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Words Matter: Ending the Use of the “R” Word

Recommended Ages
Grades 5-8

Key Themes

Empathy, respect, self-advocacy.

Materials Needed

o Video access (YouTube links provided)
o Scenario cards (optional printable or plain paper)

Learning Goals
- Students will understand the history and harm of the ‘R’ word
- Students will build empathy towards those who with disabilities
- Students will enhance self-advocacy skills

Lesson Instructions

1. Opening Scenario & Discussion

“I want to start today with a story. Please listen and imagine how this would feel if it happened to you.”
“Stop being retarded and get your head in the game.”

“You wince as you hear your friend Chase say that to you after missing a shot while playing Fortnite.

You nervously laugh it off and say, “I'll get them next time,” but something doesn’t feel right.

You've seen how upset that word makes your younger brother, who has a developmental disability, feel.
You thought that word was disappearing, but you’ve been hearing it more and more.

And it’s not easy—Chase is popular, he’s been to your house, your moms are friends.

So... what should you do?”

Discussion Questions:

What might the person in the story be feeling?
Why is it hard to speak up in this kind of moment?
Have you ever been in a situation like this? (No names needed—just talk about how it felt.)
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2. Power and History of Language

Teacher Talk:

“Words change over time. Let’s talk about how the R-word started—and how it became a hurtful insult.”
Until the 1960s, it was commonplace and socially accepted to use negative words to describe people
with intellectual disabilities. For instance:

Moron

Imbecile

Feeble-minded

Idiot

O O O O

There was a shift in the words used by the developmental and health sectors to describe intellectual
disabilities and people advocated for the term “Mental Retardation” to be used.

Retardation is defined as: “the action of delaying or slowing the progress or development of something.”
However, twenty years later, in the 1980s, the use of the R word as a derogatory term became more
common. The R word became an insult rather than a diagnosis.

Instead of being used to describe intellectual disabilities, the R word was used synonymously with other
words, such as:
o Confusion —your friend isn’t understanding something you’re saying, and you say “wow, you’re
so retarded”
o Dysfunctional or broken — your computer isn’t working properly and you say “this computer
program is so retarded”
o Crazy —vyour friend just tells you about some big news story that she heard about and your
response is “OMG, that’s retarded!”

Show the quote

“What’s wrong with ‘retard’? | can only tell you what it means to me... It means you are excluding us
from your group... It hurts to be left out here, alone.”

— John Franklin Stephens, Special Olympics athlete

Discussion Questions
How do you think people with disabilities feel when they hear this word used?
Do you think most people who use it mean to be hurtful?
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3. Real-World Impact

“Let’s think about how using this word—even as a ‘joke’—can affect others and your future.”

Scenario Discussion:

1. You’re at the Davidson Centre hanging out with your friends, and one of your friends trips over
their untied shoe laces. You respond by laughing and say “man, you’re so retarded!” All you
think you are doing is innocently joking around with your friend. What you don’t realise is that
people around can hear you. They may know who you are, it’s a small town, we all know each
other somewhat. The next week, you decide to drop into a store downtown that’s hiring part-
time summer students. You really want this job because it’s a store you really like and think it
would be fun working there. You walk in to bring in your resume, the person working there
takes your resume and smiles. Except that they also remember that just a week before they
heard you using derogatory language that really offended them.

o Do you think you’ll get a call or that job?

2. “Last night was retarded!” You just got home from a great party and you’re on Instagram. You
post a picture of you with all your friends and comment “Tonight was retarded!” All you meant
was, that was a crazy night. You didn’t mean anything bad by it. The next day at school, you are
visited by the high school guidance counsellor because it’s time to start talking about you going
there next year. It’s explained that you'll need to get 40 hours of community service before you
can graduate with your diploma. You think, “well, this will be easy, my friend’s Mom works at
such-and-such place and so | can ask her if | can volunteer there.” What you may not realize is
that your friend’s mom also watches her son’s Instagram account. She saw the post you made
about the party and wasn’t impressed by the language you used, thinking that it sounded
immature and rude.

o Do you think that she would put trust in you as a volunteer if she already has that as
her impression of you?

3. Complaining about a frozen computer using the word. You're at school in the library doing
research for a group project. Your computer starts to freeze and then shuts down on you in the
middle of you typing. You look at your group members and say “that’s so retarded, | just lost all
of that work!” To you, you are simply saying you’re frustrated because the computer wasn’t
working properly and now you have to do your work again. What you don’t realize is that one of
the group members has a 7-year old sister who has autism. Her sister has come home upset
before about the fact that kids at school call her the “R” word. Without even meaning to,
you’ve completely offended her and her family.

o How do you think this person will respond to you after that?

Discussion Questions:

What do you think you’re saying vs. what others might hear?
How could that change someone’s impression of you (e.g. job opportunities, friendships, trust)?
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4. Video Clip and Reflection

Watch:
“Spread the Word to End the Word” — YouTube Video (4:30)

Discussion Questions
What stood out to you from this video:
Did hearing from people with disabilities change how you view the R word?

5. Group Activity: Practicing Responding

“We all hear this word. But what we do when we hear it is what matters.”

Activity
Materials:
1. Scenario cards

Instructions

1. Divide students into small groups

2. Provide each group a ‘scenario card’ with a real-life situation
3. Ask them to brainstorm 2-3 respectful ways to respond.
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Have each group present 1 or 2 responses with the class.

6. Wrap up and Personal Commitment

Discussion Questions
What’s one thing you learned today?
What will you do different if you hear someone use the R word?

It takes real courage to speak up. Our words can change the world — for better or for worse. Let’s
choose better.”


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i0-WEOmQtrI
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Scenario Cards
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You overhear a classmate say ‘That’s so
retarded’ after a teacher explains an
assignment.

A teammate calls a player the R word after
they make a mistake.

Your friend calls themselves the R word in a
group chat.

A popular kid calls another student the R word
in the hallway and other students laugh.

You are at a school event and overhear a
student you don’t know that well use the
R word.

You are at a family BBQ and an older relative
uses the ‘R word’ while joking around with
your cousin.

You are talking with your best friend about
school and they refer to one of their
classmates as an R word.




