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What Is Ableism?

Ableism  is a  set of a ssu m ption s, beliefs, an d  p r actices th a t tr ea ts peop le w ith  

d isab ilities as less capab le, less va lu ab le, or  less deser vin g of fu ll pa r ticipa tion . It does 

n ot a lw ays look like over t h ostility — it  often  appear s in  sm all, ever yday m om en ts th a t 

collectively cr ea te r ea l ba r r ier s.

In a Comment

Offer in g u n solicited  h elp  or  expr essin g su r p r ise w h en  som eon e w ith  a  d isab ility 

su cceeds sign a ls low  expecta tion s.

In a Staff Decision

Qu estion in g som eon e's access n eeds or  decid in g for  a  pa r ticipan t w h a t th ey can  

or  can n ot do — w ith ou t askin g.

In a Policy

Design in g a  p r ogr am  ar ou n d  on ly on e w ay to pa r ticipa te exclu des peop le befor e 

th ey ever  w a lk th r ou gh  th e door .
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Disability Is Part of Every Community

70M+
U.S. adu lts r epor ted h avin g a  disability

Th a t is 28.7% of adults

m or e th an  1 in  4 peop le in  com m u n ities like you r s.

Sou r ce: CDC Disability an d  Hea lth  Da ta  System , 

2022 BRFSS

Disability is  not a n iche  conce rn.

It is  pre se nt in  e ve ry ne ighborhood, 

e ve ry program  re gistration lis t, 

and e ve ry staff m e e ting. 

Whe n w e  de sign for acce ss , 

w e  de sign for the  com m unity, 

w e  actually se rve .

 

 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________ 

  



Slide 4 

 

What You Will Practice Today

Th is session  is design ed  to m ove beyon d aw ar en ess in to action . You  w ill leave 

w ith  pr actica l lan gu age, a  sh ar per  eye for  h idden  bar r ier s, an d  a t least on e 

con cr ete com m itm en t to br in g back to you r  team .

1 Identify Ableism

Recogn ize ab leism  in  ever yday in ter action s, sta ff decision s, an d  

or gan iza tion a l system s — n ot ju st in  obviou s or  in ten tion a l for m s.

2 Recognize Intersectionality

Un der stan d  h ow  disability in ter sects w ith  cu ltu r e, r ace, r eligion , an d  

oth er  iden tities to sh ape a  per son 's exper ien ce in  r ecr ea tion  settin gs.

3 Practice Inclusive Language

Apply r espectfu l lan gu age an d  en gagem en t str a tegies th r ou gh  r ea l 

scen ar ios dr aw n  fr om  par ks an d  r ecr ea tion  en vir on m en ts.
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What's in a Word?

Lan gu age sh apes h ow  w e see people an d  h ow  

people exper ien ce bein g seen . As each  ter m  is r ead  

a lou d , r espon d w ith  you r  h on est fir st r eaction . 

Th er e a r e n o w r on g an sw er s. Th is exer cise is abou t 

n oticin g, n ot ju dgin g.

Raise a Hand

Th is ter m  feels natural, appropr iate, 

or  respectful in  today's con text.

Stand Up

This ter m  feels uncomfor table or  

outdated — som eth in g h as sh ifted  in  

h ow  it lan ds.

Stay as You Are

You  feel unsure or  uncer tain — th e 

w or d  is som ew h er e in  betw een .

If s tanding is  not com fortable , raise  both  hands or use  another gesture  that w orks for you .
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Language That Respects Choice

The w or ds w e u se r evea l w h at w e assu m e. Sh iftin g lan gu age is n ot abou t politica l cor r ectn ess — it is abou t accu r acy, d ign ity, an d  

follow in g th e lead  of th e per son  in  fr on t of you .

Instead of "wheelchair-bound"

Say "uses a wheelchair ." A 

w h eelch a ir  is a  tool for  m obility, n ot a  

r estr iction . Th e w or d  "bou n d" im plies 

con fin em en t w h er e n on e exists.

Instead of "suffers from a disability"

Nam e th e per son  or  th e access n eed  

w ith ou t addin g p ity. Most people do 

n ot exper ien ce th eir  d isab ility as 

su ffer in g — th e fr am in g is ou r s to 

ch an ge.

Person-First vs. Identity-First

"Per son  w ith  a  d isab ility" vs. "Disabled  

per son ." Both  a r e u sed  an d  r espected . 

Follow the individual's preference

— ask w h en  you  a r e u n su r e.
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Interrupt an Assumption

"Tha t pr ogr am  is on ly for  specia l popu la tion s."

"Who can participate, and what support would 

make it accessible?"

When  w e hea r  lan guage tha t n a r r ow s access, w e have an  oppor tun ity to pause an d 

r edir ect. Askin g a  question  in stead of acceptin g the a ssum ption  keeps the con ver sa tion  

open  — an d often  r evea ls tha t the ba r r ier  is in  the pr ogr am  design , n ot the pa r ticipan t.

Pause

Notice the a ssum ption  befor e it becom es action .

Rephrase

Replace exclu sion a r y fr am in g w ith  access-cen ter ed lan guage.

Redirect

Ask w ha t w ou ld m ake pa r ticipa tion  possible — then  act on  the an sw er .
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Disability and Intersecting Identities

In ter section a lity h elps u s n otice h ow  over lappin g 

iden tities, d isability, r ace, r eligion , gen der , lan gu age, 

an d  m or e, sh ape a  per son 's exper ien ce in  a  pa r ticu la r  

settin g. No on e a r r ives a t you r  pr ogr am  as ju st on e 

th in g.

A Travel League Example

A par en t r egister s th eir  au tistic ch ild  for  a  you th  tr avel leagu e. 

The a th lete m eets th e eligib ility r equ ir em en ts, an d  th e par en t 

r equ ests a  d isab ility-r ela ted  m odifica tion  on  th e for m . In  th e fir st 

ca ll, th e coach  says, “I’m  n ot su r e th is is th e r igh t leagu e for  you r  

ch ild ,” befor e askin g w h at su ppor t w ou ld  h elp .

Eligib ility an d  w elcom e both  m atter .

What This Example Asks of Us

• Do w e see a  you n g a th lete w ith  th eir  ow n  goa ls?

• Does d isclosu r e pr om pt collabor a tion  or  dou bt?

• Ar e eligib ility an d  su ppor t con sider ed  separ a tely?

• Wh ose pr efer en ces gu ide th e con ver sa tion ?
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Discuss the Barrier

What would you ask before deciding how to 

support this young athlete in the travel league?

Sepa r a te th e a th lete’s goa ls, th e pu b lish ed  eligib ility cr iter ia , an d  th e 

r equ ested  m od ifica tion . Is th e coach  r espon d in g to a  r ea l p r ogr am  

r equ ir em en t or  to an  a ssu m ption  abou t au tism ?

The Athlete’s Goals

Wh a t does th e you n g 

per son  w a n t? Ha ve sta ff 

a sked  th em  a n d  th eir  

pa r en t?

The League Criteria

Wh at a r e  th e pu blish ed  

eligib ility r u les? Has th e

a th lete  m et th em ?

The Support 

Request

Wh at m od ifica tion  

w as r equ ested? Wh at 

w ou ld  h elp  th e a th lete 

pa r ticipa te?

Discu ss w ith  a  n eigh bor , th en  sh a r e on e qu estion  th e coach  cou ld  a sk on  

th e fir st ca ll.
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Group Practice

Each  gr ou p w ill r eceive on e r ecr ea tion  or  w or kplace scen ar io. Wor k togeth er  to m ove fr om  iden tifyin g th e pr oblem  to bu ild in g a  better  

r espon se. Ch oose on e per son  to sh ar e you r  gr ou p 's r evised  appr oach .

1

Name the Assumption

Wh at belief is d r ivin g th e cu r r en t sta ff 

r espon se or  policy? Say it ou t lou d , 

n am in g it is th e fir st step  to ch an gin g it.

2

Identify the Barrier and Its Impact

Wh er e does access br eak dow n ? Wh at 

does th is m ean  for  th e par ticipan t's 

ab ility to join , belon g, or  r etu r n ?

3

Rewrite What Staff Say or Do

Dr aft a  n ew  r espon se descr ib in g th e 

actu a l w or ds or  action s th a t w ou ld  

cen ter  th e per son 's ch oice an d  open  

access.
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SCENARIO 1

"The Swim Shayni & the Service Dog"

Am ir a , a  pa r ap legic w om an , a r r ives for  open  sw im  

w ear in g a  m odest, adap tive sw im  shayni an d  is 

accom pan ied  by h er  golden  r etr iever  ser vice dog, w h o 

assists w ith  tr an sfer s an d  stab ility. Sta ff qu estion s h er  

ou tfit an d  th e dog's p r esen ce, u n su r e of th e policy.

What is assumed? Where is the 

barrier?

What would you 

say or change?
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"The Overly Helpful Counselor"

At a  day cam p, a  cou n selor  gr abs a  pa r ticipan t's 

w h eelch a ir  an d  begin s pu sh in g w ith ou t a skin g. Th e 

par ticipan t a sser ts th eir  in depen den ce an d  asks th e 

cou n selor  to stop , bu t th e cou n selor  in sists on  h elp in g —

cer ta in  th ey a r e bein g kin d .

What would you 

say or change?

SCENARIO 2

What is assumed? Where is the 

barrier?
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"Invisible Disability at Work"

A sta ff m em ber  w ith  fib r om ya lgia , a  ch r on ic pa in  con dition  th a t 

is n ot visib le,  r equ ests m odified  h ou r s a s a  w or kplace 

accom m oda tion . Th e su per visor  r ep lies, "You don't  look  sick . 

Everyone is t ired," an d  en ds th e con ver sa tion  w ith ou t fu r th er  

in qu ir y.

.

SCENARIO 3

What is assumed? Where is the 

barrier?

What would you 

say or change?
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"Adaptive vs. Inclusive"

A pr ogr am  flyer  r eads "Adaptive Yoga – for special 

populations only." Wh en  a  pa r ticipan t w h o u ses a  can e 

asks to join , th e in str u ctor  says th e class is "just  for special 

groups" even  th ou gh  th e pa r ticipan t w ou ld  ben efit fr om  

th e m odifica tion s offer ed .

SCENARIO 4

What is assumed? Where is the 

barrier?

What would you 

say or change?
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"The Meeting That Wasn't Heard"

Devon , a  m ain ten an ce tech n ician  w ith  h ear in g loss, con sisten tly m isses deta ils 

in  a ll-sta ff m eetin gs th a t u se n o m icr oph on e, cap tion in g, or  w r itten  follow -u p. A 

su per visor  la ter  r epr im an ds Devon  for  m issin g a  ver ba l u pda te sh ar ed  on ly in  

th a t for m at.

SCENARIO 5

What is assumed? Where is the 

barrier?

What would you 

say or change?
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Rewrite the Response

Complete these two sentences for your 

scenario:

"I would say or do…"

Wh at a r e th e specific w or ds or  action s you  w ou ld  take in  th e m om en t? Be 

con cr ete, n ot ju st th e in ten tion , bu t th e actu a l r espon se.

"Our team would change…"

Wh at policy, r ou tin e, or  pr actice w ou ld  you  br in g back to you r  

or gan iza tion  to addr ess th is bar r ier  a t a  system s level?

Center the  person's cho ice  in  your re sponse . Nam e  at least one  

practice  the  organization, not just the  individual, can im prove .
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Group Reports
One minute per group, share what you found and what you would change.

01

What assumption did you uncover?

Nam e th e belief th a t w as dr ivin g th e bar r ier  — spoken  or  

u n spoken , in ten tion a l or  r ou tin e.

02

What was the barrier and its impact?

Descr ibe w h er e access br oke dow n  an d  w h at it m ean t for  th e 

per son  tr yin g to par ticipa te.

03

What would you say or do differently?

Sh ar e th e r evised  r espon se you r  gr ou p dr afted  — th e actu a l w or ds 

or  action s, n ot ju st th e pr in cip le.

04

What team practice should change?

Iden tify on e sh ift in  policy, com m u n ica tion , or  tr a in in g th a t w ou ld  

pr even t th is bar r ier  fr om  r ecu r r in g.
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Ways to Interrupt Ableism

You  do n ot n eed  to h ave a ll th e an sw er s to in ter r u pt ab leism . You  n eed a  w illin gn ess to pau se, 

a sk, an d  r edir ect. Th ese th r ee m oves w or k in  r ea l tim e — in  a  sta ff m eetin g, a t a  r egistr a tion  

desk, or  du r in g a  pr ogr am .

Pause and Rephrase

"Let 's  s a y  t ha t  d iffer en t ly ."

Slow  the  m om e nt. Nam e  w hat happe ne d. Offe r a be tte r fram e  be fore  the  

conve rsation  m ove s on.

Ask a Question

"W ha t  a r e w e a s s um ing a bou t  t his  per s on?"

Que stions cre ate  space  for re fle ction. The y shift the  te am  from  re action to  

curiosity.

Redirect to Access

"W ha t  w ou ld  m a ke pa r t icipa t ion  pos s ib le?"

Move  from  w ho  can't to  w hat w ould he lp. The  answ e r builds the  path forw ard.

 

 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________ 

  



Slide 19 

 

A Quick Access Check
Ch oose on e p r ogr am  or  r ou tin e fr om  you r  ow n  w or k. Walk th r ou gh  it w ith  fr esh  eyes, 

a s som eon e w h o m igh t face a  ba r r ier . Use th ese fou r  a r eas as you r  gu ide:

Forms

Can  people u se an d  u n der stan d  th e r egistr a tion  for m at? Is it 

ava ilab le in  accessib le d igita l for m ats, p la in  lan gu age, or  

a lter n a te lan gu ages?

Signage

Can  people fin d  an d  r ead  th e in for m ation  th ey n eed? Is 

w ayfin din g clear  for  people w ith  low  vision  or  cogn itive 

d iffer en ces?

Communication

Ar e key m essages ava ilab le in  m or e th an  on e for m at? Con sider  

visu a l, au ditor y, an d  w r itten  ch an n els — n ot ju st th e defau lt.

Policies

Do th e r u les descr ibe r ea l r equ ir em en ts — or  in h er ited  

assu m ption s? Policies sh ou ld  open  access, n ot qu ietly close it.
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My Inclusive Commitment

For  th e pr ogr am  or  r ou tin e you  iden tified  in  th e access ch eck, take a  m om en t to 

m ake you r  com m itm en t specific an d  per son a l. Wr itten  in ten tion s a r e fa r  m or e 

likely to becom e action  th an  gen er a l goodw ill.

One Response I Will Change

Wh at is on e th in g you  cu r r en tly 

say or  do th a t you  w ill r ep lace 

w ith  a  m or e access-cen ter ed  

appr oach ?

W rite it  here: 

___________________________

One Practice Our Team Will 

Review

Wh at policy, r ou tin e, or  

com m u n ica tion  h abit w ill you  

br in g back to you r  team  to 

exam in e togeth er ?

W rite it  here: 

___________________________

First Step and Timeline

I w ill take th e fir st step  by:

Date / action: ___________________________
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One Action I Will Take

What is one action you will take after this 

session?

Sh ar e you r  action  w ith  som eon e n ear  you . Nam e th e fir st step , n ot ju st th e goa l,  

an d  say w h en  you  w ill take it. Accou n tability begin s in  th is r oom .

In clu sion  is n ot a  destin a tion . It is a  da ily pr actice, bu ilt on e con ver sa tion , 

on e policy, an d  on e decision  a t a  tim e.
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Thank You
Ask before assuming. Build access into 

everyday practice. Create places and 

spaces where people belong.

Language Matters

Follow  th e in d ividu a l's p r efer en ce. Ask befor e assu m in g.

Access Is a Practice

Bu ild  it in to for m s, sign age, com m u n ica tion , an d  policy.

Interrupt with Curiosity

Pau se, ask, an d  r ed ir ect — ever y tim e, in  ever y settin g.

Tracey M. Crawford, CTRS, CPRP

Sen ior  Lea r n in g Str a tegist

tcr aw for d@MyATG.org  ·  224.358.9990
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