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Abstract

This paper provides an interdisciplinary, corpus-based study of naming practices for disabled
people in a collection of Australian newspaper articles spanning 20years. We analyse head
nouns, modifiers, and coordinating structures for both person-first and identity-first language,
drawing on social actor analysis as well as previously-identified models of media representation.
Overall, we find similar usage of both naming practices with respect to the types of social
actors that occur, the categorisations of disabilities that are referenced, and the associations
that are established, with only minor differences. Additionally, both naming practices are
strongly associated with the medical and social pathology models of media representation,
which emphasise disadvantage, with almost a total absence of ‘progressive’ models, which
represent people as multifaceted agents. We conclude by emphasising the need for the news
media to incorporate the voices and preferences of disabled people themselves.
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Introduction

In this article, we present a critical linguistic study of representations of disabled people
in the three most widely-read Australian newspapers over a period of 20 years. The study
aims to contribute to the vibrant ‘emergent’ field of disability and media research (Ellis
etal., 2020) and to address the relative neglect of disability as a topic for discourse analy-
sis (Grue, 2011, 2015). Media representations of disabled people have traditionally been
problematic, stereotyped and often stigmatising or Othering. Generally, foundational
works in disability studies have experienced a tension between exploring depictions of
‘what’s wrong with people with disabilities’ and attempting to shift the focus to a social
lens, to ‘the social forces that determine people with disabilities’ chances in life’ (Bogdan
and Biklen, 2013: 1) or ‘the ways in which society creates disability by allowing barriers
to be built, whether social, economic or architectural’ (Grue, 2011: 535, italics in origi-
nal). The role of cultural representation in Othering, scapegoating and projecting nega-
tive attributes onto disabled people has also been recognised (Shakespeare, 1994).

In the Australian context, previous studies of news media representations of disabled
people have largely examined framings of disability, whether negative (usual) or positive
and progressive (very occasional). This body of Australian-focused research suggests
that under-representation, misrepresentation, stigmatising, and pejorative language con-
tinue to perpetuate negative framings in the media. Disabled people/parents are depicted
as inherently unfit in “‘mad, bad or sad’ narratives (Fraser and Llewellyn, 2015: 326). The
‘stigma power’ of mass media is highlighted, alongside the conflation of disability sup-
port with welfare fraud (Martin et al., 2022). A small-scale study of South Australian
newspaper The Advertiser in 2007 found both under-representation as well as negativity
in language, attitudes, tone and stereotypes (Green and Tanner, 2008).

In studies on specific impairments, neurological differences, disability schemes or
events, Jones and Harwood’s (2009) analysis of media accounts of autism found a dual-
istic stereotype of ‘autistic people’ as either dangerous or as unloved and desperately
seeking a cure. Life post-spinal cord injury was represented as tragedy for individuals
and families, financial burden on society and families, or over-achievement (Rees et al.,
2021). Intimations that it is better to be dead than disabled were noted in reporting on the
Beaconsfield mine disaster (Newell, 2006). Progressive framings in articles on the
National Disability Insurance Scheme up to 2015 were limited to only 26% of media
articles (Burns and Haller, 2015: 270), whilst Mellifont (2017) identified widespread
under-reporting of the disability rights movement and activism. Similarly, there was very
limited media coverage of the Australian Special Olympics event in 2002, although there
was some progressive coverage, undertaken ‘with authority and understanding’ (Tanner
et al., 2003: 123). A few journalists solicited and represented the voices of the athletes
rather than parents, coaches and officials. Rees et al. (2021) also noted a slight increase
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in positive framings over 70 years (in a single newspaper), but caution that media reports
have yet to shift to a social lens in disability reporting.

Attempts have been made to improve this coverage: thus, Media Diversity Australia
(2021) recently published a Disability Reporting Handbook to help journalists to ‘reflect,
connect with and include all people’ (p. 4), comprising guidelines on linguistic, image
and audio representations, with special sections on intersectionality and violence against
disabled people. Included are what Critical Discourse Analysis understands as referential
strategies or naming practices. The two main categories indicated in the handbook are
person-first (e.g. person/people with . . .) or identity-first (e.g. ADJ + person/people)
naming practices; if it is not possible to ask the person their preference, Media Diversity
Australia advises to follow the person-first approach (2021: 26). Advocating for such
language has a long history: Halmari (2011: 828) mentions US proposals in the early
1990s for person-first language, while as early as 1960, the psychologist Beatrice Wright
argued that

the designation “a physically disabled person” is a short cut to the more involved but
psychologically sounder expression “a person with a physical disability”. Such a reformulation
is far reaching, for it connotes that a person with a disability is first a person with many
unspecified characteristics in addition to a particular disability. (Wright, 1960: 7).

On the other hand, the identity-first term disabled people is commonly used in Western
disability movements (Soldatic and Johnson, 2020: 4).

In this article, we use this difference between person-first and identity-first nominal
phrases as a way into the analysis of media representation.? As Grue (2015) puts it, ‘That
choice may appear trivial to outsiders, whereas people with extensive experience and
investment in the disability field may ascribe considerable importance to the choice
between labels’ (p. 27). More specifically, person-first/people-first language refers to a
naming practice where the person precedes a given diagnosis/designation rather than the
identity/condition preceding the person reference (e.g. Price, 2022: 159). In relation to
disability, a canonical example for a person-first naming practice is person with a disa-
bility, and a canonical example for an identity-first/condition-first naming practice is
disabled person. This linguistic difference is relevant to a range of categories, not just
general disability (e.g. Collier, 2012; Dunn and Andrews, 2015; Halmari, 2011) but also
mental illness (e.g. Price, 2022), diabetes (e.g. Bednarek and Carr, 2021; Speight et al.,
2021), obesity (e.g. Brookes and Baker, 2021: 121-123), autism (Botha et al., 2021;
Brown, 2011; Shakes and Cashin, 2020) and visual impairment (Bickford, 2004).

Guidelines by disability organisations often recommend person-first language (e.g.
People with Disability Australia, 2021: 6), although the linguistic underpinnings of such
recommendations have been critiqued (e.g. Halmari, 2011). In addition, individuals have
their own naming preferences and will not always prefer person-first language (e.g.
Endeavour Foundation, 2020; Sharif et al., 2022; Young, 2022). Some may prefer disa-
bled to indicate that they are disabled by society, highlighting ableism and disabling
social processes. Distinctions between impairment (as bodily function or biophysical
phenomenon) and disability (as intersubjective or socially-imposed) are also made
(Grue, 2015: 11; Hallahan, 2013: 231; Smith et al., 2015: 61). There may also be specific
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preferences (e.g. in the realm of neurodiversity), and differences between national varie-
ties of English. Further, both naming practices can be used strategically — and inter-
changeably — for alignment with particular campaigns (Soldatic and Johnson, 2020: 4).
As Mellifont puts it, ‘Language around disability is constantly evolving, and the way
people identify with it are diverse and individualised’ (cited in Young, 2022). Both the
lived experience and the research of Annmaree Watharow (who herself uses identity-first
language) affirms the complexity of nomenclature and identities in this space. The best
approach is often to ASK (Acquire Specific Knowledge) — how do people identify and
what do they want to be called (Media Diversity Australia, 2021; Watharow, 2022;
Young, 2022). In this article, we therefore do not offer any prescriptive advice or inter-
vene in this debate. However, given that attention to person/identity-first language has a
long history, our data collection and analysis is centrally informed by it.

Beyond this novel way into the analysis, we aim to contribute to the critical interdis-
ciplinary analysis of news media discourses by bringing together large-scale empirical
corpus data with analysis of linguistic structures and models of media representation (see
below). By considering the usage of naming practices referring to disabled people, we
hope to come to empirical, evidence-based, and linguistically-informed conclusions
regarding the state-of-play in how disabled people feature in Australian newspapers.
Below, we present our analytical framework and describe the corpus, before discussing
our findings.

Analytical framework

While our discourse analytical framework is interdisciplinary and one of the authors is a
lived experience researcher, it is centrally informed by Linguistics. As mentioned, our
starting point is the analysis of identity-first and person-first nominal phrases. From a
linguistic perspective, an identity-first nominal phrase (e.g. disabled people) consists of
a head noun that is pre-modified through an adjectival phrase. In contrast, a person-first
nominal phrase (e.g. people with disabilities) consists of a head noun that is postmodi-
fied through a prepositional phrase. Other structures of (dis)preferred language (e.g. use
of a nominal adjectival form like the disabled or post-modification through a relative
clause) are beyond the scope of this study (see further Halmari, 2011; Price, 2022).

The syntactic structure of the two different nominal phrases determines the focus of
our analysis. We start by analysing the head nouns, which enables us to identify the types
of human referents that occur in each phrase by classifying them using van Leeuwen’s
(2008) Social Actor framework, which we introduce below. We then analyse any modi-
fiers of the identity-related element that occur in the data, that is pre-modifiers of disa-
bled (e.g. intellectually/severely/permanently disabled) and of disability (e.g. intellectual/
severe/permanent disability). These may relate to aspects such as type of impairment,
hierarchy, and duration. Additionally, we focus on coordinating structures to identify co-
occurring adjectives (e.g. disabled and/or elderly) and nouns (e.g. disability and/or
illness).

Together, these analyses show which kinds of social actors occur, which categorisa-
tions of impairments/disabilities are referenced, and which conditions/qualities are asso-
ciated with disability in the analysed newspapers. Since our focus is on syntactic
structure, we use the word sketch feature in SketchEngine® (Kilgarriff et al., 2004) to
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process collocates and other word combinations of disabled and with disability/ies. This
facilitates the identification of the relevant structures and subsequent qualitative analysis
through concordances where appropriate. Unless otherwise noted, default SketchEngine
settings were used.

As mentioned, this study takes an interdisciplinary approach. To do so, we combine
linguistically-informed discourse analysis with previously-identified models of newspa-
per representation of disabled people (Clogston, 1990):

1.  The medical model: The persons who are disabled are reliant on health profes-
sionals; they are defined by an ‘individual defect [that is] lodged in the person,
a defect that must be cured or eliminated if the person is to achieve full capacity
as a human being’ (Siebers, 2008: 3). This model creates a dichotomy of ‘able’
versus ‘disabled’ or ‘normal’ versus ‘abnormal’ in bodies and abilities. Models
such as this place the ‘Other’ (here: disabled people) in socially, culturally, and
politically disadvantaged positions (Siebers, 2008), leading to marginalisation
and high occurrence of oppression, discrimination, and unequal treatment
(Barnes 1997 cited in Harpur, 2012).

2. The social pathology model: This model is based on the premise that disabled
people are socially disadvantaged. Rather than being reliant on health profes-
sionals, this model conceptualises disabled people as being in need of social
care and support, that is charity or state intervention. In the social pathology
model, some disabled people are represented as attempting to exploit their dis-
ability ‘to gain unfair access to privileges and accommodations’ (Quinlan and
Bates, 2008: 75).

3. The ‘supercrip’ model: Disabled people are represented as ‘superhuman’ due
to exceptional feats, for example in sports. This model reinforces the concept
that they are deviant for living regular lives ‘in spite of disability’, or that
accomplishments are particularly marked for someone who is considered
incomplete or less abled (Clogston, 1990). The supercrip is a familiar allegori-
cal media figure that is ‘predicated on compensation and overcoming’ (Grue,
2015: 109, italics in original).

It is worth noting here that emphasis on the medical aspects of injury and illness can lead
to inspiring newsworthy ‘overcoming’ narratives, but these may be driven by prejudice
and pity, and focus on ‘fixing’ disabilities, and ‘normalising’ people who have them
(Riley, 2005). Supercrip representation ‘appears to be positive to most people who are
not actually disability scholars, disability activists, or . . . disabled’ (Grue, 2015: 111).
However, these stories are stereotyping and can be offensive to disabled people (Riley,
2005; Young, 2012).
Two ‘progressive’ models may also appear in media representations:

4. The minority/civil rights model: Disabled people are represented as having
‘legitimate political grievances. . . and demanding change’ (Clogston, 1990:
47).
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Table 1. Composition of the corpus (classification according to Mockler, 2022).

Publication Owner Location Type Orientation
The Australian News Corp Aust. national broadsheet right-leaning
The Age Fairfax/Nine Publishing Melbourne broadsheet left-leaning
Herald-Sun News Corp Aust. Melbourne tabloid right-leaning
Total 22,345 articles /16,145,072 words

5.  The cultural pluralism model: Disabled people are considered multifaceted,
are not the recipients of undue attention, and are represented just like people
who do not have disabilities (Clogston, 1990).

We use these media models to interpret the results from our linguistic analysis, allowing
us to go beyond purely descriptive patterns to see how person- and identity-first language
might represent common media representations. While we refer to these as models
throughout, we also consider them as discourses, a perspective which ‘allows for more
variation—a [. . .] text does not have to adhere very closely to a particular model in order
to be counted as part of a discourse’ (Grue, 2015: 76).

It is worth highlighting that the term model is also used for models of disability that
are used, adapted, and debated in disability research, activism and policy, each coming
with their own limitations (for a discourse-oriented overview, see Grue, 2011, 2015). For
instance, social-relational or bio-psychosocial models of disability are adopted in con-
temporary disability studies, guide Australian legislation/policies, and underpin the UN
Convention for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Essentially, these models take
into account both restrictions that are purely socially imposed, as well as accepting as
self-evident that some restrictions may arise from the impairments themselves (see e.g.
Shakespeare, 2001, 2013; Thomas, 2004).

Data collection and description

Our corpus consists of 22,345 articles or 16,145,072 words (see Table 1) from January
2000 to December 2019. It includes print content from the only generalist national news-
paper in Australia as well as the metropolitan broadsheet and the tabloid newspaper with
the highest average readership level (see Mockler, 2022: 35). We thus used a reception-
based criterion, focussing on newspapers with the highest readership, rather than aiming
to capture all newspaper content. The corpus also reflects the Australian media land-
scape, which is dominated by right-leaning newspapers and publications from two main
owners, with News Corp newspapers having the larger market share (Mockler, 2022:
31-35).

To collect texts, we used Nexis to retrieve articles with at least one mention of one of
the items in our search syntax:* ‘disabled’ OR ‘with disability’ OR ‘with disabilities” OR
‘with a disability’ OR ‘with a mental disability’ OR ‘with mental disabilities’ OR ‘with a
physical disability’ OR ‘with physical disabilities’
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Table 2. Frequency of texts containing search terms by month and year, with annual text
totals provided.

2000 Y4 54 69 52 6l 93 110 133 68 265 97 74 1133
2001 L 6l 54 50 97 96 69 106 62 102 85 73 919
poliyl 55 51 6l 62 158 114 79 123 75 58 87 71 994

pLEW 45 43 45 50 63 II5 95 148 105 103 142 [Il 1065
plZR 47 73 52 41 125 Il6 83 98 126 114 97 104 1076
2005 i 35 37 44 117 91 113 8 125 126 120 141 1062

pO 27 50 91 103 140 125 106 124 86 108 127 112 1199
oyl 91 102 84 90 144 133 106 97 129 158 156 96 1386
p:@ 78 78 108 93 142 98 103 41 137 100 126 II5 1319

pFR 70 73 9 78 97 86 110 105 84 II5 141 91 1140
2010 K] 9 105 69 141 116 119 139 I1l 105 95 85 1248
pOIAM 80 61 114 99 154 77 85 127 102 106 93 97 1195

pJpM 83 107 84 105 144 97 I51 158 126 96 17 117 1385
pOIRE 97 92 94 122 220 96 92 102 (00 92 108 76 1291
pOIEN 85 6l 106 94 122 133 87 Il7 97 107 88 108 1205
2015 pdl 63 66 91 103 95 8l 90 93 104 78 65 1010
2016 S 52 60 64 101 109 8 125 118 98 87 77 1052
LIVl 68 54 59 95 132 116 95 79 69 87 8l 59 994
pIIER 50 49 73 78 77 80 76 78 90 76 72 64 863
2019 65 67 56 60 76 72 57 84 66 82 53 809

This search syntax targets representation of human actors, and allows us to capture
both person- and identity-first language. Singular and plural forms are included, as are
broad categories of mental and physical disabilities. We acknowledge that specific forms
of disability (for instance person with cerebral palsy) are likely to be used in newspapers;
however, we do not intend our search string to be exhaustive, but rather to capture broad
trends in general naming practices. The corpus includes a variety of genres beyond news
stories, and the included items are not necessarily ‘about’ disability as a topic.

Before we present our findings, it is worth showing the frequency of articles and nam-
ing practices over time. As mentioned above, the corpus captures a timeframe of 20 years.
The data capture deliberately ended before the covid-19 pandemic, to avoid any shift in
discourse that might arise from this global health crisis. The dates include important
milestones in sport (e.g. 2000 Paralympics, 2018 Invictus Games in Sydney) and legis-
lature (e.g. 2008 adoption and ratification by the Australian Government of the UN
Convention for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities), as well as subsequent strategies,
reports and reforms (e.g. 2013 National Disability Insurance Scheme).

The frequency of articles per month can be found in Table 2, with a mean number of
texts/month of 93.10 and a median of 92, with a standard deviation of 30.87. It is also
visualised in Figure 1, where the linear trendline shows an overall decline over time in
the number of articles retrieved through our search syntax. Figure 1 shows that the years
2007 (1386 texts), 2008 (1319 texts) and 2012 (1385 texts) feature the most articles, and
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Figure 1. Number of texts per month with monthly values plotted against a linear trendline
and superimposed over one standard deviation from the mean.

identifies two monthly spikes (October 2000; May 2013). The reasons for the yearly/
monthly peaks are worthy of future investigation, but could be related to external hap-
penings such as the Paralympics — ‘one of the rare moments when the media spotlight is
on people with disabilities” (Wedgwood, 2014: 136, italics in original).

Keeping this uneven distribution in mind, Figure 2 shows the normalised frequencies
(per million words per year) of potential identity-first and person-first naming practices.
Figure 2 appears to indicate that the frequency disparity between the two practices that is
apparent in the year 2000 (66.91 ppm vs 19.37 ppm) lessens over time until with *disa-
bility/ies overtakes disabled. However, these frequencies include instances that do not
relate to human actors, with a qualitative concordance analysis of 1268 instances in the
year 2000 identifying 3.3% of the prepositional uses and 10.3% of the adjectival uses as
nonhuman (e.g. the disabled nuclear attack submarine, disabled car parks). This means
that any future analysis of diachronic change needs to incorporate qualitative analysis
rather than relying on the form-based results, especially where the differences between
the two practices are small. In our linguistic analyses below, we do not integrate dia-
chronic change (for reasons of scope); rather, we treat the corpus holistically.

Analysis
Head nouns: Social actors

As mentioned above, we analyse the head nouns to identify the types of human referents
that occur in each naming practice. To do so, a word sketch was created with SketchEngine
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for disabled as an adjective, resulting in 124 types with 9375 tokens, with many types
having very low frequency. In order to present the most salient results, we took the ‘top’
collocates (where collocation frequency exceeds 70 and LogDice (Rychly, 2008) exceeds
7). This narrows the results to those found in Table 3: 22 types and 7626 tokens, giving
us 81.3% overall token coverage, or a strong indication of the most frequent nominal
collocates.

As word sketches cannot contain n-grams over a single word, a slightly different
method was used to derive results for with disability/ies. A word sketch was created for
the lemma disability and restricted to results within the prepositional phrase with (which
represent 42.4% of all occurrences of the lemma). Collocates were then generated,
retrieving 170 types with 12,251 tokens. Applying the same thresholds, this was nar-
rowed to 12 types (see Table 3) representing 10,391 tokens (84.82% coverage).

Table 3 shows the categorisation of collocates according to van Leeuwen’s (2008)
social actor framework. Genericization is the use of generic or mass nouns that conflate
large groups of social actors (e.g. people) (p. 35), whereas Indetermination occurs when
social actors are represented as ‘anonymous’ individuals or groups (e.g. someone) (p.
52). In this study, we are predominantly interested in Determination, or naming practices
which specify one or more aspects of identity (p.39). Functionalisation ‘occurs when
social actors are referred to in terms of an activity, in terms of something they do, for
instance an occupation or role’ in contrast to Identification, ‘which occurs when social
actors are defined, not in terms of what they do, but in terms of what they, more
or less permanently, or unavoidably, are’ (van Leeuwen, 2008: 42). Identification may
be further distinguished via: classification (major societal categories, e.g. age, gender,

Frequencies of naming practices
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Figure 2. Frequencies of ‘disabled’ and variations of ‘with * disability’ in the corpus, shown as
frequencies per million words per year.
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Table 3. Most salient nouns modified by ‘disabled’ and ‘with disability/ies’ (where frequency
exceeds 70 and LogDice exceeds 7), categorised according to van Leeuwen (2008) and sorted
in descending order of tokens modified. Underlined collocates are unique to one of the two
naming practices.

Social Actor Nouns modified by disabled [freq, Nouns modified by with
Category LogDice] disability/ies [freq, LogDice]
Genericization/ people [2251, 11.2]; person [324, 9.45] people [6753, 13.3]; person
Indetermination [290, 9.5]; someone [100, 8]
Identification: child [1564, 11.28]; man [445, 9.62]; child [1133, 11.3]; Australian
Classification woman [266, 8.94]; Australian [200, [262, 9.4]; woman [134, 8.4];
8.65]; boy [140, 8.3]; veteran [1 5, adult [98, 8]; kid [91, 7.9];
8.12]; Victorian [113, 8.13]; kid [104, Victorian [73, 7.6]
7.92); girl [100, 7.8]; adult [93, 7.84]
Functionalisation student [377, 9.42]; athlete [332, 9.53]; student [1 105, 11.3]; athlete
worker [167, 8.27]; pensioner [ 164, [270, 9.4]; worker [82, 7.7]
8.617; passenger [136, 8.39]; resident
[123, 8.16]
Identification: son [296, 9.44); daughter [159, 8.59];
Relational client [81, 7.64]; brother [76, 7.53]

ethnicity, sexuality); relational classification (personal, familial, organisational relation-
ships); and physical identification (i.e. on the basis of physical/visual characteristics and
attributes).

As demonstrated in Table 3, most of the social actor categories and many of the indi-
vidual collocates are in fact common to both naming practices. The most frequent cate-
gory of nominal collocates overall is Genericization/Indetermination. This is primarily
driven by the large frequency of people collocating with disability/ies (see line 1 for an
example).’ A unique collocate also occurs here (someone with a disability). The resulting
Indetermination allows for overarching arguments to be made in the news without spe-
cific examples or incorporation of lived experiences. This may have a distancing effect
on readership; as in line 2, both the perpetrators of discomfort (foo many people) and the
recipients of this behaviour (someone with a disability) are Genericized and Indeterminate.

1. Cluster housing continues to segregate people with disabilities from the
broader community by keeping them out of sight and mind.

2. Rather too many people still experience some level of discomfort when they
encounter someone with a disability.

The second most frequent category is Identification: Classification, or identity construc-
tions in terms of age, gender, nationality, etc. This is due in very large part to the lemma
child, the most frequent collocate (except for the genericised people) and the one with
the highest LogDice score.® The items in this category demonstrate a concern with the
(young) age of disabled people, in both naming practices. As demonstrated in line 3,
naming practices under Identification: Classification to do with young age (i.e. child,
boy, kid, girl) could be seen to fall under the social pathology model: children are
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considered as vulnerable and represented as being in need of social care and support (e.g.
early intervention).

3. Steve Bracks must stop cutting early intervention services for profoundly disa-
bled children. They will be living with the devastating results long after Premier
Bracks has moved on to bigger and better things.

Other items in this category — namely veteran and Australian — also highlight social care
and support. The identity veferans indicates previous military service to the country, and
implies disability acquired through this service. In line 4, the presence of an in-group is
clear in the use of the plural we and possessive our. An even exchange of social provision
for veterans who have, themselves, served (i.e. in contrast to those without acquired disa-
bilities) is an important facet of this representation, indicating ‘deserving’ beneficiaries of
care (the support is given in recognition of service to the country). The use of the naming
practice Australian also contributes to an in-group identity, and appears in concordance
lines which support the social pathology model. However, in lines 5 and 6, we also see the
presence of the minority/civil rights model, in a reference to the royal commission launched
to investigate treatment of the group (and the associated commissioner’s data).

4. The way we treat our disabled war veterans and their families will have an
impact on national security and our ability to provide a strong Defence Force.
5. It came on the same day Mr Morrison launched a $527 million royal commis-

sion into the treatment of disabled Australians, announcing it will be led by
former Federal Court judge Ronald Sackville.

6.  The commissioner’s own data shows immigrant and refugee women, women
with disabilities, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women suffer vio-
lence predominantly.

Highly frequent and statistically high-scoring noun collocates also sometimes fall under
the Functionalisation category, and represent social actors by what they ‘do’. Of the six
collocates in this category, the most frequent three can be understood as comprising a
sense of agency: worker, student and athlete, and can be understood as directly perform-
ing or undertaking work, study, and athletics, respectively. Disabled worker functional-
ises people who have disabilities and also relies upon the social pathology model to
demonstrate the ways in which gaining assistance to meaningfully enter the workforce
can create a symbiotic and positive relationship between people and society (line 7).
Likewise, disabled students are represented in line 8 as having the right (civil rights
model) to access educational opportunities and choices for mutual benefit.

7.  AS a disabled worker in full-time employment all my life, I welcome the
Federal Government move to assist disabled workers to get jobs. No one wants
to be a statistic on a social-security register. It is demeaning.

8. The Victorian Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities, together with
state and federal anti-discrimination laws, gives students with disability the
right to enrol and participate in education on the same basis as their peers with-
out disability.
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An alternative representation that appears with Functionalising naming practices is
that of the so-called ‘supercrips’, which ‘tend to form points of contention and conflict
between the mainstream media and scholars of Disability Studies and activists’ (Grue,
2015: 110). In line 9, the accomplishment of disabled students in collecting tokens
‘astonishes’ a teacher. In line 10, we see the sporting supercrip representation, to do with
remarkable and impressive physical achievement (Grue, 2015: 110). Athletes themselves
may not necessarily consider the supercrip representation as negative, while disability
activists do (Wedgwood, 2014: 137). The supercrip representations positively evaluate
disabled people, but this is against a background of amazement over achievement ‘in
spite of” disability. In addition, they do not represent impairments as examples of human
variation but rather presuppose that these should be the source of exceptional achieve-
ment (Grue, 2015: 12). This achievement is still sometimes contrasted against the
achievements of those without disabilities (line 11). In line 10, however, the achievement
is presented in relation to other disabled sportspeople. For further discussion of the com-
plex phenomenon of sports and disability, see for example Smith et al. (2015) or
Wedgwood (2014), who also presents an overview of international news coverage of the
Paralympics.

9.  With each of its 49 students collecting an average 85 tokens, the school has
more than 4200 tokens. Merriang teacher Edith Gray said everyone at the
school, which teaches disabled students, was astonished at the achievement.

10. He won this year’s Laureus Sports award in Monaco for the most outstanding
disabled athlete of 2002 after becoming the first leg amputee to win gold in all
four of the alpine events at a Winter Paralympics.

11. But while the king of the track has indicated he will retire after the 2017 London
world championships, Holt has in mind the 2018 Gold Coast Commonwealth
Games, where events for athletes with a disability are intertwined with able-
bodied and attract full medal status.

The remaining three nominal collocates in this category — pensioner, passenger, resident
— are arguably more ‘passive’ in nature. These people collect a pension, ride (as opposed
to operate) vehicles, and reside in homes. Concordance lines associated with these col-
locations correspond to the social pathology model, but indicate perpetual failures of
social support, creating an overall pattern of vulnerability. In the case of disabled pas-
sengers, the absence of proper equipment or the breakdown of accessible transportation
options (e.g. trains, taxicabs, or lifts, as in line 12) stops free movement. The overlapping
vulnerabilities of age and impairment indicated by 76-year-old disabled pensioner leads
to criminal scenarios where financial and physical harm befalls the social actors (e.g. line
13).7 Resident is somewhat polysemous — in the corpus, disabled resident may refer to
general residency in a geographical area or to more specialised residency in care homes.
The former sense leads to discourses around local budgeting and finance, whereas the
latter sense occurs in nearly all cases with reporting on physical, emotional, and sexual
assault taking place in residence (see line 14).
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12.  Stations built under the previous government, such as Laverton, did not have
pedestrian ramps — leaving disabled passengers stranded when lifts broke
down.

13.  Police yesterday revealed a 76-year-old disabled pensioner was attacked in his
Clayton home on Saturday.

14. Kumar also escaped sacking after he was caught twisting the nipple of a disa-
bled resident.

The sole social actor category (within the most frequent/salient results) that was only
found with one naming practice (adjectival disabled) is Identification: Relational. Results
here lean strongly towards familial relation (son, daughter, and brother collocate 531
times combined) with a minority pattern showing a business or service arrangement (c/i-
ent collocates 81 times). It is noteworthy that parent, husband, wife, or partner do not
appear in Table 3, indicating a relative neglect of such roles in media texts, which may
align with stereotypes about the presumed capabilities of disabled people. A number of
other patterns can be determined upon further examination. First: the presence of
Identification: Relational naming practices indicates that the lived experiences of disa-
bled people are being reported and reflected through the lenses of their family members
and others rather than with their own voices; for instance, a parent may speak out against
poor working conditions (line 15). In an expansion of the supercrip model, we see direct
evidence of ‘strength’ being drawn from disabled relatives (line 16). The social pathol-
ogy model may also be extended by reporting on the lived experiences of the social care
workers, for example indicating overwork and underpay (line 17).

It can also be noted that gendered representations are disproportionally present: son
has a collocational frequency of 296 [LogDice 9.44], whereas daughter has a colloca-
tional frequency of 159 [LogDice 8.59]; brother has a collocational frequency of 76
[LogDice 7.53] whereas sister has about half this frequency and falls below our cut-off
thresholds for consideration. This may reflect the gender imbalance within some highly-
reported upon impairments/neurological differences (e.g. autism in boys and men) or the
greater media attention paid to male athletes (Kemble, 2020). It might also replicate the
higher frequency of boys/men than girls/women in a patriarchal society overall — that is
‘male bias’ (Baker, 2014: 73). Where daughter does occur, this is much more frequently
invoked to indicate extreme vulnerability, that is the overlap between age, gender, disa-
bility and potential attacks from relatives (line 18).

15.  June Herron, whose intellectually disabled son, Norman, works at the factory,
said she did not like the way her son was treated.

16. Manly enforcer Steve Matai stood in the middle of Brookvale Oval yesterday
and spoke about the strength he draws from his disabled brother.

17.  Melbourne City Mission worker Lisa Reidy said the prospect of more pay was
a relief. She spent shifts of up to 12 hours looking after disabled clients.

18. Officials are investigating allegations that a man locked up his two mentally
disabled daughters in a small room in their home and sexually abused them for
41 years.
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In sum, the analysis of nominal collocates showed that such nouns commonly contribute
to the social pathology model and that representation is gendered. Some collocates lend
themselves more to the supercrip model, although the stress appears equally placed upon
those being ‘inspired’ (e.g. readers, family members) than those doing the ‘inspiring’ (i.e.
disabled people). No strong differences were identified between the two naming
practices.

Modifiers: ‘kinds’ of disability

Above, we have focussed on types of social actors by examining head nouns. In contrast,
modifiers of the identity element provide additional information about the disability that
is referenced. Due to the differing grammatical classes of the identity element, these mod-
ifiers are adverbs in the case of disabled and adjectives in the case of with disability/ies.®
These were categorised into general categories associated with modification (e.g. manner,
degree, time, place). Table 4 demonstrates that the most frequent type of modifiers for
both naming practices are those which indicate manner [frequency 3767], followed by
degree [1675], then time [451]. It must be noted that some adjectives (mental and physical
in combination with with. . . disability/ies) are part of the search string for retrieving cor-
pus files. However, their counterparts mentally and physically do appear as modifiers of
disabled, uninfluenced by search syntax. Removing tokens of mental and physical from
with disability/ies maintains the overall symmetry and proportionate frequency of patterns
in modifier category preference between the two naming practices.

Manner. Modifiers of manner indicate categorisations of disability (i.e. intellectually,
mentally, physically, developmentally); and there seems to be a greater variety of collo-
cates associated with disabilities. We first discuss those items which are shared across
both naming practices. Concordances containing collocates intellectual/ly, mental/ly,
and developmental/ly fall under the social pathology model (e.g. lines 19 and 20), indi-
cating social care needs or highlighting shortcomings in provisions. By contrast, colloca-
tion with physical/ly adheres more frequently to the supercrip model (e.g. line 21). This
indicates that people living with physical disabilities are more likely to be represented as
‘inspirational’, overcoming their disabilities to perform amazing feats. This contrasts
with those living with intellectual, mental, and developmental disabilities, who are more
likely to be represented as in need.

19. A total of 3184 intellectually disabled people are awaiting government sup-
ported accommodation.

20. Like thousands of other mentally disabled people in Victoria, Peter needs
24-hour care.

21. In a fortnight’s time, the cream of Australia’s finest physically disabled sport-
speople will show the world in Athens that it is possible to turn the cruel tricks
of fate to glorious advantage.

Unique modifiers of disability are much more specific than those shared between the two
naming practices, that is psychiatric, psychosocial and cognitive, compared to the more
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Table 4. Most salient modifiers of disabled and with . . . disability/ies (where frequency exceeds
70 and LogDice exceeds 7), organised by category and sorted in descending order of tokens
modified. Underlined collocates are unique to one of the two naming practices.

Category Adverbial modifiers of Adjectival modifiers of with disability/ies
disabled [freq, LogDice] [freq, LogDice]

Manner intellectually [1631, 13.23]; intellectual [1006, 12.67]; physical [295,
mentally [259, 10.84]; physically 10.81]; mental [93, 8.64]; multiple [46, 8.33];
[216, 10.66]; genuinely [18, 7.2]; bsychiatric [39, 8.29]; cognitive [36, 8.27];
developmentally [15, 7.08] psychosocial [32, 8.18]; developmental [28,

7.9]; core [18, 7.21]; hearing [17, 7.08]

Degree severely [580, |1.94]; profoundly severe [324, 11.09]; profound [124, 10]; mild
[135, 10.11]; seriously [49, 8.42]; [86, 9.52]; significant [86, 8.28]; serious [62,
bartially [26, 7.79]; totally [18, 8.41]; moderate [24, 7.71]; complex [21,
7.04] 7.28]

Time permanently [217, 10.717; permanent [160, 10.14]

temporarily [15, 7.01]

general umbrella terms intellectually and mentally. Further specifications also appear
uniquely here, as people with core disabilities are represented (meaning they require
assistance with self-care, communication and/or mobility). It is also the only place where
we see a construal of precise sensory impairment (hearing) and associated issues with
access (in the absence of captioning). With collocates of disability, we also see a unique
pattern of living with multiple disabilities (line 22), and the particular experience that this
represents. As above, the social pathology model is the most prevalent in relevant con-
cordance lines.

22. David Green, a former public advocate, said the process of deinstitutionalising
patients had created new problems and had not worked well for people with
dual or multiple disabilities.

A further connotation of the social pathology model emerges when analysing the sole
unique manner modifier of disabled, namely genuinely. This collocate demonstrates a
construction of disability wherein only some people who would qualify for access to
benefits are seen as deserving recipients — in line 23 in a subjective claim presented in
first person but linked to the wider community of ‘decent people’.

23. Like all decent people, I want to support the genuinely disabled, but you don’t
do that by creating a vast victim class of disabled people and giving them a
financial reward.

Degree. Modifiers of degree are the second-most frequent category of collocates, span-
ning the full range from profoun/dly to partial/ly. Collocation with profoundly tends
towards the medical model, intersecting with criminal/legal discourses (line 24). The
social pathology model is also highly present; care for people living with profound
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disabilities is constructed as the (failed) responsibility of the government or conveyed
through the voices of caregivers. The only instances where first-person narratives can be
seen are cases of partially disabled (e.g. line 25, but see footnote 7 in relation to the
ambiguous identity of the referent); in these concordance lines, people describe their
own experiences and struggles, usually within the social pathology model.

24.  Another newborn boy was left profoundly disabled due to the hospital’s negli-
gence, which deprived him of oxygen at the time of his birth in 2008.
25. Tam an 80-year-old, partially disabled aged pensioner.

Time. The least frequent (but still statistically significant) pattern is that of modifications
construing time. The concept of permanence appears in both naming practices. In the
case of permanently + disabled, concordance lines show two main patterns. The first is a
reconstruction of how a person came to be living with a disability (see line 26). While all
cases within the Time subcategory draw from the medical model of disability, concord-
ance lines giving a narrative of disability are more social in texture and would lead to
reader engagement with the subjects. However, the more frequent pattern in permanent/
ly is a more clinical or legal definition of ‘total and permanent disability’ related to access
to services, for instance government resources (line 27) and particularly insurance (line
28). These cases show straightforward constructions within the social pathology model.
Such language may originate in the relevant legislation at place in different moments of
Australian history, but to ascertain this, one would have to follow ‘the textual trail” of
these phrases (Grue, 2015: 77).

26. Nine-year-old Melissa Wilson suffered a severe brain injury and is now perma-
nently disabled.

27.  Since 1983, the state Government has paid 50% of taxi fares up to $25 a trip for
people with a severe and permanent disability.

28. Total and permanent disability insurance pays a lump sum if you’re totally and
permanently disabled.

Disabled has one unique modifier of time: femporarily, but of the 15 concordance lines
which include this collocation, only five relate to disabled people. Notably, eight
instances reference the disabling of nonhuman entities (see line 29). This points to the
preponderance of such usage occurring with the form disabled, confirming our claim
above about the importance of qualitative analysis.

29. The patient information that was hacked and temporarily disabled was on an IT
system owned and run by the Melbourne Heart Group, a specialist group that
leased space from Cabrini Malvern.

In sum, the analysis of modifiers shows no strong differences in broad categories of
modification (manner, degree, time), but unique modifiers do occur and depend on the
form of the lemma (e.g. specific modifiers with plural disabilities). Many relevant con-
cordance lines adhere to the social pathology model, although physical disability is also
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associated with the supercrip model. First-person narratives and reconstructions of how
a person came to be living with a disability appear to be rare.

Coordinating structures: Associations with disability

A final perspective of disability representation is provided by examining coordination.
The use of the coordinating conjunctions/coordinators and and or link together linguis-
tic items (conjuncts), indicating similarities to newspaper readers. By creating word
sketches of disabled + and/or and disability + and/or, we come to a better understanding
of the associations of this group/category. As above, we applied cut-off points to arrive
at the most frequent and statistically significant items (frequency =15 and LogDice = 7).
Table 5 contains the results of this down-sampling (excluding count/comparison with
other, many, first). All relevant words in the table are ‘unique’, given the different word
classes involved, but the semantic categories for the conjuncts can be compared.

Table 5. Most salient conjuncts of disabled +and/or and disability and/or (where frequency
exceeds |5 and LogDice exceeds 7), categorised by semantic domain and sorted in descending
order of coordinating tokens.

Semantic Disabled and/or [frequency, Disability and/or [frequency, LogDice]
Category LogDice]
Age elderly [527, 11.91]; young [203, child [49, 7.77]; age [24, 7.69]
10.26]; aged [59, 9.01]; old [40,
8.11]; 12-year-old [20, 7.49]; teenage
[20, 7.46]
Medical il [170, 10.47]; sick [164, 10.38]; illness [227, 10.83]; autism [56, 9.02];
able-bodied [55, 8.91]; frail [44, 8.57];  need [54, 8.82]; problem [54, 8.73];
blind [43, 8.49]; pregnant [31, 8.1]; condition [51, 8.68]; impairment [50,
able [24, 7.72]; non-disabled [23, 7.7];  8.89]; injury [39, 8.29]; health [37,
deaf [20, 7.42]; autistic [18, 7.3]; 7.63]; issue [30, 7.91]; disease [29,
infirm [16, 7.17]; injured [16, 7.14] 7.9]; palsy [25, 7.88]; death [24,
7.59]; care [24, 7.17]; delay [18,
7.44]; disorder [16, 7.13]
Finance/ disadvantaged [130, 10.06];
income unemployed [66, 9.09]; poor [57, 8.8];

Socio-political

homeless [32, 8.12]; vulnerable [31,
8.02]; unable [20, 7.47]

Indigenous [71, 9.06]; single [34,
8.09]; Australian [29, 6.94]; female
[22, 7.44]; gay [22, 7.53]; former [I9,
6.9]; Victorian [19, 7.14]; illiterate [18,
7.34]; Aboriginal [17, 7.14]

family [288, 10.13]; carer [207,
10.49]; people [107, 8.79]; parent
[42, 7.99]; student [31, 7.7]; group
[26, 7.33]; Australian [21, 7.36]

As can be seen, there is overlap in three of the four categories, concerning associa-

tions with age (e.g. elderly, child), medical condition (e.g. il injury) and socio-political
group/status (e.g. gay, carer) that occur for both naming practices. Space does not permit
a full analysis of concordance lines here, but what is clearly evident across all three
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shared categories are associations with vulnerability, inability, and/or negativity. Medical
associations are also strong, with many different words identified for both practices. The
category unique to disabled — finance/income — is similarly associated with vulnerability,
with adjectives such as disadvantaged, poor, and homeless. Future work is needed to
consider in more detail how these categories occur in specific contexts, and their rela-
tionships to models of media representation. However, it seems safe to hypothesise that
the social pathology and medical models are clearly relevant.

Conclusion

Researchers have identified deeply embedded ableist assumptions in contemporary
Australian society (Johnson and West, 2021: 302), while the Royal Commission into
Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability is uncovering wide-
spread and systemic discrimination and negative attitudes across individuals and institu-
tions (Johnson and West, 2020). Recognising the important role of mass media for
disability experience and associated audience ideas and beliefs (Ellis et al., 2020: 1-2),
this article has presented an interdisciplinary study of disability in Australian newspa-
pers, contributing to bringing together the fields of discourse analysis and Disability
Studies (Grue, 2015: x). We have shown how one can combine corpus linguistic tech-
niques (e.g. word sketches) with Critical Discourse Analysis of noteworthy elements—in
particular linguistic structures (e.g. head nouns, modifiers, conjoints)—and with models
of news media representation (e.g. supercrip model). This combination of approaches is
effective for large-scale insights into ‘the ways in which disability [. . .] is constructed,
administrated, and policed through the socially and bureaucratically embedded use of
language’ (Grue, 2015: 5). The starting point of our analyses was a widely-recognised
distinction with a long history, namely that between identity- and people-first language.
Given the narrow focus of this analysis, further research is clearly necessary — for exam-
ple in relation to Critical Disability Studies’ contemporary understandings, models, and
definitions of disability, ableism,” and disablist processes (e.g. Johnson and West, 2021;
Thorneycroft and Asquith, 2021). This could include analysis of longer stretches of text
to study discourses that constitute or reproduce disability as ‘oppressive’ or ‘pathologi-
cal’ identity/category (Grue, 2011: 535; Thorneycroft and Asquith, 2021: 142) or analy-
sis of discourses of disability formation, that is, of the locus of disability and its
interactions with various causative factors (social, cultural, economic, political, biophys-
ical, etc). For a fuller picture of newspaper representation, analysis of news photography
is also required.

Overall, we found many similarities between the two naming practices, in relation to
all three types of analyses: the types of social actors that occur, the categorisations of
impairments/disabilities that are referenced, and the associations that are established
with disability. This could indicate that the syntactic structure used in the naming prac-
tice is less important than the elements that fill the slots in the structure and the wider
co-text in which the structure is used. At the same time, some linguistic differences likely
derive from the naming practice used. For example, the form disabled can be associated
with nonhuman referents, which is not the case for with disability/ies. The form disabili-
ties also appears to enable a range of specific modifiers such as multiple. Overall, the
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qualitative discourse analysis of concordance lines identified many negative usages,
including the prevalence of the social pathology model. Other models (medical, super-
crip) were less apparent in the concordance lines analysed. The ‘progressive’ cultural
pluralism model was not identified at all, while the minority/civil rights model was very
rare.

Although we did not analyse full-text articles, these results suggest a highly conven-
tionalised disability representation, with a focus on social disadvantage. It is likely that
the journalistic context constrains the use of particular models in news stories and opin-
ion texts. At least some news professionals believe that ‘disability topics tend not to
make for exciting news, and that structural analysis does not make for good copy’ (Grue,
2015: 101). News stories may use references to vulnerability to discursively establish
newsworthiness (Bednarek and Caple, 2017), while opinion texts may use vulnerability
to emotionally engage readers or for advocacy for better services. Further, to capture
media attention it may be necessary to appeal to common journalistic narratives/figures
such as the ‘supercrip’ (Grue, 2015: 109-110). At the same time, results also appear to
align with the underlying negative connotation of the word disability and with a common
discourse that constructs disabled people as a negative group identity (a marginalised
minority or oppressed class), and a general correlation of disability with disadvantage
due to how the category is defined (Grue, 2015: 55, 89, 94, 95). In general, it is important
to point out that there is a need for balance and diversity regarding the use of different
models and that social-relational or bio-psychosocial approaches to disability are often
preferred (as discussed earlier).!°

Moreover, both person- and identity-first language can be used to differentiate disa-
bled from nondisabled people, and dichotomies such as these are used for Othering (e.g.
Thorneycroft and Asquith, 2021: 147) and perpetuate ableism (Johnson and West, 2021:
289),!! even as such categorisation may be necessary to determine what we need to do to
best serve and protect all people (Vehmas and Watson, 2014). In addition to which nam-
ing practices are used, context also matters, including not just how the phrase is used in
its co-text, but also who uses it and for what purpose.

To conclude, this article has demonstrated that corpus linguistic analysis can offer
valuable insights and can make a novel contribution to disability and media research.
Language use in public contexts such as the media will likely grow in relevance, as the
covid-19 pandemic has not only brought disproportionate physical and symbolic vio-
lence to disabled people, but is also creating more disabled people (Thorneycroft and
Asquith, 2021). We therefore end with the recommendations from Media Diversity
Australia (2021), which emphasises that the social mode — wherein disability is consid-
ered a part of human diversity — ‘identifies several barriers to the collection of data from
reporting tools; for example, people with disability may communicate differently, have
barriers to accessing mainstream emergency services (such as the police), and face dis-
crimination when giving evidence or telling their story’ (p. 21). They present ‘golden
rules’ to assist in overcoming rather than magnifying these barriers; the primary two are:
to include the voice of a relevant person (‘nothing about us without us’);'? and to ask for
any clarifications or for personal preferences (Media Diversity Australia, 2021: 24). We
leave the last words to Shakespeare (1994), who notes the importance of analysing lan-
guage and representation: ‘People with impairment are disabled, not just by material
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discrimination, but also by prejudice. This prejudice is not just interpersonal it is also
implicit in cultural representation, in language and in socialization’ (p. 296).
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Notes

1. Itis thought that person-first naming was first proposed in an unpublished speech by Carolyn
Vash in 1959.

2. The Australian news media studies reviewed above only sometimes include mention of such
language — identity-first language is seen in media representations of autism (Jones and
Harwood, 2009), while language use in media coverage of the Special Olympics Australia
is varied (Tanner et al., 2003). In addition, many studies themselves demonstrate mixed lan-
guage use within their own writing as well as the media content they examine.

3. http://www.sketchengine.eu

4. Weekend/Sunday editions were included, but online articles were excluded (to avoid duplica-
tion). ‘Moderate similarity’ grouping was turned on to decrease the probability that multiple
versions of articles were added to the corpus; however, this is a rough measure rather than a
failsafe tool, and some moderate duplicates may remain.

5. In this and subsequent concordance lines: node words in bold face; collocates in italics.

6. Note that SketchEngine retrieves lemmas rather than word forms, here and in the other rel-
evant searches — thus, instances for child will include the plural children, etc.

7. The phrase disabled pensioner does not make the necessary distinction between someone
who has an impairment which is disabling (prior to older age) and the normative experience
of age-related functioning difficulties which may be disabling.

8. Other items such as negation (e.g. not disabled) are not analysed here, but worthy of future
research.

9. According to Johnson and West (2020), ‘ableism is a network of beliefs and practices that
see able-bodied people viewing themselves as perfect, species-typical and fully human, and
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thus more valuable than their disabled counterparts’. As they explain, it is expressed through
(un)conscious attitudes, biases, and discriminatory processes and creates multiple negative
consequences for disabled individuals.

10. A relational perspective of disability ‘seeks to provide empirical evidence on how disability
arises as a complex interaction of factors. To offer a crude headline, people are disabled by
society and by their bodies and minds’. (Shakespeare, 2013: 5).

11. In contrast, the ‘small amount of published research on disability in Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander communities all settle on a conclusion that “disability” is not a concept that read-
ily translates in Aboriginal languages’ (Avery, 2018: 4), implying no such linguistic Othering.
For a perspective on how mainstream Australian newspapers represented Indigenous disabled
people between 1830 and 1930 see Gilroy et al. (2020).

12. This slogan is ‘a key component of much of Disability Studies’ (Grue, 2015: 32).
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