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What is the definition of ‘disabled’? 

The term ‘disabled’ covers a wide range of impairments and challenges individuals face. In 

the words of the Equality Act 2010 ‘disabled’ is classed as having a physical or mental 

impairment that has a ‘substantial’ and ‘long-term’ negative effect on your ability to do 

normal daily activities. 

However, this is a broad definition and can be interpreted in a wide range of ways, as 

explained by Citizens Advice: 

 Impairment = a reduction in physical and/or mental capability compared to most 

other people 

 Substantial = an impact on the individual’s ability to complete routine tasks that goes 

‘beyond trivial’. Chronic conditions that cause periods of substantial impairment 

before largely receding for a period of time are also covered in this.  

 Long-term = more than 12 months. 

This is a broad and encompassing definition of disability meaning disabilities can come in 

many and multiple forms (see below). Around 80% of disabilities are ‘hidden’, meaning that 

there is no outward sign that the individual is disabled, despite living with a substantial and 

long-term impairment. 

Under the Equality Act some impairments are automatically treated as a disability 

regardless of the impact on the individual’s life. These are: 

 cancer, including skin growths that need removing before they become cancerous 

 a visual impairment - this means you’re certified as blind, severely sight impaired, 

sight impaired or partially sighted 

 multiple sclerosis 

 an HIV infection - even if you don't have any symptoms 

 a severe, long-term disfigurement - for example severe facial scarring or a skin 

disease 

 

What does it mean to be ‘disabled’? 

The information above is the legal definition of disabled. However, it does not convey what 

it means to actually experience life and society as a disabled person. In recent years 

disabled people have challenged pre-existing ideas about what the nature of disability is, 

particularly those found in the medical worlds and institutions supposedly set up to support 

them. These pre-existing ideas have become known as the ‘medical model’ of disability and 

are being challenged by the ‘social model’ of disability. 

 

 

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/law-and-courts/discrimination/protected-characteristics/what-counts-as-disability/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/law-and-courts/discrimination/protected-characteristics/what-counts-as-disability/


 

Medical model of disability 

The medical model sees disability as a problem that needs to be solved or managed, the 

disabled person them self is the ‘problem’. In other words, this approach focuses on what 

the disabled individual cannot do and looks for medical or social interventions to ‘correct’ 

the disability: the impairment is the focus, not the individual, and the ultimate goal is to get 

the disabled person to ‘fit’ into society. 

 

 

 

The social model of disability  

This approach rejects the assumptions and ideas about disabled people put forward by the 

medical modal. Instead, the social model explains that people are not disabled by their 

physical or mental differences, but rather by the barriers and attitudes society puts on 

disabled people. Therefore, society should not look to ‘fix’ the disabled person, rather it 

should work to identify and dismantle the physical and social barriers that limit disabled 

people’s ability to engage in activities.  

This approach is well explained in this video. 

Scope provides useful information about the social model of disability, including some 

examples of potential barriers and how they can be overcome: 

 You are a disabled person who can't use stairs and wants to get into a building with a 

step at the entrance. The social model recognises that this is a problem with the 

building, not the person, and would suggest adding a ramp to the entrance. 

 Your child with a visual impairment wants to read the latest best-selling book, so they 

can chat about it with their friends. The social model solution makes full-text 

recordings available when the book is published. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=24KE__OCKMw
https://www.scope.org.uk/about-us/social-model-of-disability/


 

 You are a teenager with a learning difficulty who wants to live independently in your 

own home, but you don't know how to pay the rent. The social model recognises that 

with the right support on how to pay your rent, you can live the life you choose. The 

medical model might assume that the barriers to independent living are 

insurmountable, and you might be expected to live in a care home. 

 

 

 

Is it ok to use the word ‘disabled’? 

Yes. 

In recent years some people, often well meaning, have suggested using other terms like 

‘differently abled’ to describe disabled people. However, many disabled people feel that 

terms like that reinforce the attitudes and assumptions about disabled people that the 

social model of disability intends to challenge. They are happy to be referred to as 

‘disabled’ because they are: by society. As this article outlines, attempts to use language 

that ‘puts the person first’ or ‘doesn’t define the person by their disabilities’ overlook the 

fact that the person IS disabled: it is often a key part of their life and identity, and so is not 

something to be overlooked or tiptoed around.  

However, as with other communities, the disability community is not one monolithic group 

and different disabled people will have their own preferences about the language used to 

describe them. The article above has some useful tips, particularly listening to how the 

person describes them self.  

There is nonetheless deeply offensive language used to describe disabled people: as with 

the LGBTQ+ and Black communities some within the disabled community have begun to 

reclaim these words amongst themselves, but it remains unacceptable for non-disabled 

https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/what-to-call-disabled-person_l_5d02c521e4b0304a120c7549


 

people to use these terms. Scope has provided a glossary of disabled terms alongside their 

unacceptable counterparts (by its nature this list contains very offensive language). 

People should also avoid using disabled terms as a general description. For example, saying 

‘I am so OCD about that’ when you don’t actually have obsessive compulsive disorder.   

 

What forms does disability take? 

As outlined above, ‘disabled’ is a broad term and people with disabilities can experience 

multiple forms of disability.  

Disability can occur at any point in life: some people have disabilities from birth, others can 

develop disabilities throughout their lives. Some disabilities are congenital/pathological, 

others are acquired through accidents or aging. 

A disability can be largely static through an individual’s life, it can get worse for a period 

and then become easier again (for example osteo-arthritis or some forms of Multiple 

Sclerosis) or it can be progressively degenerative (like some forms of hearing loss or sight 

loss).  

Only 8% of disabled people need wheelchairs or mobility aides and around 70% of disabled 

people in the UK have ‘hidden’ disabilities, which means that it is not immediately obvious 

they are disabled.  

Physical disability 

Physical disability is when the impairment is a “limitation on a person's physical functioning, 

mobility, dexterity or stamina”. This can take a wide range of forms and does not mean that 

the person has to use a wheelchair or mobility aides. In addition to issues with the use of 

limbs it can include bowel and digestive problems that have a substantial impact on the 

individual’s life (including Crohn’s Disease and Ulcerative Colitis), chronic and autoimmune 

illnesses, and both congenital and acquired injuries of the brain and nervous system. More 

information on some of the causes of physical disability can be found here.  

Mental health and disability 

Mental health conditions are not automatically considered disabilities, but if they meet the 

tests of the Equality Act (substantial and long-term impairment on everyday life) then they 

are classified as a disability.  

According to the UK government, some examples of mental health conditions that can 

become debilitating include: 

 Dementia 

 Depression 

 Bipolar disorder 

https://www.scope.org.uk/campaigns/end-the-awkward/
https://pdnet.org.uk/about/what-is-a-physical-disability/


 

 Obsessive compulsive disorder 

 Schizophrenia 

Mind provides a list of common mental health issues, some of which can develop into 

disabilities.  

Learning disabilities 

A learning disability is defined by the NHS as being a ‘disability [that] affects the way a 

person understands information and how they communicate. This means they can have 

difficulty understanding new or complex information and learning new skills.’ 

This can range from ‘mild’ meaning the individual can live a largely independent life, just 

taking longer to acquire new information and skills, to more profound meaning the 

individual is unable to communicate with others. 

Learning disabilities can be genetic or they can be acquired during the early development of 

the brain. This can include complications during pregnancy and/or birth, as well as severe 

infections (like Meningitis) in new-borns and children. 

According to Mencap learning disabilities should be understood separately to learning 

difficulties like dyslexia and ADHD because they do not affect the person’s intellectual 

ability. However, if such learning difficulties cause substantial impairments to an 

individual’s life, then they can be considered disabilities.  

What is the aim of disability awareness term? 

As with all of our EDI term focuses, the aim of disability awareness term is to raise 

awareness of the contributions of, and challenges faced by, the disabled community in the 

UK and around the world. 

Staff and students living with disabilities should see themselves in the topics covered, while 

non-disabled staff and students should develop a greater awareness of what is meant by 

disability and how we can all support disabled people.  

 

Why is a disability awareness term needed? 

While there has been a focus of addressing prejudice towards minority and marginalised 

groups in society in recent years, disability liberation has often been overlooked: 1/3 of 

people in the UK believe that disabled people are less productive than non-disabled people 

and 40% view disabled people as a ‘burden’ on society. It is little wonder that 1/3 disabled 

people believe there is ‘a lot’ of discrimination towards disabled people in the UK.  

According to Scope there are 14.1 million disabled people in the UK, which is about 21% of 

the general population. 8% of children are disabled, while 19% of working age adults and 

46% of pension age adults are disabled.  

https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/learning-disabilities/
https://www.scope.org.uk/media/disability-facts-figures/


 

27% of disabled people live in poverty, compared to 19% of non-disabled people. 4.4 

million disabled people are in work, however disabled people are twice as likely to be 

unemployed than non-disabled people. Disabled people face on average £583 of additional 

costs a month than non-disabled people, and 24% of families of disabled children face 

additional costs passing £1,000 a month. 

Finally, Scope has raised the issue of the ‘perception gap’ where 1/3 of disabled people 

believed there is a lot of prejudice towards disabled people, whereas only 1/5 of non-

disabled people agree. This shows that there are many non-disabled people who do not see 

and understand the challenges disabled people face in their everyday lives. 

What are some important issues in the history of disabled people? 

Contribution 

The range of disabled people who have made significant social, cultural, political and 

scientific contributions to human development is extraordinary. While the contribution of 

disabled people is not down to a few individuals, nonetheless their stories show how 

disabled people enrich society: 

 

 

 

Ade Adepitan 
Having contracted Polio as a 

child Adepitan became a 
basketball player and played on 

the bronze winning 2004 
Paralympic team. He has 

subsequently become a TV 
presenter and undertakes a 

range of media roles. 

Frida Kahlo 
Kahlo, who was famed for her 

self portraits and art inspired by 
native Mexican culture, a car 
crash and polio infection as a 

child left her in chronic pain and 
had to spend long periods of 

time in bed where she developed 
her skill as an artist. 

Stevie Wonder 
Due to complications during 

birth Wonder has been 
permanently blind since 

childhood. He has built a decades 
long career as one of the leading 

figures in the American music 
scene. 

https://www.scope.org.uk/campaigns/disability-perception-gap/


 

   

Farida Bedwei 
Bedwei is a Ghanaian software 
developer and business woman 

who was diagnosed with 
Cerebral Palsy when she was 1 

day old. She has also developed a 
Cerebral Palsy superhero 
character called Karmzah. 

Stephen Hawking 
Hawking became progressively 

disabled by Motor Neurone 
Disease. Although he lost control 
of his body he continued to work 

in Cosmology, making 
breakthroughs that reshaped our 

understanding of the universe. 

Albert Einstein 
While he was never formally 

diagnosed with a disability, it is 
now thought that Einstein was 
Autistic. This had a significant 
impact on his early life: he did 

not learn to speak until he was 4 
and he struggled in school. And 
yet his theories now form the 

basis of much of Physics. 

  
 

Tanni Grey-Thompson 
Baroness Grey-Thompson has 

Spina Bifida and uses a 
wheelchair. She won 16 

Paralympic medals and 30 world 
records in racing. She is now an 

independent member of the 
House of Lords where she 

campaigns on disability rights 
among other issues.  

David Blunkett 
As Home Secretary, Lord 

Blunkett was the first blind 
person to hold one of the top 

positions in the UK government. 
As well as using a guide dog he 

also uses braille maps of 
parliament to help him get 

around the palace.  

Franklin D Roosevelt 
Roosevelt was disabled as a 

child, most likely as a result of a 
Polio infection. Worried about 
the impact it would have on his 
career he largely hid his use of a 

wheelchair. As president he 
reformed the US economy, 

helping end the Great 
Depression. 

 



 

Fight for liberation 

Disabled people have experienced discrimination and prejudice for thousands of years: 

mistreatment of disabled people is an issue raised by Jesus in The Gospel.  

In the UK disabled people have only recently been afforded specific rights. Before the 1900s 

disabled people were usually institutionalised and hidden from view against their will. 

There was no legal definition of ‘disabled’ until the Disabled Person’s Employment Act, and 

the first comprehensive Disability Discrimination Act, which compelled public services to be 

accessible, was only introduced in 1995. 

Throughout this process of improving rights it has been disabled people who have 

campaigned and highlighted the barriers they face. In 1920 the Blind Persons Act was 

passed after blind people marched from cities across the UK to London. This approach 

inspired the more famous Jarrow Marches in 1936. Disabled rights groups have been set up 

in order to highlight the inequalities disabled people face, particularly the experiences of 

disabled women and disabled LGBTQ+ people. 

Disability rights groups and service providers continue to campaign to highlight the 

challenges faced by disabled people: between 2017 and 2018 groups submitted 200 pages 

of evidence of mistreatment of disabled people by the UK government to the UN Disability 

Committee which leads the committee issue a range of findings showing that the UK 

government is not meeting its obligations to disabled people. 

A timeline of the campaigns for disability rights in the UK can be found here.  

 

Supporting disabled people 

In addition to being members of staff at a school we are also people in a community and 

there are specific things we can all do to support disabled people, not only at school but in 

our society. As ever, the most important thing is to treat everyone with respect:  

 Listen. If a disabled person is talking to you about their experiences or concerns avoid 

giving the impression of not being interested or asking probing/challenging 

questions.  

 Take disabled people’s concerns seriously. No matter how confident people can 

appear, many disabled people experience times where they feel less accepted or 

vulnerable. If a disabled person opens up to you about this then take it seriously and 

offer them support as necessary.  

 Be clear in your support for disability equality. Encourage supportive discussion 

of what disability is and issues disabled people face; and challenge prejudice 

wherever you encounter it.   

https://www.inclusionlondon.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Timeline-Disabled-Peoples-Right-Movement-UK.jpg


 

 Avoid assumptions. Avoid assuming anything about a disabled person based on their 

disability. Also avoid assuming that people with hidden disabilities are not ‘really’ 

disabled. 

 Accept we all make mistakes, but learn from it. Everyone says the wrong thing from 

time to time. What matters is what we do next: if someone corrects you, listen and 

take it on board. Continuing to say the wrong thing simply shows you do not respect 

that person/group.  

 

In summary:  

Do Don’t 

 Understand that spaces and ways of doing 

things have not been as accessible to 

disabled people, and this has to change.  

 Look out for barriers to inclusion of 

disabled people, both physical and social, 

and work to undo them. 

 Educate yourself on the experience 

of others and seek to understand how 

they may have experienced things 

differently to you.  

 Listen to disabled people when they talk 

about their experiences and what affects 

them.  

 Speak up for disabled people even if there 

are none the room; don’t let ignorant or 

insensitive incidents slide.  

 Touch someone’s wheelchair or mobility 

aides without their permission.  

 Say things like ‘I don’t see disability just 

people’, while often meant with the best 

of intentions, can make disabled people 

feel like their different experiences are 

erased or not seen as meaningful.  

 Dismiss the concerns someone might have 

about how they are treated or try and 

explain them away.  

 Make assumptions about what someone 

is capable of based on their disability. Or 

assume that someone isn’t disabled just 

because they aren’t visibly disabled. 

 Think challenging inequality or 

discrimination is someone else’s job. It is 

everyone’s responsibility.  

 

Further information about disability and disability awareness 

Disability support organisations like Scope, Mencap, Mind and Remploy provide a wealth of 

up to date information about disabled people and the support available. 

Inclusion London is an organisation that supports Deaf and Disabled People’s Organisations 

across London, providing information and campaign updates. 

https://www.scope.org.uk/
https://www.mencap.org.uk/
https://www.mind.org.uk/
https://www.remploy.co.uk/
https://www.inclusionlondon.org.uk/


 

Elizabeth Wright is a former Australian Paralympic swimmer who now advocates for 

disability rights across the world. 

Journalist and comedian Stella Young gave a humorous TED Talk about the inadvertent 

consequences of using disabled people’s lives as ‘inspirational stories’. 

In June 2021 the UK government published a report based on a survey of disabled people 

and their carers about what life is like for disabled people in the UK, with some hard hitting 

results. 

 

http://www.elizabethwright.net/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8K9Gg164Bsw
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-disability-survey-research-report-june-2021/uk-disability-survey-research-report-june-2021

