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Abstract 
Few studies to date have concentrated on the experiences and perspectives of 
physical education teachers, interns or coaches with disabilities. The purpose 
of the current study is to add to a knowledge base that is quite limited by cap-
turing the voice of individuals with physical disabilities or sensory impair-
ments, who trained as certified physical education teachers. Participants in-
clude six adults with physical disabilities or sensory impairments (aged 21 - 
33; five men, one woman). Semi-structured in-depth audio-taped interviews 
were the source of data for the study. Data were analyzed thematically using a 
six-step process informed by interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), 
through the lens of the Capability Approach. Three central themes were con-
structed: 1) “disability as a motivating force”, which demonstrates the partic-
ipants’ motivation to practice professional sport and to become physical edu-
cation teachers; 2) “passing it on”, which reflects the sense of mission the par-
ticipants ascribe physical education; and 3) “agents of change” which captures 
the participants’ perceptions of their influence on pupils and their added val-
ue to schools. Consequent conclusions and implications regarding the need 
for more physical education teachers with disabilities are highlighted. 
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1. Introduction 

Extensive research has shown how people with disabilities who are active in 
sport, can improve their quality of life (e.g. Ashton-Shaeffer et al., 2001; Devine, 
2016; Kasser & Rizzo, 2013; Wilhite & Shank, 2009; Yazicioglu et al., 2012). 
Much less research, however, has focused on the experiences, perspectives and 
feelings of physical education teachers, interns or students with disabilities to-
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wards sports education. The purpose of the current study is to add to a know-
ledge base that is quite limited by capturing the voices of Bachelor degree stu-
dents of physical education with physical disabilities or sensory impairments, in 
order to learn from them about their choice to become physical education teach-
ers, to explore their experiences in teaching or coaching abled-body students1 
and to examine the way they perceive their influence on pupils. 

Due to the paucity of studies focusing on physical education teachers with 
disabilities, a good starting point to understand the motivation behind their choice 
of profession is studies examining the experiences of teachers with learning dis-
abilities. Riddick’s (2003) study, for example, examined the teaching experiences 
of 13 teachers with dyslexia, and showed, with regard to their choice of profes-
sion, that the majority of the participants felt that their own negative experiences 
in school had been a strong motivating factor in wanting to give children a better 
educational experience than their own. Concerning their disability, the study shows 
that it was perceived by the participants as an advantage, because it enabled them 
to have greater empathy towards their pupils and a better understanding of their 
problems. 

Burns and Bell (2011) investigated the perceptions of eight teachers with dys-
lexia, and also found their disability to be integral to their identity as teachers. 
Their negative experience as pupils also became a motivational source for change, 
as well as their personal characteristics of persistence, determination, and a strong 
self-image. In other words, dyslexia was not seen by them as an obstacle but ra-
ther as an intrinsic part of becoming the successful teachers they are. 

With regard to autobiographical influences on the choice to become teachers, 
Duquette (2000) found similar results. Examining the perceptions of four stu-
dents with disabilities (learning disabilities, physical disabilities or low vision), 
who were enrolled in a 1-year post-graduate teacher education program, Duquette 
(2000) showed that negative elementary and secondary school experiences were 
a source of motivation to teach differently than they had been taught. Among 
other findings, they had accepted their disabilities and possessed specific cha-
racter traits such as persistence and a strong will to succeed, which contributed 
to their success.  

Research of physical education teachers with disabilities includes an examina-
tion of the influence of the teachers on pupils’ perceptions of the teachers’ com-
petence and of their learning, as well as an examination of the experiences of the 
teachers (or interns) themselves and the school members or teachers they inte-
ract with. Grenier et al. (2014) examined the experience of a physical education 
teacher intern with a physical disability, and the school members and the stu-
dents he interacted with. Concerning the question of what is the meaning of teach-
ing for a physical educator with a physical disability, the study showed the teach-
er’s need to distinguish him/herself as a teacher and how the disability itself in-
formed his/her educational narrative. With regard to the influence on the pupils’ 

 

 

1Part of the Bachelor degree studies in schools of physical education include teaching practicum at 
schools. 
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perception of disability, it demonstrated how pupils taught by a physical educa-
tion teacher with a physical disability were able to critically examine cultural as-
sumptions about disability. 

Bryant & Curtner-Smith (2008, 2009a, 2009b) concentrated on how physical 
education teachers with physical disabilities are perceived by pupils. In their first 
study of the series (Bryant & Curtner-Smith, 2008) they randomly assigned 113 
elementary school pupils (9 - 12 years old) to view one of two videotaped swim-
ming lessons. In the first videotaped lesson the teacher was able-bodied and in 
the second the same teacher taught from a wheelchair. Everything else was iden-
tical. Following the viewing of one of the two lessons, the pupils were asked to 
complete a questionnaire regarding their perceptions of the teacher’s compe-
tence and the content of the lesson. Results revealed that pupils learned more 
about the content of the lesson from the teacher in the wheelchair. Regarding 
their perceptions of the teacher, there were no significant differences between 
the two groups.  

In a later study, Bryant & Curtner-Smith (2009b) examined the influence of a 
teacher with a disability on middle-school pupils’ perceptions of the teacher’s 
competence and of their learning. The study included 201 participants in 7th 
and 8th grade (age range 12 to 16 years). This time the results revealed that a 
physical education teacher with a disability was likely to be at least as effective 
with, and as accepted by, older middle school pupils as the able-bodied teacher. 
In a subsequent study, Bryant & Curtner-Smith (2009a) performed the same ex-
periment, only this time they examined the effect of a physical education teach-
er’s disability on 109 high school pupils’ (14 to 18 years old) learning and per-
ceptions of the teacher. The conclusion of this experiment was that while the high 
school pupils had an equally high regard for the teacher regardless of her appar-
ent physical state, they learned less from her about swimming techniques when 
she appeared to have a disability than when she was able-bodied.  

The findings of the three experiments suggest, as Bryant & Curtner-Smith 
(2009a) state, that as pupils grow up their perceptions about physical education 
teachers with physical disabilities gradually change for the worse, “because they 
are socialized into believing that sport, physical activity and physical education 
are for what appear to be whole and fit bodied” (p. 319). This conclusion needs 
further support, but it suggests the need to integrate such teachers at early stages. 

In light of previous findings, mentioned above, and the paucity of studies ex-
ploring the experience of physical education teachers with disabilities, many 
questions still persist. For example, it is far from being clear what motivates in-
dividuals with disabilities to pursue such profession, and how they explain their 
choice to become physical education teachers. Moreover, it is interesting to ex-
plore how they perceive their teaching experience at schools and their role as 
future physical education teachers. The current study aims to fill this gap by fo-
cusing on the following research questions: 

1) How do physical education teachers, interns or students in physical educa-
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tion teaching programs, with physical disabilities or sensory impairments, perceive 
their motivation to practice sport and to become physical education teachers? 

2) What meaning does teaching physical education with disability hold for 
them?  

3) How do they feel when they teach? How do they perceive their role as fu-
ture physical education teachers and their influence on pupils?  

2. Theoretical Framework: The Capability Approach 

For the purpose of interpreting and analyzing the data, we used the theoretical 
framework of the Capability Approach (CA), originally conceived by A. K. Sen, 
which sees diversity in the human ability to convert the same resources into val-
uable “functionings” (“beings and doings”). Originally, CA was used to analyze 
poverty, disability, and gender discrimination (Mitra, 2006). It was also applied 
to the understanding of disabilities in the context of special needs and special 
education (Grenier et al., 2014; Terzi, 2005). 

CA puts its emphasis on individual achievements, meaning what a person is 
able to do, and at the same time considers the individual’s freedom to realize 
specific tasks which are central to his/her well-being. It is, therefore, concerned 
with evaluating an individual in terms of “actual ability to achieve various valua-
ble functioning as a part of living” (Nussbaum & Sen, 1993: p. 30). According to 
CA, an individual’s capability to live a good life is defined in terms of the set of 
valuable “beings and doings”, such as being in good health or in a good rela-
tionship, to which they have real access. Therefore, CA distinguishes between 
functionings and capabilities (Sen, 1999): 

Functionings are “the various things a person may value being and doing” 
(Sen, 1999: p. 75). “Beings” include examples such as being well-nourished, be-
ing in good health, being happy, etc. “Doings” include examples such as walking, 
reading, and running.  

Capabilities refer to the set of valuable functionings that a person has effective 
access to. In Sen’s words, “a person’s capability represents the various combina-
tions of functionings (beings and doings) that the person can achieve” (Sen, 1992: 
p. 40). Thus, a person’s capability represents “the real opportunities and free-
doms people have to achieve these valued functionings” (Terzi, 2005: p. 449).  

The reason we chose to frame our analysis through CA is because this theo-
retical framework does not consider a disability as a limitation or a restriction of 
certain everyday activities. Under this approach, the emphasis is on people’s free-
dom “to promote and achieve their own well-being” (Terzi, 2005: p. 445). There-
fore, as strongly suggested and performed every day by each one of the partici-
pants in the current study, they do not consider their disabilities or impairments 
as obstacles. One of the participant’s (participant B) visual impairment, for ex-
ample, did not keep him from running marathons or climbing high mountains.  

Sen’s (1999) concept allows conceptualizing disability regardless of whether it 
is biological or socially-caused. What matters is the “scope of the full set of capa-
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bilities one person can choose from and the role that impairment and disability 
play in this set of freedoms” (Terzi, 2005: p. 452). Disability under CA is referred 
to as “potential disability” (Mitra, 2006: p. 241). At the functioning level, what is 
important is what the individual wants to do and succeeds in doing. Put this 
way, disability becomes entirely subjective. “An individual is disabled if he or she 
cannot do or be the things he or she values doing or being” (Mitra, 2006: p. 241).  

Furthermore, Sen develops an additional core concept of agency. An agent is 
“someone who acts and brings about a change” (Sen, 1999: p. 19). This aspect is 
important, as Alkire, Qizilbash, & Comim (2008) highlight, because it allows the 
assessment of what a person is free to do and achieve in pursuit of his or her 
meaningful goals (Sen, 1985). Under CA, agency plays a fundamental role in un-
dermining the medical model of disability, which associates a disability with the 
physical body, and leads, as a result, to the view of people with disabilities as 
deviations from the norms, and as having a “marked identity” (Grenier, 2007).  

3. Method 
3.1. Participants 

For the purpose of recruiting participants for the study, the authors contacted 
the disability center at the college the study was conducted in, and asked for a 
contact list of all active students with physical disabilities or sensory impairments, 
who were training at the time at the college as certified physical education teach-
ers. At the time the research was conducted there were five relevant students. 
One student who had already graduated the college (participant C) was added to 
the research after consent was given.  

Six participants with physical or sensory disabilities, including one female and 
five male (aged 21 - 33) were requited for the study. At the time the interviews 
were conducted five participants were active Bachelor students of physical edu-
cation at the same academic college where both authors work, while one had al-
ready completed her studies from this institution.  

Participant A (24)2 underwent an above-knee amputation due to injury at the age 
of nine years old, caused during a terror attack. Sports participation—swimming 
at first – played an important role in helping him to cope with the physical and 
psychological trauma. At the time of the interview he was a fourth-year student 
of physical education, and a professional wheelchair basketball player and a dis-
tinguished swimmer.  

Participant B (33) has been blind from birth. His first experience in sport was 
riding tandem bicycles, and then he moved on to marathon running. He runs with 
a sighted guide using a tether. At the time of the interview he was a third-year 
student of physical education and an athletic coach and a physical education as-
sistant at high school.  

Participant C (33) was born with a type of dwarfism. At the time of the inter-
view, she has already finished her studies. She specialized in physical education 

 

 

2The ages of the participants are at the time of the interviews. 
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of students with special needs, and works as a sports instructor in a special edu-
cation school. Participant C comes from a supportive family that encouraged her 
to do anything she wanted. As a child she went to floor exercise classes and par-
ticipated in karate and Thai boxing. She insists on being treated like everyone 
else, and does not like to be categorized as a person with special needs because, 
as she puts it best, “I do everything”. 

Participant D (23) has been deaf from birth. At the time of the interview he 
was a second-year student of physical education, and has been active in sport 
since he was seven years old. When he was about nine years old he started play-
ing basketball. During his early twenties he was a physical trainer, and this expe-
rience led him to pursue physical education studies.  

Participant E (30) is paralyzed in his left leg and arm as a result of a stroke at 
17 years old. At the time of the interview he was a fourth-year student of physi-
cal education. Before he started the program, he completed a B.A in Communi-
cations. During his training as a physical education teacher he started working in 
an elementary school, as well as working as a trainer of a local youth basketball 
team. 

Participant F (21) has cerebral palsy (CP), and was severely injured when he 
was 12 years old during a basketball game. At the time of the interview he was a 
second-year student of physical education. At the age of 16 he joined a youth 
basketball team. He is a distinguished wheelchair basketball player and a profes-
sional swimmer. His dream is to train and advance athletes, with or without 
disabilities. 

3.2. Data Collection 

The qualitative research was done by means of open-ended in-depth interviews 
with each of the participants. Assent was received from each participant to be 
interviewed and audio-taped and to allow the responses to be used for research. 
The aim of the interviews was to invite the participants to describe their pers-
pectives, experiences and feelings (Smith, 2016) in relation to their experiences 
as students in physical education studies. 

For the purpose of recruiting the participants, the first author, who is ac-
quainted with all students with disabilities as the head of the disability center in 
the college and as a teacher in the program (in an unrelated field of sports), con-
tacted the participants by phone, and explained the research goals shortly. All six 
participants agreed to participate in the study. The second author had no pre-
vious acquittance with any of the participants. The interviews took place in the 
first author’s office. 

Semi-structures, audio-taped, face-to-face interviews were completed by both 
authors together with each one of the participants separately. The interviews were 
conducted in Hebrew in the first author’s office, using an interview guide devel-
oped for the purposes of the research (see Appendix). Interviews lasted from 90 
to 120 minutes and were recorded, with the participant’s permission. 

Each interview session began with the main author introducing herself and 
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her co-author by name and position, and describing the general purpose of the 
study, to expose their positionality as interviewers. More specifically, the first au-
thor stated that in addition to her positions in the academic college for physical 
education, she also does research together with the co-author. Both authors do 
not have any disability. 

3.3. Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed thematically using interpretive phenomenological analysis 
(IPA), which has recently become one of the commonly used qualitative metho-
dology to explore personal lived experience and how individuals make sense of 
that experience (Smith, 2011). The analysis of the interviews was aimed at learning 
about the participants’ cognitive and affective reactions to what was happening 
to them (Smith, 2011). 

After each interview was transcribed by a research assistant, who was not 
present in the interviews themselves, and checked by the second author against 
the recordings for accuracy, six stages were utilized in analyzing the data, fol-
lowing suggested procedures by Smith (2016): 1) All transcripts were repeatedly 
read through by the authors together, while writing and discussing initial in-
sights and observations regarding the transcripts in order to develop a deep and 
intimate understanding of the content; 2) For each interview, writing compre-
hensive notes and comments on the data, including descriptive comments fo-
cusing on the content of what was said, linguistic comments focusing on the 
language used by them, including use of figurative language(metaphors, similes, 
etc.), special use of words or unique expressions, and conceptual comments fo-
cusing on more interrogative and conceptual level; 3) Developing a set of emerging 
themes from the notes and highlighted quotes ordered chronologically for each 
interview, i.e., in the order they came up; 4) Searching for connections across 
emergent themes, i.e., organizing the emergent themes in a higher conceptual 
level of analysis aiming to produce a structure which captures the most interest-
ing and important aspects of the participant’s account; 5) Each of the previous 
stages was done to each of the participants’ transcripts, allowing new themes to 
emerge; 6) The last stage of analysis involved looking for patterns across all cases 
examined. Overarching themes were compared across all interviews. Recurring 
themes were labeled. 

The Results and Discussion section provides direct quotes to illustrate the is-
sues, and to allow readers to evaluate the authenticity of the claims or interpreta-
tions of the participants’ descriptions. The selected quotes have been translated 
into English by the authors. In cases where word-for-word translation did not 
reflect the intention of the interviewee, the authors took the liberty of translating 
the intent rather than the literal language of the quote. 

3.4. Trustworthiness 

To ensure trustworthiness, two techniques were utilized during data collection 
and data analysis. First, each interview began with a description of the purpose 
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of the interview and the positionality of the interviewers, as described above. 
Second, the interviews were semi-structured in order to enable the participants 
to address the same central issues, but also allow the interviewers to ask follow-up 
questions that built upon the responses and give the participants the freedom to 
expand on different issues and elaborate on their responses (Brenner, 2006). This 
technique allowed the interviewers to clarify information, ask the participants to 
rephrase and disambiguate unclear statements in real time. It also allowed inter-
viewers to focus on important or central aspects of their experiences, ask for 
elaboration or examples.  

4. Results and Discussion 

Three primary themes emerged from the data, which capture three dimensions 
in the participants’ perspectives of their experiences of physical education studies 
and teaching practicum at schools: 1) “disability as a motivating force”, which 
demonstrates the participants’ motivation to practice professional sport and to 
become physical education teachers; 2) “passing it on”, which reflects the sense 
of mission the participants feel with regard to their choice of profession; and 3) 
“agents of change”, which captures the participants’ perceptions of their influ-
ence on pupils and the added value they bring to the education system and so-
ciety in general.  

4.1. Disability as a Motivating Force 

While different circumstances led the participants to engage in sport and physi-
cal education studies, they all shared similar ideas regarding the therapeutic role 
of sport in their life and its contribution to their overall well-being. Participant 
A, for example, started swimming as part of his rehabilitation after the terrorist 
attack, and he speaks of the water and of swimming as therapeutic, both physi-
cally and mentally: 

In the beginning, I started with hydrotherapy. It was all about rehabilita-
tion. They told me that it [swimming] would help me and I started and I 
loved the water… for me it was a kind of detachment. At the hospital I was 
in a race. People were always around me: volunteers, friends... in the water 
it was quiet, peaceful… it was something I could connect with... At first 
sports was for the fun and for rehabilitation, but today I realize it is much 
more than that. It is mental therapy. 

Other participants also spoke of sport as a method for relaxation, for feeling 
good about their bodies and about themselves, for meditating, and for general 
well-being. Participant C referred to sport as “the cheap psychologist”. Partici-
pant D even ascribed sport an addictive force: 

Sport for me is a “drug”, it’s good, it’s positive, it’s healthy... When I am 
doing sport I feel I am in the right place, it brings me happiness, makes me 
smile. 
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Participant F referred to sport as something that fills his life with purpose and 
meaning. As he explained, practicing sport and facing the challenges sport poses 
helped him overcome difficulties and challenges in other areas in life:  

Sport is a way of life... it gives satisfaction, the desire to lead, to win… even 
when I break a record, I’m not satisfied with that and that is what led me to 
this way of life. When I failed tests I knew how to pick myself up and con-
tinue forward... Sport gave me a purpose in life, it’s a gift, because without 
sport I don’t even see myself as a student. 

This perspective is supported by previous studies showing psychological bene-
fits, such as stress relief, and the importance of an active sport life, for individu-
als with disabilities (e.g. Blinde & Taub, 1999; Giacobbi et al., 2008; Kasser & 
Rizzo, 2013; Wilhite & Shank, 2009). Maintaining an active lifestyle is also re-
garded as beneficial for reducing stress and increasing functional capacity (Gia-
cobbi et al., 2008), and for the functioning of feeling good, active, strong, satis-
fied, and relaxed.  

Under CA, as long as the impairment does not place a restriction on the indi-
vidual’s functionings, in the broader sense as activities or desirable stated (Mitra, 
2006), the individual is not to be considered disabled. This captures the partici-
pants’ view of their impairments. Not only did it not stand in their way to prac-
tice professional sport, but practicing sport with it made them feel more capable 
and free to achieve what they value as meaningful and essential to their well-being. 
The participants challenge the medical view of disability, which might consider 
their bodies as imposing restrictions on certain functionings, such as running, 
swimming, jumping, etc. Pursuing professional sport and physical education 
enables them to present themselves as athletes and as physical education teach-
ers rather than disabled or “cripples”, as Participant F explains: 

Sport built my character… sport gave me a way to present myself in society, 
that I am seen as an athlete and not a cripple. 

In terms of CA, The participants’ capacity to practice professional sport was 
their freedom (Sen, 1985). They had the freedom to achieve valued functionings, 
such as playing basketball, swimming, running, teaching physical education, 
feeling confident, being happy and in good spirit etc. In this sense, as the partic-
ipants explain, they did not feel deprived of any capabilities, as Participant C ex-
plained: 

I always wanted to be like everyone else… I guess that was the trigger to 
show everyone that I can… To see people with healthy legs behind you is 
one of the most enjoyable things. 

The participants shared the idea that practicing sport is a way to prove to 
themselves and to others that their disability does not define who they are. As 
already established in previous research, physical activity can provide a way to 
face negative social stereotypes and to empower individuals (e.g. Giacobbi et al., 
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2008; Pensgaard & Sorensen, 2002; Taub et al., 1999). Indeed, the participants 
explained how good they felt when they had managed to deal with difficulties, to 
overcome obstacles, to do “the impossible”, and to amaze people. Becoming 
physical education teachers is another way to prove to themselves and to others 
that they are capable. When Participant A, for example, spoke of his will to be-
come a physical education teacher, he said that standing in front of children or 
teenagers and teaching them physical education gave him a sense of satisfaction 
and self-confidence. He felt great that he was able to accomplish what no one 
would have expected him to be capable of: 

It gave me so much… being a physical education teacher; not one person 
who sees me on the street would ever guess that I am a physical education 
teacher. 

Participant F expressed similar ideas: 

Before I began coaching I had had no self-confidence for many years; until I 
was 18 I used to speak with my head down, and I didn’t look people in the 
eye; it [coaching] simply opened my world. Suddenly as a coach I had a 
measure of authority, and today it is the best thing that ever happened to 
me—to coach. 

4.2. Passing It on 

One might wonder why people with physical or sensory disabilities choose to 
become physical education teachers, which is by nature physically demanding 
and requires them to face various challenges, such as physical or sensory limita-
tions and pupils’ perceptions (see also Grenier et al., 2014; Reina & Ruiz, 2016). 
When asked about their choice to become physical education teachers, the par-
ticipants used words and expressions, which carry the meaning “pass it on”. This 
theme reflects the sense of giving back to society—coming out of oneself for the 
good of others. They all felt a need to help others experience what sport brings to 
life. Their own personal experience as disabled athletes made them realize that 
they can serve as “role models” for children and youngsters, inspiring them to 
face difficulties, to work hard, to believe in themselves, and to accept differences. 

As opposed to the studies, mentioned in the Introduction, showing that nega-
tive experiences in school motivated individuals with learning disabilities to be-
come teachers (Burns & Bell, 2011; Duquette, 2000; Riddick, 2003), the partici-
pants of the current study shared the concept of coming out of themselves for 
the good of others, of their need to give back to society, to pass their good expe-
riences to others. They did not speak of previous negative experiences, but rather 
about personal positive experiences with sport, that motivated them to pass 
these feelings on. All participants found great benefits from participating sport 
and were grateful for the opportunities they received to practice sport and to 
participate in the physical educators training program. This gave them a sense of 
mission to help others experience what they have gone through. Participant B, 
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for example, explained that he felt a need to make others experience what sport 
gave him:  

I thought that like sports helped me, how can I help young people? I told 
myself through… training them. I realized that through this I can train, 
make kids feel more confident, raise their self-esteem, believe in themselves. 
Like me… the process I went through. Pass it on. That’s why I came to 
learn to be an athletic coach. 
Participant C: I felt the need to give back and make other people see that 
everything is possible – and that this is not just a cliché. It’s a cliché and it 
sounds plucked from the air, but it is really possible. 

In this sense, teaching physical education with a disability helps the teachers 
themselves feel that they are not just being assisted but are also contributing to 
others, and as a result their sense of capability increases (Flavian, 2010).  

Participant E: I see this profession as a mission and a meaningful contribu-
tion to society… I also receive a lot of love from the children, and that 
drives me to continue in this profession despite the low salary. 

Some of the participants also spoke of their will to help other groups in society 
that have special needs, such as elderly people, children with special needs, etc. 
Participant D, for example, explained: 

I am debating between specializing in special education or in heart rehabil-
itation. Heart rehabilitation interests me because it services patients in hos-
pital, which I find fulfilling. Special education also interests me because it 
caters to a special population and requires much patience, which I have. 
Therefore, I feel it is a field where I can contribute and give of myself. 

4.3. Agents of Change 

The third theme explores the way the participants perceive their role as physical 
education teachers. It captures the dimension of experience where physical edu-
cation can be, as Evans (2004) suggests, much more than sport and health, but 
rather concerning the perceptions of the body, ability, and differences among 
children in school. All of the participants spoke of their profession as a mission. 
In terms of CA, they considered themselves as “agents of change” in many dif-
ferent aspects.  

Having a teacher with disabilities, in the participants’ view, sends an impor-
tant message to pupils that every person faces difficulties and that no one is per-
fect. It also helps pupils develop a high sense of reflective awareness, acknowl-
edging their abilities and difficulties and developing strategies to face them (Fla-
vian, 2010). Participant A, for example, explained how he serves as an inspira-
tion for determination and willingness to work hard and overcome challenges: 

They [the pupils] understand that you can do everything, even if you have 
some limit or something that prevents you... overcome your flaws, break 
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through these walls… I expose them to the world of the disabled, of what it 
means to be disabled, how to do everything that able-bodied people do but 
with more difficulty… 

In Participant B’s view, when pupils see him exercise and work out despite his 
visual impairment, it encourages them to do better, to overcome difficulties, to 
face challenges and to make an effort. In his experience, pupils might even feel 
uncomfortable complaining or giving up because they see their teacher, who has 
a genuine difficulty, working hard, or in his words: 

They don’t want me to see them give up, because if I can then they can’t 
show me that they can’t. So, yes, it does something to them… Today I 
taught someone who said to me, forget it, I can’t do it, even before she 
started to run. First of all, I said to her, the minute you say you can’t you are 
telling your brain that you don’t want to. Come, let’s start, and you’ll see 
that you can do it. She succeeded and I said, you see? She told me, you were 
right. I asked her to learn from it, not just about running but about every-
thing in life. If you tell yourself “no”, then you won’t succeed. 

Participant C shared similar ideas. She emphasized how her life story and her 
own achievements changed not only the pupils’ perspectives of her and of other 
people with disabilities, but also her abled-bodied pupils’ perceptions of their 
own capabilities and their approach to difficulties and challenges in life: 

They see that I don’t give up and I persist until I succeed. I show them what 
coping is. I tell them that I am small and a physical educator and I didn’t 
get this degree as a present, no way. I worked very hard for it. So I tell them 
effort pays off. This is why I am there—to change attitudes.  

Furthermore, the participants emphasized the added value they feel they bring 
to schools that physical education teachers without disabilities cannot bring. In 
accordance with Riddick’s (2003) and Duquette’s (2000) findings, the partici-
pants considered their disability as an advantage that enabled them to show 
more empathy toward their students, including students with special needs. Al-
most all of the participants have experienced teaching students with special 
needs, and in their view, they have the potential to do it better than teachers with 
no disabilities, because they can better understand what these pupils are facing. 

Participant B: I always treat everyone in a straightforward manner, no pa-
tronizing or condescending, I treat every child the same no matter what 
their ability or disability. This year I have one pupil who uses a walker and 
two with Down Syndrome. The other kids see that I treat everyone the same 
and they follow my example. Another teacher might not be as sensitive. 

Teachers with disabilities, who have experienced difficulties and found ways 
to deal with them, can also easily detect pupils that have special needs, and are 
able to offer them coping strategies (Flavian, 2010). They understand the core 
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meaning of difference and different types of learning styles. They understand 
that pupils might need different teaching methods and they are not afraid of dif-
ferences between pupils. Lienert et al. (2001) report that teachers were concerned 
about whether they are adequately prepared to effectively teach integrated classes. 
Taub & Greer (2000) claim that physical education teachers “frequently exhibit 
minimal interest in teaching children with physical disabilities and often hold 
stereotypical perceptions about their abilities” (p. 396). Therefore, physical edu-
cation teachers with disabilities can better understand pupils with special needs, 
build up their self-confidence, and also set a personal example that everyone is 
different, with their own strengths and weaknesses, and that the important thing 
is to know how to deal with the difficulties and overcome different challenges.  

Participant A: I think I understand them better, I have a broader background 
than others. When I think about my classmates at the college… If they got a 
class of special needs pupils… they would go crazy! They wouldn’t be able 
to handle it. 
Participant F: My advantage is that I know how to use my story to inspire 
others... to accept the “Other”… every person has some limitation, even if it 
is not physical... I know how to create a cohesive group and to give that 
group special tools for coping with life beyond sport. Even if they don’t be-
come athletes they will be people. 

Creativity is also seen by the participants as a character trait that they acquired 
as a result of their life experience as people with disabilities. When a physical 
disability poses challenges to physical education teachers, they have to come up 
with creative means and methods of teaching. To help his pupils understand the 
world he lives in as a blind person, participant B teaches his first lesson when his 
students are blindfolded. He also runs with his pupils tethered to his wrist. Par-
ticipant A asks pupils to help him demonstrate exercises he cannot perform him-
self. The need to think of new and creative methods of teaching enriches both 
the teachers themselves and their teaching methods, and also inspires pupils to 
be creative, to find creative solutions to different situations, and to open up to 
new possibilities and new ways of thinking. 

Finally, we wish to end with the words of Participant C, which beautifully 
captures her strong will and sense of purpose to make a difference: 

I feel like changing things. Introducing special education to regular schools. 
I think it makes miracles. A smaller amount, that is obvious, but don’t give 
it a label because labeling closes doors and not everybody has the strength 
to open them. I hope I can change these two things—empowerment and 
increasing recruitment to IDF combat units and promoting more integra-
tion between special education schools and regular schools… I work in two 
special education schools and I took my pupils to a competition with regu-
lar schools—no one had ever done that before. This is my credo—if we la-
bel people then nothing changes and everyone will stay in their separate 
parallel world and never meet. I think we need to do more. 
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5. Conclusion 

By exploring the perceptions of students with physical disabilities or sensory im-
pairments who are (or were) trained to become physical education teachers, the 
current study shows physical education teachers with disabilities turn their disa-
bility into an advantage and gain a sense of making a contribution to society and 
of increased self-efficacy. Furthermore, physical education teachers with disabil-
ities feel “agents of change” by exposing able-bodied pupils to disabled bodies, to 
diversity, and inspiring them to work hard and not give up easily. 

The current study also strengthens the view that physical education lessons 
provide a valuable opportunity to teach much more than sport, all the more so 
when the teachers themselves have disabilities (Evans, 2004). Physical education 
teachers with disabilities, as they themselves report, can expose pupils from an 
early age to differences and imperfections, and to people who overcome their 
challenges on their own and “do the impossible”, and this can have a long-term 
effect (Brittain, 2004). Physical education teachers with disabilities also inspire 
pupils to work hard, not give up on their dreams, be creative and open-minded, 
believe in themselves, and face difficulties (Anderson, 2006). 

The current study carries important implications for both individuals with 
disabilities, for pupils taught by them and for the education system in general. 
First, the findings of the study highlight the personal benefits physical education 
teachers with disabilities receive from pursuing such profession, and therefore, 
imply the importance of encouraging adults with disabilities to participate in 
physical education studies. Second, the results stress the importance of providing 
individuals with disabilities an opportunity to contribute to society, feel meaning-
ful and use their life story as an inspiration for children and teenagers. Third, 
the findings highlight the great influence physical education teachers with dis-
abilities can have on their pupils and their peers, which can have a long-term ef-
fect and contribute to building a society in which a disability is not considered 
an obstacle. 

Our hope is that this study will enhance the integration of physical education 
teachers with physical disabilities or sensory impairments in schools, so that the 
education system will play a proactive role in raising disability awareness and 
reducing inequalities within society (Beckett, 2009). Furthermore, we hope that 
adults with disabilities will be encouraged to pursue physical education as a pro-
fession. 

6. Perspectives 

The current study has already borne some fruit. The college in which the re-
search was conducted has taken active steps to help students with physical dis-
abilities or sensory impairment who are part of the training programs of physical 
education teachers. The most significant one was the establishment of a support 
center for students with special needs. The center supports any student who needs 
help as a result of a physical, mental, or learning disability. It offers special com-
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puter programs, tutors that provide one-on-one help or help in small groups, 
seminars for faculty and staff members, and a special coordinator who is in charge 
of all students with special needs in the regular program for training physical 
educators. The coordinator provides an attentive ear to any student with special 
needs, and serves as a mediator between the students and the college. 

7. Limitations 

Finally, it is important to note that this study is limited in two main respects. 
First, it is limited in the number of participants, six in total. The reason for the 
small number of participants is that at the time the interviews were conducted, 
there were only five active students at the Academic College where the research 
was conducted, who were relevant to the study, and one graduate student that 
was added to the study in order to increase the number of participants. 

Second, the study focuses solely on the perspectives and experiences of indi-
viduals with physical disabilities or sensory impairments, who trained as certi-
fied physical education teachers. Future research should also explore the pers-
pectives and experiences of other subjects, including faculty members who have 
experience in training students with physical disabilities to become physical 
educators, with their students’ peers in the program, and with pupils who have 
been taught by physical educators with physical disabilities. We hope to com-
plete these challenging tasks in the future. 
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Appendix: Interview Questions 

1) When did you first become involved with sports? Are you interested in a 
particular kind of sport? If so, why did you choose that sport? 

2) Was there a specific trigger that led you to engage in sport? 
3) What is sport for you? How does the participation in sport make you feel? 
4) What has sport given you? 
5) When did you decide you wanted to be a teacher, and why did you make 

that decision? 
6) Why did you decide to be a physical education teacher? 
7) When did you start your studies at the college? When did/will you finish 

your studies? What program track are/were you in? 
8) Have you already been acclimated as a teacher in a school? 
9) How do you feel when you are teaching in a school? How do your students 

make you feel? Do they give you feedback? 
10) How do you feel around other teachers? Do they give you feedback? 
11) Do you feel that you contribute something to your students? Something 

more than sport? 
12) Would you encourage other students with physical disabilities to become 

physical education teachers?  
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