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THE RISE OF THE 'R WORD'

For decades, disability advocates have worked to stomp
out usage of the word ‘retard’. Despite some success, it
appears the R-word is making a comeback. Students and
educators report that it is becoming increasingly common
to overhear the use of the word in casual conversation.
Historically, the R-word was used as a derogatory term for
people with intellectual and developmental disabilities.

It is similar to other slurs or hateful terms that harm
minority groups and should not be tolerated within an
inclusive and welcoming learning environment.

Often, those who use the word do so without an awareness
of the pain it causes people with disabilities and their
loved ones. Whether intentionally or not, it sends a
message that individuals with disabilities are unwelcome,
unworthy and not deserving of respect. This kind of
language can diminish the confidence and self-worth of
individuals with disabilities as well as perpetuate negative
attitudes and beliefs about peers with differences.

“Every time | hear the R-word, | want to run, hide, and
curlup into a ball. | was bullied and called the R-word
from elementary school to early adulthood. It’s just as
harmful even if it’s not being said to someone’s face.”
— Nicole LeBlanc, self-advocate

“It hurts and scares me when young people start
making “retard” jokes or references. Imagine that they
start making jokes using a term that describes you.”

- John Stephens, Special Olympics Athlete

Educators must be prepared to challenge the use of the R-
word in their classrooms and school community. It’s
important to make sure students understand why the R-
word is offensive, why it’s still harmful and why it must
stop. All students deserve to feel respected and valued,
no matter their background.

It’s about more than avoiding the use of a single word or
slur - it’s about creating a culture and environment of
understanding and empathy.
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Words Matter (Gr. 3-4)

This lesson focuses on building empathy and the
use of respectful language. Students will reflect
on how words the words we choose and the way
we talk can make a difference - either to hurt
others or to make them feel welcome.

The R-Word (Gr. 5-8)

Help students understand the history and harm of
the R-word. This lesson supports students to
reflect on times when they or others have used the
word and build empathy by learning about it’s real
impact. A link provides an opportunity to hear
directly from self-advocates and brainstorm what
they can do when they hear peers use the word.

CLKD’S INCLUSIVE EDUCATION
MONTH CONTEST - FEB 2026

Each February, CLKD hosts an Inclusive Education
Month contest. Win a pizza party by sharing
pictures, videos or stories highlighting how you
learned about or implemented inclusive practices.
If you utilize any of the provided resources or
introduce your own inclusion-focused lessons,
take photos and share with us in February!




