
Language is one of the most powerful tools we have. We use it on a daily basis to communicate 

with others and ourselves, to work, to create, and to build relationships. Unfortunately, language can be 

harmful, even if we do not recognize it as such. For example, in the article Creating Inclusive Physical 

Activity Spaces: The Case of Body-Positive Yoga (Pickett & Cuninghmam, 2017), the author highlights 

the idea that language “can either stigmatize or empower individuals [especially] in a fitness setting” (p. 

334). A lot of common language within physical activity creates a hierarchy of bodies or ability that 

leads to the exclusion of certain bodies (Pickett & Cunnigham, 2017). For example, when you say things 

like “if you need to modify,” “full expression of the pose,” or “beginners follow this, experts follow this” 

it evokes the idea of being less than or not capable. In the above article,  one of the yoga teachers 

mentions that she used to say “full expression of of the move” to her yoga class participants. One day, it 

was brought to her attention that when she used that phrasing, the people who could not do the “full” 

movement felt defeated (Pickett & Cunnigham, 2017). She made a slight change in her language and 

now she says “your expression of the move” to include everyone in her classes. In addition, another 

dance instructor discussed the idea that she uses imagination within her classes. Instead of telling her 

students to “copy me” or “do this pose,” she allows her students to use their imagination to complete 

the poses. For example, she would tell her students to move like a cat, allowing her students to 

interpret what that movement meant to them. This is a simple way of including all bodies into your 

classroom because every student has the opportunity to explore what works best for them (Pickett & 

Cunnigham, 2017).

Creating a space of inclusion for every student to participate is done through the use of language. 

There are times when you can be specific in the language and directions you give and other times when 

you need to be less specific and allow students to interpret what it means to them. In your classroom, if 

you know for certain that every single student can clap, stretch their arms up high, or wiggle their toes, 

then you can be specific in your directions. If you have a student in your class that has a physical 

disability and they are unable to get down on the floor, then your instructions will be less specific. 

Instead of asking your students to move low on the floor, you would ask students to move low. They 

could interpret this by moving low on the floor, moving low from a seated position in a chair, crouching 

down, or moving a body part down low such as toes or arms. There are many ways that you can 

demonstrate low movement without having to physically get down on the floor. Other prompts that you 

need to consider when giving instructions to your students include: rolling on the floor, asking 

everyone to stand, moving quickly, jumping up and down, moving from low to high, and so forth.
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Another key point within language is the concept of “person-first language”. Person-first language 

encourages us to see the person first before anything else. Their disability is one part of them, not their 

entire identity (Collier, 2012). This idea is not suggesting that we look past a person’s disability or that 

being “human” requires you to not have a disability. Instead, disability is still an important part of a 

person and their needs. However, we must look at the whole person. Yes, they might be a person in a 

wheelchair; but they might also be kind, empathetic, charismatic, funny, and so forth. We need to look 

at the person holistically and address their whole person, not just their disability. Kathie Snow (n.d.) 

states, “disability is a natural part of human experience” and we need to think of it as another human 

trait, just like gender or race (as cited in Collier, 2012, p. 2). Some examples of person-first language 

would be a “person with a disability” rather than a “disabled person” or “person with autism” rather 

than “autistic person”. These changes are about providing respect and dignity to people with disabilities 

(Collier, 2012). 

Language is unique to you and the programming that you are implementing with your students. 

Therefore, there is no set of common words you need to use to ensure that your language is inclusive of 

all bodies, movements, and abilities. Below you will find some easy changes that you can implement or 

tailor for your own style. 

Exclusive Language

“Beginners” 

“Advanced/Experts” 

“If you can’t do this, you can do this…” 

“If you need to modify”

“Everyone roll on the floor” 

Inclusive Language

“One way to do this move is like this. Another way is like 

this.” 

Demonstrate movement options that allow people to 

individually select what is best for their body. Make sure that 

you do not add in qualifying details about the different ways 

to do the movement such as harder/advanced or easier/

beginner. 

“Can you show with your body how you can roll?” 

Students can interpret what the word roll means to them as 

they are able to choose how they fulfill this movement. 

Some students might roll their arms, others their neck, some 

might roll on the floor, and others might roll in their 

wheelchair. This allows every student to choose a movement 

that is within their comfort zone and does not exclude 

anyone. 



Exclusive Language

“Do the pose/movement like this” 

“Copy me” 

“Full expression of the pose” 

“Guys/Girls” 

“Boys do _____, girls do _____” 

“Disabled person” 

“autistic person” 

“confined to a wheelchair/wheelchair 

bound” 

“Uses crutches” 

“Suffers hearing loss” 

“The blind” 

“You’re so inspiring”

“I don’t see your disability” 

Inclusive Language

“Interpret what ____ looks like to you,” “Imagine you’re a 

________,” “your expression of the pose”

For example, if you want your students to move like a snake, 

you can allow them to interpret or imagine what this looks 

like to them

“Everyone,” “Class,” “Folks,” “Friends”

At any age, there are going to be students who are gender 

fluid, are questioning their gender identity, and are 

discovering their body and who they are in new ways. 

Removing the identifiers of gender can make a space that is 

inclusive of all bodies, as we never want to make 

assumptions about our students. 

“Person with a disability,” “Person with autism,” “wheelchair 

user” “Person who is hard of hearing” “Person who is blind/

visually impaired”

You always want to put the person first before the 

“descriptor” word. Their disability is not their only qualifying 

characteristic.

People with disabilities are not collectively inspirational. 

They are people that can do some things and cannot do 

other things, just like you or I. 

You want to ensure that you are acknowledging the person’s 

abilities and their individuality within movement. 

Although a person’s disability is not the only defining feature 

they have that defines who they are, it is an important part 

of them. It is what makes them who they are. We cannot 

simply just ignore a person’s disability. 
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