
 

 SPECIAL POPULATIONS 

 

 

The term ‘Special Populations’ covers a wide range of groups of people, including but not limited to: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Before we get into some advice on working with individuals who belong to one or more of these groups, 
it’s important to be clear on your roles and boundaries as a pole and aerial instructor. Here are some key 
things to consider: 

1. Insurance and qualifications 
Before working with anyone from a special population group, ensure that you have the correct 
qualifications and insurance to do so. If you are not covered, never be afraid to pass a student on to 
someone with the correct qualifications. They will thank you for your professionalism and assistance in 
getting them the help they need, and may even send other students your way because they were so 
impressed by your service and care. 

2. Health Questionnaires 
Ensure that all participants complete a health questionnaire before taking part in sessions. This helps to 
protect them from harm, and you should issues arise. If a student answers yes to any of the health 
questions, you should ask them to seek advice from their GP before beginning pole fitness sessions. You 
will find that some students, on the advice of their GP will be approved immediately to participate in a pole 
fitness session, however, some students may be further referred or advised not to take part.  

3. Work within your boundaries and skillset 
Make sure that as a pole or aerial instructor the health advice you are giving is only related to the specific 
needs of your fitness session. Be aware of your limitations. If they ask for help you can’t give, be helpful by 
signposting them to someone appropriately qualified to assist. 

4. Take time to assess their desires, needs, and abilities 
There are many barriers to exercise for people who fall into special population groups. Some of these you 
or your student may be able to overcome through adaptations, some may need the advice of another 
health or fitness professional prior to joining a session, some may just need time (such as postnatal 
students), and some may never be able to take part. Taking the time to talk to individuals beforehand can 

SPECIAL POPULATIONS 
 
• Older adults (generally considered as 50+ for the purpose of qualifications). 
• Children and adolescents. 
• People with disabilities and those who are differently abled. 
• Pre, and post-natal women. 
• People with a wide range of medical conditions. 

 



help identify the support they require, put them at ease with the exercise environment, and build trust in 
you as an instructor. 

5. Monitor their health regularly 
Don’t assume that carrying out a Health Questionnaire at the beginning is all you have to do. Check on their 
wellbeing before, during, and after sessions, and monitor for changes in their health. If something changes, 
ask them to postpone exercise until they have seen a medical professional or other appropriate practitioner 
who can advise them of a course of action. 

 

Adapting Sessions for Special Populations 

As an instructor, you should be aware of how you could adapt a pole or aerial session to make it inclusive 
for these different individuals. Think about the needs each of these groups may have, how to adapt your 
session plans, yourself, the facilities, and the equipment to ensure that your sessions are inclusive.  

Remember, people in special population groups can vary wildly in terms of ability, fitness, and needs. Treat 
them as a person who happens to fall into a special population category, rather than assuming everyone 
within that population is the same. 

Here are some key things to consider for each of the special population groups: 

 

Older adults  

Considerations Adaptations 
Balance and coordination can lessen with age Consider using less complex moves to begin with, 

or break them down at first. Offer adaptations that 
allow people to hold on to supports, or use a 
spotter. 
 

Bones and joints can weaken with age Use longer, more gradual warm-ups. Avoid using 
moves with higher risk of injury or falls, especially 
for new participants. Monitor closely for pain and 
discomfort. 
 

Hearing and eyesight may not be as good as 
they used to be 

Consider your teaching position, voice projection, 
and volume of background music (if used at all). 
 

Pole and aerial example: Because of the joint issues common in older adults, you could adapt your 
lesson plan so that they do not need to land on their knees from a Front Hook spin. Instead, teach 
them the variation walking out of this move via an Extended Front Hook etc. 

 
 

  



Children and adolescents 

Considerations Adaptations 
Growth spurts can affect balance and 
coordination 

Adapt technical difficulty of exercises for those 
going through growth spurts. 
 

Risk of damage to growing bones and joints Lessen the intensity of high impact moves and 
avoid excessive repetitions. Monitor youngsters 
regularly for pain, inflammation, or abnormal bone 
spurs (lumpy growths, especially around the 
knees). Refer to a medical practitioner if identified. 
 

Be aware of fatigue As youngsters do not have fully developed aerobic 
or anaerobic systems, be sure to offer plenty of 
breaks between exercises and allow them to take 
on water. 
 

Pole and aerial example: Because of growth spurts affecting balance and coordination – you may 
choose to avoid ‘hands free’ options with your students in moves such as a Lamppost or Coffin on Sling.  

 
 

People with disabilities and those who are differently abled 

Considerations Adaptations 
Carry out detailed assessments of abilities Each person will have different abilities and needs. 

Spend time with them before sessions 
discussing/assessing what they CAN DO (this builds 
confidence and self-esteem) and what, if anything, 
they would like to be able to more of/improve. 
 

Start with the easiest option and work up Often, we teach an exercise and then show an easier 
move for people if they feel they need to use it. This 
can lead to a loss of confidence if people are 
continually having to choose the easier option, 
especially if others in the group are not. Instead, 
start with an exercise you know everyone will be 
able to do and offer only progressions. If your 
participant is able to advance one or two levels from 
the easiest option, it can give them a massive 
confidence boost. 
 

Pole and aerial example: When teaching beginners hoop seats, you may choose to have all of your 
hoops at sitting height, to allow skills such as a basic seat to be taught by sitting into the hoop rather 
than inverting to mount and reach a seated position.  
 

 

  



Pre, and post-natal women 

Considerations Adaptations 
Be aware of joint mobility Higher levels of the hormone relaxin during 

pregnancy can significantly affect joint stability. Be 
careful not to take range of movement to extremes 
as it can result in joint damage. 
 

Consider postural and balance changes As the baby grows, the curve in the lumbar spine 
begins to increase. This shifts the centre of gravity 
forwards and can affect balance and stress on the 
joints of the spine and hips. Adapt exercises where 
needed to take this into account. 
Reduce the complexity of exercises and take out 
those that carry a risk of falls as this can damage the 
developing baby.  
 

Pay close attention to hydration and 
temperature 

Ensure there are plenty of drinks breaks and that 
you control the temperature in the room where 
possible. Pregnant women are more prone to 
overheating and may need to avoid exercising on 
particularly hot days. 
 

Pole and aerial example: Avoid taking students into full splits based moves on silks such as a Layback 
Split where they may not be able to actively engage the split to remain in control of the movement.  
 

 

People with a wide range of medical conditions 

Considerations Adaptations 
Work within your qualifications Each medical condition has its own special set of 

guidelines for exercise. Failing to work to these can 
risk making sessions unsafe and ineffective. Only 
work with those you are sure you have the 
knowledge, skills, and insurance to assist. 
 

Ask how it impacts the individual One person with arthritis may be different to the 
next, and the same goes for all conditions. Ask them 
how the condition affects them personally and tailor 
to their needs. 
 

Be on the lookout for changes in condition Any new signs, symptoms, or issues, suggest they 
postpone exercise until they have been checked out 
by a medical professional. 
 

Pole and aerial example: If working with an arthritic student who suffers mainly in their hands and 
wrists, be aware of time spent on the equipment. You may wish to offer half-length classes on this 
occasion.  
 

 


