
GENERAL SUMMARY:

Room to Read honors the dignity of the  
children, individuals and communities we 
work with. We reflect that dignity in our 
language, communicating in a way that is 
authentic to our mission and upholds Room 
to Read values.  

The language we use focuses on individuals, 
their inherent right to education and their  
ability to act for themselves - with Room to 
Read supporting their personal agency. 

We use people-first language. We do not 
categorize or label an individual based on their 

circumstance, but instead we appropriately 
describe them in a larger context, taking into 
account any systemic inequities they may face.  

We do not use language that implies hierarchy 
or U.S. dominance. We do not use militaristic 
language, or terms that limit gender norms.   

World change and word choice go hand in 
hand. We will create a more equitable world 
when we are intentional about increasing 
dignity and precision in our language and 
communicate in a likeminded way when 
referencing the people and communities we 
serve. 

Messaging Toolkit: Language Guidelines
This is a reference tool for Room to Read staff and spokespeople that outlines preferred language for use when describing Room to Read’s work and 
results. For internal distribution only. Last updated February 2022.

GUIDELINE: LANGUAGE SHOULD COMMUNICATE AN INDIVIDUAL’S  
AGENCY AND RIGHT TO AN EDUCATION

Avoid positioning education as a gift. Do not use the terms give, gift and beneficiary when 
referring to Room to Read and the children we serve - e.g., “we give our beneficiaries a quality 
education.” 

Replace beneficiary with student, child, young learner, reader, or participant.  
Instead of give/gift, use terms such as work with, inspire, arrange, address, enable, encourage, 
equip, engage, facilitate, create, advocate, help, support, provide, build.  

•	 “We encourage children in developing reading skills and creating a better future for  
themselves and their families”  

•	 “We provide young learners with the tools they need to continue their education amidst 
the pandemic” 

•	 “We address deep inequities that exist for children in under-resourced communities” 

In alignment with our Research, Monitoring and Evaluation (RM&E) methodology, we will 
continue using children benefited and benefit in language around our programmatic outcomes. 
These terms represent support that goes beyond casual reach and account for a certain  
measurement threshold being met.  

Room to Read is not gifting children an education. It is their right.  

The children and girls we work with have ownership of their own lives. They control their  
personal learning, skills, abilities and knowledge. Room to Read plays a supporting role by  
creating curriculum and children’s books, providing mentoring, supporting teachers and  
facilitating learning activities.    

When able, avoid the notion that Room to Read empowers and educates. We facilitate  
opportunities for children to empower and educate themselves. 



GUIDELINE: USE PEOPLE-FIRST LANGUAGE

Do not inappropriately categorize an individual. Instead, describe them in the context of their 
larger environment.    

•	 Use “children who cannot read yet” instead of “illiterate children” 
•	 Use “children in foster care” instead of “foster care children”

Use identity-first language when referring to a disabled child or person, per preference of the 
disabled community. 1 In this case, identity-first language promotes respect and is designed 
based off the idea that a disability is not something negative, but a part of one’s identity.  

•	 Use “disabled child” instead of “child with a disability” 

Do not use labels that describe children as victims. Avoid adjectives such as marginalized, 
vulnerable, at-risk when describing the children we work with. Instead, describe them with 
precision. 

•	 Use “child at risk of dropping out of school” instead of “at-risk child” 
•	 Use “girl vulnerable to child marriage” instead of “vulnerable girl” 

Do not use the term low-income when describing children and families - e.g., “we help  
low-income children” 

•	 The term low-income may imply that an individual simply needs to make more money, 
putting undue responsibility on the individual instead of on the systemic inequities 
they face.   

•	 Do not use the terms low-income children and low-income families. Instead, give context 
– e.g., “Room to Read serves children experiencing deep educational and economic 
inequities.”  

•	 The term historically low-income may be used as a qualifier when describing  
communities and countries– e.g., “Room to Read works in historically low-income  
countries.” The term may be replaced with historically under-resourced.

1. Arizona State University, National Center on Disability and Journalism, “Disability Language Style Guide” (2021). 

GUIDELINE: LANGUAGE SHOULD NEVER IMPLY HIERARCHY OR U.S.  
DOMINANCE

Avoid naming San Francisco as Room to Read headquarters. Instead, use the terms globally 
distributed headquarters and globally distributed staff – e.g., “Room to Read has a globally 
distributed headquarters with leadership staff distributed across several locations.” 

•	 San Francisco may be named as Room to Read headquarters for the purposes of legal 
documentation, registration and auditing. 

•	 Country offices may refer to San Francisco when needed (e.g., increasing trust with 
local donors and shareholders, building credible foundation) but only with the context 
that – while our CEO sits in San Francisco – decision making is distributed across global 
leadership.  

Do not refer to San Francisco as “the Global Office.” Our ‘Global Office’ represents staff  
members in offices across various countries. Use the term global offices when referring to 
offices or staff members outside of country offices.   

Do not use the abbreviations “GO and “CO” when referring to global offices or country offices.

•	 If abbreviations are required for lengthy documents, “GOs” and “COs” may be used, as 
they properly reflect plurality.  

•	 While “GO” and “CO” appear in many of Room to Read’s historical systems, the removal 
of both labels is in transition across the organization.  



1. Arizona State University, National Center on Disability and Journalism, “Disability Language Style Guide” (2021). 

GUIDELINE: LANGUAGE SHOULD NEVER IMPLY HIERARCHY OR U.S.  
DOMINANCE (CONTINUED)

Do not use the term “developing” when describing the countries we work in. Choose words 
with precise definitions that pave the way for dignity.  Do not use the terms developing world, 
developing country, and Global South when referring to Room to Read’s areas of operations.  

Do not refer to contractors or consultants when referencing Room to Read work to external 
audiences. Individuals hired for project-based, Room to Read work should be referenced as 
part of the larger Room to Read organization. A consultant’s work is Room to Read work,  
supporting an initiative that is dictated by Room to Read’s organizational plans. 

GUIDELINE: LANGUAGE SHOULD NOT BE MILITARISTIC OR DISPLAY  
GENDER IGNORANCE

Do not use the terms field staff and field office. Instead, use the terms community-based staff 
and community-based office.

•	 Country offices may use the term field office for legal documentation and registration 
purposes, in regions where community-based office is recognized as a different legal 
entity.  

Do not use the militaristic terms deploy, target and impacting. Instead, use terms such as 
disseminate, distribute, expend, disburse, goal, design, plan, facilitating, influencing, supporting, 
helping. 

•	 Never use the term impacting as a verb, especially when referring directly to a child, 
school or community – e.g., impacting a child; impacting a school.  

•	 In such cases, describe what is being impacted – e.g., increasing a girls’ ability to stay in 
school.  

•	 In a technical discussion, and as a noun, impact may be used appropriately - e.g., impact 
evaluation.  

Do not use the term female when describing social mobilizers. Instead, avoid using the term 
as an adjective and refer to gender, not sex, by using the term woman.  

•	 “Relationship with a woman mentor” or “mentorship from a woman” instead of  
“female mentorship.”

MARKETING AND DONOR COMMUNICATIONS: 

In select instances, certain terms may need to be used to help donors feel connected to Room to Read’s work and mission. When 
appropriate, language such as empower or give may be used in marketing and donor communications if they properly  
contextualize the systemic inequities that influence the communities Room to Read works in.  

Do not make overly grandiose statements. Be precise about the significant life-changing effects that Room to Read’s work has on 
the children and girls we serve. In order to describe our deep and systemic work accurately, use words like help, advocate, teach, 
support, inspire, arrange, address, enable, equip, engage, provide, build, shape, transform, remove barriers, ensure.  

•	 “Your donation can enable adolescent girls in India to receive the quality education they need, including essential life skills 
lessons that...”

•	 “Your contribution can inspire young women in Bangladesh to advocate for change and build a better future for their  
families...”

•	 “Because of your support, children in Tanzania can continue their education despite school closures....”
•	 “Your contribution can equip classrooms in South Africa with....”
•	 “Witness the impact that literacy can have on...” 
•	 “When you give $20, you ensure a child in Vietnam can have the opportunity to attend school for....”


