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Using the R-word Is Never O.K. 

 

Rebecca Klein 
 

Dear America, 
 

I want to tell you a story. When the “Nicest” teacher seven years running lashes out at her 

student mid-sentence, you know that all hell is about to break loose. While Señora D’agostino 

was writing our homework assignment on the blackboard, Jessie accidentally knocked over her 

coffee, soaking all of her books in the process. Much to the amusement of our classmates, 

Randy, who was sitting across from Jessie, loudly proclaimed, “Way to go, Jess! You’re such a 

retard.” Señora D’agostino turned around abruptly and proceeded to lecture him for the 

remainder of the period. Randy, like many others in my ninth grade Spanish class, had no idea 

why Señora was so upset over Randy’s use of the word “retard,” but I did. 
 

Every time anyone uses the word “retard” (the R-word), I feel my face flush red with anger as I 

bite my lips trying not to scream. This term can enrage a person, just as it did Señora D’agostino. 

The R-word is derogatory. The word fosters hate and misunderstandings about people with 

intellectual disabilities. Calling another person’s actions—or even your own— “retarded” 

offends millions across the world with intellectual disabilities, many who are unable to defend 

themselves. 

 

People use the R-word as a substitute for words such as “stupid,” “foolish,” or “silly.” For 

example, it may be used to describe that girl in math class who hasn’t passed a test once this 

semester or an annoying ex-boyfriend. When describing a person as “retarded,” you are in fact 

associating being worthless or foolish with having an intellectual disability, which is not the 

case. 
 

The word “retard” is from the French origin, meaning “to make slow.” In the early 1900s, 

doctors diagnosed children and adults with impaired intellectual ability as being “retarded.” As 

the century progressed, the word’s meaning began to change as people used the word as slang for 

“stupid or foolish” (Fairman 1). In 2010, Congress officially dropped the words “mental 

retardation” and “mentally retarded” from federal health, education, and labor laws. They 

replaced these words with the term “intellectual disability.” 

 

Every summer I work with campers who have autism and Downs Syndrome, among other 

disabilities. Camp Anchor is completely free of charge for all of its 800 campers and is one of 

the only camps of its kind in the country. These campers are intelligent, funny, and caring. They 

do not view themselves as different from other children, but many of my campers would likely 

be described with the R-word—this in spite of the fact that campers are often exceptional, such 

as nine-year-old Anthony can solve a Rubix Cube in forty-two seconds flat and convert 

Fahrenheit to kelvin in his head. The word strips children such as Anthony of their individuality 

and their confidence. 

 

Thankfully, many people are now taking a stand against using the R-word. Some celebrities have 

filmed PSAs and used social media to teach their fans about the word. Unfortunately, others 
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continue to use it as slang. When political commentator Ann Coulter used the R-word to describe 

President Obama, Special Olympics Messenger John Stephens wrote an open letter to her, 

stating, “After I saw your tweet, I realized you just wanted to belittle the President by linking 

him to people like me. You assumed that people would understand and accept that being linked 

to someone like me is an insult” (Stephens 1). Stephens makes a valid point about using an 

intellectual disability as an insult. After all, no one would criticize a person who has done 

something foolish by saying, “You’re such a deaf!” or “Stop being such an amputee.”  
 

That day in my ninth grade Spanish classroom, my classmates and I discovered that Señora 

D’Agostino’s four-year-old son, Aiden, had been born with Downs Syndrome. She helped us to 

understand that every time someone used the R- word to describe something stupid, they were 

describing someone she loved as stupid. She warned us all to never use the word, not only 

because it is hate speech, but because you never know whom you could be hurting. Having a 

disability is not something to be ashamed of nor should a person with a disability fear the 

negative comments or rude attitudes of others. Let us all stop using a word that is demeaning and 

deeply hurtful and start accepting those with intellectual abilities as individuals with talents and 

strengths.  

 
Special Needs Advocate, 

 
Ruby (Rebecca) Klein 
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