, the geographic location upon
which the articles focussed was categorized
as: (a) local (relating specifically to Metro-
politan Toronto), (b) provincial (relating to
the province of Ontario), (c) national (relat-
ing to Canada), and (d) international (outside
of Canada).

The length of an article was arbitrarily
measured as the total number of lines, and
the presence or absence of any accompa-
nying photograph(s) was noted without
evaluating their impact or quality. In both
instances, the longer the article and the pres-
ence of a photograph was judged to reflect
greater prominence of the article.

Data Analysis
All the indicators described above were

numerically coded and patterns analysed us-
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ing the Statistical Package for Social Sci-
ences (SPSS). Descriptive statistics on each
indicator were calculated for the entire de-
cade and for each of the years in the study
period. When examining the changes in the
characteristics of the articles over the entire
study period, the summary measures for the
entire decade were used as benchmarks
against which each year's value on an indica-
tor was calculated as either a standard devia-
tion from the mean score for the year (i.e.,
number of articles, number of lines) or a
standard deviation from the mean percentage
(i.e., percentage of articles accompanied by
a photograph, percentage of language using
preferred and not preferred terms). Hence,
significant deviations from these means were
considered as indicative of meaningful
changes in the pattern observed for the entire
decade (where appropriate, analysis of vari-
ance and chi square tests of significance were
used to confirm the significance of these
changes). Thus, expected patterns across the
decade-such as a steady increase in the
numbers of articles or in the proportion of
most preferred language-could be readily
seen. Further, patterns of change in these
indicators over the decade could therefore
be assessed for the possible impacts of the
International Year of Disabled Persons and
the UN Decade of Disabled Persons.

Results

Patterns for the Decade
The content analysis involved a total of

513 newspaper articles concerned with per-
sons with disabilities covering the 11 years
from 1980 through to 1990. Almost two-
thirds of the articles (64.1 %) appeared in one
of the two upper quadrants (47.7%) or the
entire upper half (16.4%) of the page, and
just under three-quarters of the articles
(71.2%) were located in the first section of
the paper, but not on the front page where
only 7.6% of the articles appeared (n = 39).

Only 2 of the 513 articles occupied an entire
page. Two-thirds of the articles (65.9%) fo-
cussed on a story at the local level with the
majority of the remaining articles generally
split between provincial and national level
stories. Only 6.1% of the articles dealt with
issues that had an international focus. Ap-
proximately one quarter of the articles
(28.7%) were accompanied by a photograph.
Table 1 summarizes many of these overall
findings.

The articles were on average 100.3 lines
in length (SD = 55.6) and ranged from as
few as 12 to as many as 458 lines. An overall
total of 3,543 separate occurrences of lan-
guage referring to persons with disabilities
were drawn from the 513 articles which rep-
resents an average of 6.9 occurrences per
article (SD = 5.3). As with the variable
length of the articles, the occurrences of
terms ranged from as few as 1 to as many
as 29. From the overall total, the majority
of terms used were classified as preferred
(41.8%) followed by not preferred terms
(34.9%). Only 4.1% of the terms used (n =
144) were classified as least preferred usage
of language while 19.3% (n = 683) were
classified as most preferred (see Table 1).

Patterns for the Years 1980 to
1990

Over the 11 year span of the study, there
was an average of 46.6 articles per year (SD
= 16.5) concerned with persons with disabil-
ities, ranging from a low of 26 articles in
1982 to a high of 74 articles in 1980 (see
Figure 1). With the exception of 1983, which
had the second highest number of articles
appearing in the Globe and Mail, the general
pattern appears to be a decline in number
from 1980 through to 1985 when a steady
increase in numbers occurs through to 1989.
The expected increase in the numbers of arti-
cles in 1981 and 1982 due to the possible
influence of the International Year of Disa-
bled Persons (1981) was not apparent, al-
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Table 1.
Characteristics of All Newspaper Articles from 1980 to 1990 (n = 513)

Characteristic Freq. Pet.

Position of article2

Upper right quadrant
Upper left quadrant
Lower right quadrant
Lower left quadrant
Upper half of page
Lower half of page
Entire page

Location in paper
On first page
Within first section
In later sections

Geographic focus
Local
Provincial
National
International

Presence of photograph

133
112
62
87
84
12
2

39
365
109

338
82
62
31
147

25.9
21.8
12.1
17.0
16.4
2.3
0.4

7.6
71.2
21.2

65.9
15.9
12.1
6.1
28.7

Characteristic Mean Std. Dev. Range

Number of lines
Number of terms
Language usage

Most preferred
Preferred
Not preferred
Least preferred

51,450
3,543

683
1,480
1,236

144

100.29
6.91

2.10
3.65
3.33
1.47

55.58
5.33

1.55
3.24
2.70
1.21

12 to 458
1 to 29

Oto 10
0to24
Oto 18
Oto 11

' 21 articles had irregular positions

though the steady increase in the latter half
of the decade might be in part attributable
to the UN Decade of Disabled Persons (1983
to 1992).

With respect to the selected locational
features of the newspaper articles, there were
no dramatic differences from year to year in
the position of the articles on a page, in the
section of the newspaper in which the arti-
cles appeared, nor in the geographic focus

of the articles. Apart from the occasional
anomaly, the relative proportions of articles
in each of the categories remained generally
consistent over the decade (see Table 2). As
with the number of articles, the possible in-
fluences of the International Year and the
UN Decade of Disabled Persons were not
discernible on the observed patterns over the
study period.

Although there was considerable varia-
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FIGURE 1. NUMBER OF ARTICLES
APPEARING PER YEAR CONCERNED
WITH PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES.

tion during each year in the number of lines
devoted to the articles concerned with per-
sons with disabilities, the mean number of
lines remained decidedly consistent across
the decade. Indeed, the variations in article
length from year to year were not statistically
significant (Flo,5o2 = 1-1384, p = .3312).
From a high of 119.8 lines per article in
1985 to a low of 87.1 lines per article in
the following year, the length of the articles
never deviated from the decade mean of
100.3 by more than 0.4 standard deviations
(see Figure 2). Similar variation was found
for each year in the number of terms used
to describe persons with disabilities, but
again, the mean number of terms per article
in each year remained quite close to the de-
cade average of 6.9 (SD = 5.3) with stan-
dardized deviations of less than 0.4 (see Ta-
ble 3). When the mean number of most pre-
ferred terms (Fl0,502 = 1-4595, p = .1513)
and least preferred terms (FiO,5o2 = 1.8929,
p = .0539) were analysed separately over
the study period, no statistically significant
differences were evident, particularly when
subsequent post hoc analyses using the
Scheffe's test revealed no differences in
paired means.

With respect to the presence of an accom-
panying photograph, the overall average of

28.7% of the articles using at least one pho-
tograph was generally maintained through-
out the 11 years of the study period. Interest-
ingly, the two years which showed some-
what higher proportions of articles using
photographs were 1981 and 1982-the Inter-
national Year of Disabled Persons and the
year following. However, this singular ob-
servation does not provide sufficient evi-
dence to convincingly contradict the over-
whelmingly consistent pattern reflected by
the other indicators.

Patterns in Language Usage from
1980 to 1990

As one would expect, the number of
terms referring to persons with disabilities
in each year was generally related to the
number of line:, devoted to an article. How-
ever, of particular interest here is the relative
nature of those terms with respect to the use
of least preferred, not preferred, preferred,
and most preferred language. Irrespective of
the generally consistent patterns across the
decade in the various indicators described
earlier, it was anticipated that over time, and
with the possible influence of the Interna-
tional Year and the UN Decade of Disabled
Persons, a pattern would emerge reflecting
the increased use of preferred and most pre-
ferred language.

However, as can be seen in Table 4, the
percentage of terms classified in all four cat-
egories of language usage remained decid-
edly stable throughout the entire decade. Al-
though the use of the least preferred lan-
guage was by far the lowest, averaging 4.1%
for the decade, the typically 30 to 37% oc-
currence of not preferred language in each
year was especially troublesome. This means
that not only has the pattern of language us-
age remained largely unchanged over the
study period, but the use of inappropriate
language has remained unacceptably high.
This pattern is reflected in Figure 3 which
illustrates how little the percentage usage of

114 Therapeutic Recreation Journal



8
I

Table 2.

Changes in Selected Locational Characteristics of Newspaper Articles from 1980 to 1990
(percentage of total in current year)

Year

1980
1981
1982
1983
1984
1985
1986
1987
1988
1989
1990
Overall

n

74
52
26
69
29
30
38
40
52
62

41
513

Upper
right

21.62
26.92
23.08
28.99
24.14
13.33
31.58
27.50
30.77
25.81
26.83
25.93

Position of article
on page (%)"

Upper
left

22.97
21.15
23.08
13.04
13.79
23.33
23.68
27.50
21.15
22.58
31.71
21.83

Lower
right

2.71
5.77
0.00

26.09
10.34
6.67

15.79
12.50
13.46
14.52
17.07
12.09

Lower
left

20.27
15.38
15.38
18.84
20.69

6.67
13.16
20.00
19.23
14.52
17.07
16.96

Front
page

5.41
5.77
3.85

13.04
0.00

13.33
13.16
5.00
7.69
6.45
7.32
7.80

Location within
newspaper (%)

In first
section

71.62
75.00
88.46
63.77
62.07
43.33
60.53
80.00
82.69
79.03
68.29
71.35

Other

22.97
17.31
7.69

23.19
37.93
43.33
26.32
15.00
9.62

14.52
24.39
21.25

Local

64.86
65.38
73.08
49.28
48.28
56.67
63.16
87.50
71.15
69.35
80.48
65.89

Geographic
focus (%)b

Prov.

17.57
19.23
15.38
21.74
20.69
16.67
13.16
5.00

17.31
12.90
12.20
15.98

Nat.

8.11
9.62
7.69

24.64
27.59
23.33
13.16
2.50
6.77
9.68
4.88

12.09

' only those articles classified into one of the four principal quadrants are reported here; hence, totals are less than 100%
b articles at the international level are not included (typically fewer than 10 per year)
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FIGURE 2. DEVIATION FROM THE
DECADE MEAN OF LINES AND
TERMS IN PUBLISHED ARTICLES

each class of language has changed over the
years when examined as a deviation from
the mean expressed in standardized form
(i.e., mean set to zero). It must be pointed
out that these percentages do not pertain to
individual articles, but rather, to separate
terms wherever they occurred. Conse-

quently, when language usage is examined
within individual articles, an even more trou-
bling pattern emerges. The results indicated
that 19.1% of all articles had at least one
least preferred term, almost three-quarters
of the articles (72.3%) contained at least one
not preferred term, just over three-quarters
of the articles (78.9%) had at least one pre-
ferred term, and roughly two-thirds of all
articles (63.5%) included at least one most
preferred term. When the categories least
preferred and not preferred were combined,
the results indicated that 79.5% of all articles
included at least one of these inappropriate
uses of language. The combination of the
categories preferred and most preferred
showed that 93.4% of all articles included
at least one of these terms. Finally, further
analysis revealed that almost three-quarters
of all articles (72.9%) had included at least
one usage of a term from a negative category
and at least one term from a positive cate-
gory. Indeed, the vast majority of these arti-
cles with both types of term showed a rela-

Table 3.

Changes in Selected Descriptive Characteristics of Newspaper Articles
from 1980 to 1990

Year

1980
1981
1982
1983
1984
1985
1986
1987
1988
1989
1990
Overall

n

74
52
26
69
29
30
38
40
52
62
41

513

Lines

Mean

103.62
112.65
102.69
100.64
97.10

119.83
87.08
92.73
92.48

101.05
92.85

100.29

in Article

Std. Dev.

58.53
72.25
39.60
59.12
81.43
61.40
28.42
37.34
38.46
54.39
54.41
55.58

Terms in

Mean

6.27
7.73
5.58
5.21
5.76
7.63
5.47
7.53
7.87
8.90
7.49
6.91

Article

Std. Dev.

4.71
6.13
3.57
4.30
4.89
5.20
2.99
4.93
6.51
6.92
4.63
5.33
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Table 4.

Changes in Usage of Language Referring to Persons with Disabilities
in Newspaper Articles from 1980 to 1990

Year

1980

1981

1982

1983

1984

1985

1986

1987

1988

1989

1990

Overall

n

464

402

145

359

167

229

208

301

409

552

307

3,543

Least
Preferred

20
(4.31)

19
(4.73)

17
(11.72)

18
(5.01)

11
(6.59)

11
(4.80)

12
(5.77)

20
(6.64)

5
(1.22)

7
(1.27)

4
(1.30)

144
(4.06)

Classification

Not
Preferred

144
(31.03)

142
(35.32)

48
(33.10)

121
(33.70)

67
(40.12)

84
(36.68)

84
(40.38)

114
(37.87)

130
(31.78)

198
(35.87)

104
(33.88)
1,236

(34.89)

of Terms in Articles"

Preferred

214
(46.12)

159
(39.55)

48
(33.10)

145
(40.39)

59
(35.33)

96
(41.92)

69
(33.17)

125
(41.53)

195
(47.68)

232
(42.03)

138
(44.95)
1,480

(41.77)

Most
Preferred

86
(18.53)

82
(20.40)

32
(22.07)

75
(20.89)

30
(17.96)

38
(16.60)

43
(20.67)

42
(13.95)

79
(19.32)

115
(20.83)

61
(19.87)

683
(19.28)

a table reports numbers of terms with percentages in parentheses

tive balance in their usage rather than, per-
haps, the occasional usage of an inap-
propriate term among several appropriate
ones. If usage had improved over this time
period then even in articles where both types
of terms were used, the proportion of appro-
priate terms would have progressively in-
creased while inappropriate terms dimin-
ished. The actual pattern is illustrated in Fig-
ure 4 which shows the very little variation

over the study period in the ratio of the per-
centage of least to most preferred terms in
the articles where both types occurred (dis-
played in Figure 4 as standard deviations
from the mean—set to zero—for the study
period with increasingly higher positive de-
viations expected if positive change in usage
had been occurring).

Lastly, when language usage was exam-
ined within the context of the other indica-
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FIGURE 3. DEVIATION FROM THE
DECADE MEAN OF EACH CLASS OF
LANGUAGE USED IN PUBLISHED AR-
TICLES.

tors, no significant differences were discov-
ered among articles based on their location
on the page, within the paper, or in their
length. Clearly, little has changed over the
study period in the use of language referring
to persons with disabilities despite the pre-
sumably heightened awareness brought
about by the International Year and the UN
Decade of Disabled Persons.

Conclusions
The results indicate that minimal, if any,

positive change has occurred in the language
and characteristics of newspaper articles in
the Globe and Mail concerning persons with
disabilities from 1980 through 1990. Indeed,
the impact of the International Year (1981)
and the UN Decade of Disabled Persons
(1983 to 1992) appears to be very low with
no identifiable patterns emerging that reflect
an increase in the use of preferred language
or in the prominence of articles focussing on
persons with disabilities. The results further
revealed that neither longer articles nor their
placement within the newspaper, such as a
feature article, had any positive effect on the
use of preferred language.

Indeed, the usage of terms within individ-
ual articles was frequently contradictory

with 72.9% of all articles including both pos-
itive and negative language. This finding il-
lustrates very clearly that the public are re-
ceiving mixed messages in the articles' de-
scriptions of persons with disabilities. In a
more optimistic vein, one could argue that
the future holds some promise given that
93.4% of the articles included at least one
positive word or phrase; however, to realise
this optimistic view, the confusing inclusion
of inappropriate language must be elimi-
nated.

Based on these results, it appears that
newspaper coverage in Canada about per-
sons with disabilities may continue to re-
flect these patterns throughout the 90s,
given that so little has changed during the
previous decade. The public will continue
to receive mixed messages because of the
use of inappropriate language in the articles,
and unfortunately, negative images will
have more impact on attitudes than the posi-
tive ones (Boyer, 1988). Should these im-
ages persist, the danger of entrenching neg-
ative attitudes towards persons with disabil-
ities may become very real, and at worst,
lead to their associated negative behavioral
intentions as Ajzen (1980, 1988) has sug-
gested.

FIGURE 4. DEVIATION FROM THE
DECADE MEAN OF THE RATIO OF
THE PERCENTAGE OF LEAST TO
MOST PREFERRED TERMS IN PUB-
LISHED ARTICLES.
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Implications for Practice
Journalists are not entirely to blame for

this situation as they have not been im-
mersed in an environment that promotes the
use of preferred language when describing
persons with disabilities. The news media
may not be aware of the inappropriate lan-
guage being used nor ultimately see it as
their responsibility to promote change in so-
cietal attitudes. Rather, they may rightly
feel it is only their responsibility to reflect
those attitudes. Consequently, with an over-
riding concern for "selling" the news
rather than simply "telling" it, we will
likely continue to see the use of inappropri-
ate language within newspaper articles on
persons with disabilities.

What, then, might therapeutic recreation
practitioners do to help correct this situation?
They often have the opportunity interact with
the media when stories are being prepared
or considered so it is imperative that they be
aware of their role in educating, influencing,
and perhaps even manipulating the media in
a positive way. By providing journalists with
a list of preferred terms such as that pro-
duced by the Ontario March of Dimes (1990)
in Words with Dignity, therapeutic recre-
ationists can alert them to the importance of
appropriate language when developing sto-
ries featuring persons with disabilities. Ther-
apeutic recreationists should offer to review
drafts of stories to ensure that appropriate
language is being used consistently and that
least preferred terms and phrases are ex-
cluded. Most journalists welcome such ad-
vice and guidance because of their desire to
present an accurate description of the per-
sons and/or events. At an even more prag-
matic level, Datillo and Smith (1990) point
out that therapeutic recreationists must be
cognizant of their own use of most preferred
language when they interact with people
with disabilities, staff, clients, family mem-
bers, and especially members of the media
to demonstrate the use of language that pro-

motes dignity and respect. Another implica-
tion for practice for therapeutic recreationists
is that of teaching, training, and empowering
individuals with disabilities (and their care-
givers) to advocate on their own behalf. This
individual approach may ultimately prove to
be the most effective.

Recommendations for
Future Research

Several recommendations for future re-
search are immediately apparent based on
the results of this study:

a. a similar analysis of language usage
of selected local newspapers could be under-
taken because connections to the community
may be closer concerning people with disa-
bilities, and consequently, more influential;

b. the sample could be expanded to in-
clude publications from different countries
to examine the effect of different cultures
and the significance of various events or pol-
icies relevant to persons with disabilities. For
example, in the United States, the impact
of the Americans with Disabilities Act on
language usage in the media could be a focus
for study;

c. various techniques for advocating
change with the media should be examined
for their effectiveness in bringing about posi-
tive change. Some examples of these tech-
niques might include: teach people with disa-
bilities and their caregivers to advocate for
themselves in positive ways; incorporate an
education component about persons with
disabilities into journalism students' pro-
grams; and

d. the monitoring of the use of language
in newspaper articles should be continued, es-
pecially as a means of evaluating the effective-
ness of interventions in educating and influ-
encing the journalists who prepare the stories.

Clearly, there needs to be continued re-
search to monitor all types of media, particu-
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larly with regards to the use of the most ap-
propriate language. If we are to expect posi-
tive changes in people's behaviour, we must
encourage and expect positive change in the
media. As newspapers reflect the subjective
norm, it is reasonable to state that if attitudes
have not and do not change in the media, they
have not and will not change in society.
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