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Welcoming Children With Disabilities
Into Regular Physical Education

the first step is a simple willingness to try your best. You will be
surprised how quickly you will become an expert on how to
work with, motivate, and help your students with disabilities.

by Martin E. Block and William Brady

|ncluding children with disabilities in regular physical Model Appropriate Behavior

education creates opportunities for children without Many children learn how to act around children with
disabilities (a) to learn about disability, (b) to become more disabilities by modeling behavior of respected adults such as
aware of and sensitive to individual differences, and (c) tobe their physical educator. One of the simplest things you can
less fearful of and more willing to interact and befriend do to show that you welcome children with disabilities is to
children who may seem different (Block, 1994). Yet, simply model welcoming, friendly behavior through your actions
placing a child with a disability ina regular physical education  and words. Greet and talk to the child with disabilities just as
dlass will not ensure that the other children will be you do other children, even if the child does not fully
understanding, accepting, and friendly. In fact, placing understand what you are saying. Pats on the back, high fives,
children with disabilities into regular physical education choosing the child first, and simply calling out the child’s
without preparing the other children may elicit insensitive name during activities (€-8. “Way to push your wheelchair,
comments such as “Why is he inmy class?” “Why is she Billy!”) are other ways to show that the child isa capable
making all those weird noises?” “Why does he get to run member of the group-
around without following directions?” “Why does she have to o o .
be on my team?” And “he will ruin the game for everyone.” include the Child in Activities Whenever Possible
How can a physical educator help children without disabilities  [nclude the child in as many a . &ties as possible. This
be more accepting of children with disabilities? includes warm-ups, skill and drill work, and even games.
There are two ways & teacher can create an gnvuopment While modifications may be necessary to safely and fairly
that truly welcomes children with disabilities into his or her include the child, the child should be part of the larger group
gymnasium. First, a physical educator should remember to as much as possible. For example, a child with a mental
be open minded, to model appropriate behavior, to include impairment who cannot keep up " with the fast warm-up
the child in activities whenever possible, to encourage peer routine of a fifth grade class can still warm-up with the
interaction, and to learn as much about the child as possible.  group. The child should be encouraged to focus on three or
Second, a physical educators should prepare the disabled four key warm-up activities (e.g. Sit-ups, push-ups, jumping

st.ude.n.t’s peers.by .expl_aining g.el_xeral‘ information ‘abog.t f‘he jacks, and hurdler stretches) rather than all the movements.
disability, by highlighting specific children with disabilities Also, the child may be positioned closer to you so that you

'¥n their physical educgtion clgss, and ‘?Y egplai_n}r}g how to can give him extra feedback. Similarly, ina lead-up game of
interact with and befriend children with disabilities. soccer, a child ina wheelchair can participate by using his or
her hands instead of feet and by being positioned in a spedial

Teacher Beh aviors zone near the perimeter of the field so that other children do

not run into his or her wheelchair. (See Block, 1994; Kasser,
. ) 1995; Morris & Steihl, 1988, for other examples of
Have a Positive Attitude modifications to activities and games.)

It is very reasonable for you asa regular physical educator to . ipe .
feel nervous and even incompetent when working with Reinforce Positive Interactions
children who have disabilities. In fact such feelings are quite Encourage peers to befriend the child with disabilities by

common among regular physical educators (Janney, Snell, being his or her partner, including him or her on their team,
Beers, & Raymnes, 1995; LaMaster, Gall, Kinchin, & Siddentop, and generally interacting with the child during activities. The
1998). But these feeling should not be used as an excuse to simple act of asking 2 child with a disability to be partof a
avoid students or to ignore them when they enter your group or team can do wonders for this child’s self-esteem.
program. Commit yourself to giving it your best shot, learn When necessary, also encourage peers to help the child with
about the child with disabilities, and be willing to a disability know where to g0 and what to do during
experiment with different ways to best include him or her. physical education. This is particularly true for children with
There are plenty of resources in or around your school mental impairments o1 autism who might not understand
district (special education teachers, therapists, adapted exactly what is going on in physical education. Note that you
physical education spedialist, other regular physical should not assign a single student to assist the child witha
educators) who can help you with the mechanics of how to disability for an entire period, because that peer will miss out

safely and successfully include children with disabilities. But  onhisorher physical education practice time. Also,
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encourage peers to provide as little assistance as possible rather
than “mothering” children with disabilities. Just as you reinforce

sitive interactions, donot tolerate teasing or negative
{nteractions. If you hear teasing or if you see children excluding
the child with disabilities, it may be necessary to talk to those
peers or to the class about the child and his or her needs.

Be Knowledgeable About the Child

While it is impossible to know everything about the child
with disabilities, basic information is important. This
information includes:

1. Medical and health information: Does the child take
medications? Are their any activities the child should not
participate in due to health concerns?

2. How to communicate with the child: Does the child
understand verbal directions, OI does he or she need
more demonstrations and physical assistance?

3. How to deal with behavior problems: Is the child
aggressive, withdrawn, impulsive, hyperactive, a
wanderer? What is the behavior plan to deal with these
behaviors?

4 Any activity that the child really enjoys: reinforcers that
can be used to motivate the child to participate and
demonstrate appropriate behaviors.

This information can be obtained from the child’s parents,
special education teacher, therapists, and in some cases even
the child himself or herself. .

Arming yourself with knowledge about the child will help
you create individualized accommodations and help you
explain your actions to peers. For example, some children
with Down syndrome will refusg to participate in certain
activities. It will be important ¥ find out from the child’s
parents and special education teacher how they deal with
this type of behavior when it occurs in physical education
class. You also will want to explain this behavior plan to
peers, so they know what is going on. The key is to know as
much as possible about the child so you cant accommodate
his or her unique needs and help peers understand why you
are making certain modifications.

Preparing Students

Explain About Disabilities in General

Most elementary-aged children are naturally curious about
why a child has touse a wheelchair, why a child is making
funny sounds, ot why a child can't talk. Take advantage of
this natural curiosity and explain about disabilities in general
terms. For example, you can plan activities that promote an
awareness of disabilities such as blindfolding children (to
experience blindness), requiring children to use wheelchairs,
encouraging children to communicate without speaking,
inviting a guest speaker who, though disabled, excelsina
sport (sponsor a game between wheelchair basketball
players and the faculty). or simply showing a videotape from
the Paralympics or Special Olympics (Block, 1994 Kayes,
1992). It is very important during these activities and in
follow-up discussions to explain to children why some
people need to use canes to get around, and why others need
wheelchairs. Explain why some people do not understand
concepts as quickly as others, and why some children might

behave differently. The point is to make the children more
aware and sensitive t0 the idea of disabilities.

Explain About specific Children
With Disabilities in Their Class

While general information about disabilities is important,
children will want to know about specific children in their
physical education class. Take the time to explain to children
without disabilities who the child with a disability is, what he
or she likes and doesn't like, what behaviors might be
exhibited, what modification you might implement, and how
important it is for this child to feel like part of the group. This
discussion should take place before the child with a disability
starts attending physical education class. In addition, you may
want to speak with the child (when appropriate). the child’s
regular and special education teachers, and the child’s parents,
to be sure such a discussion is necessary and appropriate.

For example, some children with mild disabilities may not
want their peers to know that they have hearing loss, vision
problems, cognitive problems, learning disabilities, or medical-
health problems. If these relatively mild problems are not
causing great CONCerns, and if the child seems tobe making
appropriate modifications (by himself or herself or with your
help), then there may be no need to single out the child.

On the other hand, when children look physically
different, require major modifications to be successful in
physical education, or exhibit aberrant behaviors that cause

eers to stare or stay away from the child, then it makes
sense to provide spedific information to his or her peers. Such
information may include the name and nature of the child’s
disability, the way the disability effects this particular child,
and why the child uses certain equipment, requires certain
modifications, Or behaves in certain ways.

It also is important to point out similarities between the
child with disabilities and his or her nondisabled classmates.
This helps peers realize that, while the child may be different
in some ways, he or she is like them in other ways. For
example, explaining to peers that a child with severe mental
impairment erjoys playing basketball and watching itonTV
with his dad, 1ooks up to Michael Jordan, does not like
spinach but loves pizza, hates getting up in the morning for
school, and loves listening t0 the Beastie Boys—these traits
help peers realize that this child has common likes and
dislikes. If you do not feel comfortable making this
presentation, invite the child’s parents Or special education
teacher to talk to your class.

Explain How to Interact With Specific Children

Many children may want to interact with a child whohasa
disability, but they are not quite sure how to approach the
child or whether it 1s appropriate. For example, some
children with more severe disabilities come t0 physical
education with a teacher assistant. Peers see the teacher
assistant helping the child with disabilities and conclude that
they are not supposed to interact with or include the child.
Explain to peers that it is right and important to interact with
the child with disabilities. Also explain how important it is
for this child to have lots of opportunities to interact with
peers and really feel like part of the class. Explain how to
speak with the child (if the child has unique communication
techniques), how to include the child in activities (what
simple modifications might work), and how to befriend the
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child by
the child in

child (making the child feel more a part of the group by benefits will not occur if children with disabilities are simply
patting him or her on the back, giving high fives, placed in regular physical education. The regu

encouraging the child to be part of their team). educator and nondisabled peers have to welcome the

For example, many elementary-aged children would loveto  learning about him or her, by genuinely including

learn basic signs,

a child with autism who uses sign language-
figure out the best way to
activities to include peers
are blind. Simply

at it is alright to interact with classmates with
tions will help peers be

more understanding and welcoming to these children.

be fun and challenging for peers to
modify various physical education
who use wheelchairs or peers who
explaining
disabilities, then offering some sugges

so they can communicate with ade

af child or

Similarly, it can that he or she is welcome
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In such cases you may
again to remind them of the
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creates for children with disabilities to interact with peers,
make friends, and feel like a member of the group. Yet, such
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