retard in sign language

retard in sign language is a term that requires careful consideration due to
its sensitive nature and evolving usage in society. Understanding how to
communicate this concept respectfully and accurately in sign language
involves awareness of both linguistic and cultural factors. This article
explores the meaning of the word "retard," its historical context, and how it
is expressed in various sign languages, particularly American Sign Language
(ASL). Additionally, it addresses the importance of respectful communication
and alternatives to potentially offensive terminology. Readers will gain
insights into the signs, their formation, and the broader context surrounding
the term within the deaf and hard-of-hearing communities.
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Understanding the Term "Retard"

The term "retard" historically referred to a delay or slowing down in
development or progress, especially in intellectual functioning. It was once
commonly used in medical and educational contexts to describe individuals
with intellectual disabilities. However, over time, the word has acquired a
derogatory connotation and is now widely considered offensive and outdated.
Awareness of this shift is critical when discussing or translating the term
into any language, including sign language. The negative implications have
led to the adoption of more respectful and accurate terminology in both
spoken and signed communication.

Historical Context of the Term

The word "retard" originates from the Latin verb "retardare," meaning to slow
or delay. In the 20th century, it was used clinically to describe
intellectual disabilities, often categorized under terms like "mental
retardation." Despite its clinical origins, the term was frequently misused
as an insult, contributing to its stigmatization. This history informs why
modern communication, including sign language, avoids this term in favor of
more respectful language.



Implications of Using the Term

Using the word "retard" in conversation or sign language can be harmful and
offensive. It is associated with stigma and discrimination against
individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities. Consequently,
sign language interpreters, educators, and communicators are encouraged to
use alternative words and signs that promote dignity and respect.

Retard in American Sign Language (ASL)

In American Sign Language (ASL), expressing the concept of "retard" or
intellectual disability involves specific signs that focus on respectful and
clear communication. ASL does not have a direct sign for the derogatory term
"retard"; instead, signs describe intellectual disability or developmental
delay without pejorative intent. Understanding the appropriate signs and
their context is essential for effective and respectful communication.

Signs Related to Intellectual Disability in ASL

Several signs in ASL convey the idea of intellectual disability or
developmental delay. These signs emphasize respect and clarity, avoiding any
offensive connotations. Common signs include:

e "Slow": Using a gentle motion to indicate slowness in understanding or
processing.

e "Disability": A general sign indicating a physical or intellectual
impairment.

e "Developmental Delay": A combination of signs that explain delayed
progress in learning or skills.

These signs focus on describing the condition without labeling or insulting
the individual.

How to Sign "Retard" Responsibly

Given the offensive nature of the term, sign language users are advised not
to sign "retard" as it is commonly understood in English. Instead, they
should use appropriate signs to describe the specific condition or context in
a respectful manner. This practice aligns with ethical communication
standards within the Deaf community and among sign language professionals.



Alternatives and Respectful Language in Sign
Language

Respectful communication is vital when discussing intellectual disabilities
or developmental delays in any language, including sign language.
Alternatives to the term "retard" emphasize person-first language and
dignity. These alternatives are reflected in modern sign language usage to
foster inclusivity and respect.

Person-First Language in Sign Language

Person-first language focuses on the individual rather than the disability.
In sign language, this is expressed by signing the person or individual
first, followed by the description of the disability or condition. For
example, signing "person" before "intellectual disability" highlights respect
and humanity.

Common Respectful Terms and Signs

Instead of using "retard," consider these respectful terms and their
corresponding signs:

e Intellectual Disability: A sign that combines the concepts of
"intellect" and "disability."

e Developmental Delay: Signs indicating delayed development in skills or
abilities.

» Special Needs: A broader term encompassing various disabilities, signed
by combining "special" and "need."

Using these terms helps maintain respectful communication and aligns with
current social standards.

Cultural Sensitivity and the Evolution of
Terminology

The evolution of terminology related to intellectual disabilities reflects
broader social changes toward inclusivity and respect. Cultural sensitivity
in sign language communication requires understanding these changes and
adapting language accordingly. This sensitivity is especially important given
the diverse experiences of the Deaf community and individuals with
disabilities.



Changes in Language Usage Over Time

Language related to intellectual disabilities has shifted from terms like
"retard" and "mentally retarded" to more respectful and accurate descriptors
such as "intellectual disability" and "developmental delay." These changes
are reflected in both spoken language and sign language lexicons to promote
dignity and reduce stigma.

Respecting the Deaf and Disability Communities

Respectful communication in sign language involves acknowledging the
preferences and experiences of the Deaf and disability communities. Using
outdated or offensive terms can alienate and harm individuals. Therefore, it
is essential to stay informed about appropriate terminology and to approach
communication with empathy and respect.

Learning Resources for Sign Language
Communication

For those interested in learning how to communicate concepts related to
intellectual disabilities respectfully in sign language, various resources
are available. These resources provide instruction on proper signs, cultural
context, and ethical communication practices.

Recommended Learning Methods

e Enrolling in American Sign Language courses that include modules on
disability-related vocabulary.

e Consulting certified sign language interpreters for guidance on
appropriate signs and usage.

e Accessing online dictionaries and video tutorials focused on respectful
and current sign language terms.

e Participating in Deaf community events to gain cultural insights and
practical communication skills.

Importance of Continuous Learning

Language is dynamic, and ongoing education ensures that sign language users
remain sensitive to cultural shifts and evolving terminology. Continuous
learning supports respectful and effective communication, fostering



inclusivity within the Deaf and broader communities.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the sign for 'retard' look like in sign
language?

There is no widely accepted or appropriate sign for the word 'retard' in sign
language as it is considered offensive and outdated. Instead, more respectful
terms and signs are used.

Is it appropriate to use the sign for 'retard' in
sign language?

No, using the sign for 'retard' or the word itself is offensive and
disrespectful. It is better to use respectful and person-first language when
referring to individuals with intellectual disabilities.

What are respectful alternatives to the sign for
'retard' in American Sign Language (ASL)?

Respectful alternatives include signs for 'intellectual disability,
‘developmental disability,' or simply signing 'person' followed by the
specific condition if necessary.

Why is the term 'retard' considered offensive in
sign language and spoken language?

The term 'retard' has been historically used in a derogatory manner to insult
or belittle individuals with intellectual disabilities, making it offensive
and inappropriate in both spoken and signed communication.

How can I learn to communicate respectfully about
intellectual disabilities in sign language?

You can learn respectful communication by studying person-first language and
using appropriate signs from reputable ASL resources, focusing on dignity and
respect for all individuals.

Are there resources available to learn proper signs
related to disabilities in ASL?

Yes, organizations such as the National Association of the Deaf and various
ASL dictionaries provide resources and guidance on respectful and accurate



signs related to disabilities.

Can the sign for 'retard' be considered a slur in
sign language?

Yes, because the sign corresponds to an offensive term, it can be considered
a slur and should be avoided to maintain respectful communication.

How has the perception of the word 'retard' changed
over time in sign language communities?

The perception has shifted significantly, with the word and its sign now
widely recognized as offensive, leading to a preference for more respectful
language and signs.

What should I do if I encounter someone using the
sign for 'retard' offensively?

You can respectfully educate them about the offensive nature of the term and
encourage the use of respectful and person-first language, promoting
understanding and inclusivity.

Additional Resources

1. Understanding Intellectual Disabilities Through Sign Language

This book explores the intersection of intellectual disabilities and sign
language communication. It provides insights into how sign language can be
adapted to support individuals with cognitive impairments. Readers will find
practical strategies for educators, therapists, and family members to enhance
communication and learning.

2. Sign Language and Cognitive Challenges: A Guide for Caregivers

A comprehensive guide designed for caregivers of individuals with
intellectual disabilities who use sign language. The book covers essential
sign language vocabulary and techniques tailored to cognitive needs. It also
discusses emotional support and fostering independence through effective
communication.

3. Bridging the Gap: Sign Language for People with Developmental Delays

This resource focuses on using sign language as a tool to assist people with
developmental delays, including those with intellectual disabilities. It
highlights case studies and success stories that demonstrate improved
communication outcomes. The book also offers training exercises to build sign
language skills incrementally.

4. Inclusive Communication: Sign Language Strategies for Intellectual
Disabilities



An essential read for educators and speech therapists, this book provides
methods to create inclusive environments using sign language. It emphasizes
adapting signs and teaching methods to meet the unique needs of learners with
intellectual disabilities. Practical tips help foster engagement and
comprehension.

5. Early Intervention and Sign Language for Children with Cognitive
Impairments

Focusing on early childhood, this book discusses the benefits of introducing
sign language to children with cognitive impairments. It outlines
developmental milestones and communication techniques that support early
language acquisition. Parents and professionals will find useful activities
and intervention plans.

6. Sign Language Development in Individuals with Intellectual Disabilities
This book delves into the stages of sign language acquisition specific to
individuals with intellectual disabilities. It analyzes common challenges and
offers tailored approaches to overcome communication barriers. The content is
grounded in research and practical experience.

7. Empowering Minds: Sign Language and Learning Disabilities

Targeting a broader spectrum of learning disabilities, this book includes
chapters dedicated to intellectual disabilities and sign language use. It
showcases methods to empower learners through visual language and adaptive
teaching. The book encourages positive attitudes and inclusive practices.

8. Communicating with Compassion: Sign Language for Special Needs

A heartfelt guide that stresses empathy and patience when using sign language
with people who have intellectual disabilities. It includes stories from
families and professionals who have successfully implemented sign language.
Readers gain an understanding of emotional and social dynamics in
communication.

9. Practical Sign Language Techniques for Intellectual Disability Support
This handbook offers actionable techniques and lesson plans for instructors
working with intellectually disabled individuals. It breaks down complex
concepts into manageable signs and routines. The goal is to enhance daily
communication and improve quality of life through sign language.
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