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This paper analyses teachers points of view regarding the changes and differentiations in their teaching content and
didactic choices that they find necessary to ensure the participation of children with disabilities in physical educati-
on (PE) classes. The study consists of a qualitative approach that utilised semi-structured interviews, field notes and
participant observation as data collection tools. Three subject teachers of PE, four special education teachers and
one class teacher located in the Metropolitan area of Helsinki participated in the research. Given this small sample
group, the results of the study make no claims for generalisability, but the findings could help other teachers share
their perspectives and justify their educational choices. Findings revealed that the participants faced challenges
when teaching in inclusive settings by making pedagogical modifications to ensure a learning environment suitable
for all students. The findings from the research identified two main didactic approaches for including pupils with
special needs in physical activities: The adaption of rules and equipment of traditional sports, and the implementati-
on of suitable sports niches or specific games. The research also identified strategies for creating supportive learning

environments and the importance of perceived teaching competence in adapted physical education (APE).
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Introduction

Recently, the Finnish school system made the headli-
nes again. It was reported that Finland would abolish
all school subjects by 2020. The Finnish educational
system has been considered by many countries as
a shining example after it was the top overall perfor-
mer among OECD countries in 2000 and 2003 PISA
studies (Sahlberg, 2011). According to the latest social
justice report among the EU member states in 2016
(Schraad-Tischler & Schiller, 2016), Finland has
done well to ensure that learning opportunities do
not unfairly favour particular socioeconomic groups.
The Finnish education policy aims to provide all citi-
zens of Finland, regardless of their ethnic origin, gen-
der and financial situation, with free access to educa-
tion (Kansanen & Meri, 2006). Education is regarded
as a fundamental right for all citizens and is free at all
levels, from primary to higher education.

Moves towards inclusion have prompted chan-
ges in the formation of education policies, schooling
structures and pedagogical practice. The shift from
“integration” towards a notion of “inclusion” where
everyone is considered normal has been supported
by United Nations policies, such as the Salamanca
Statement on Principles, Policy and Practice in Spe-
cial Needs Education (UNESCO, 1994). The concept

of inclusion in an educational context can nowadays
be understood as providing effective and tailored lear-
ning opportunities for every child, not only children
with certain disabilities (United Nations, 2006). Accor-
ding to Konza (2008), this development is situated
within a broad social justice discourse, which argues
that equality for all must include access for all chil-
dren to their local school. In recent decades, there has
been an increasing trend to educate more pupils with
disabilities in general education classroom settings,
including physical education (PE) classes (Vickerman
& Coates, 2009). However, the inclusion of students
with disabilities presents significant challenges to
PE instructors who must attempt to meet the diverse
needs of students with and without disabilities (Over-
ton, Wrench & Garrett, 2016; Simpson & Mandich,
2012). Despite the expanding international support
for the concept of inclusion, the meaning and imple-
mentation of inclusive practices in PE vary in different
countries (Haegele et al., 2017). Haegele et al. (2017)
explored current inclusive PE practices in different
countries such as Brazil, Japan, South Korea, Puerto
Rico and the United States. The authors identified
strategies that are effective in promoting the physical
activity of children and adolescents with special needs
such as cultural competence, environmental adaptati-
ons and curricular modifications.



Pedagogies for inclusion in finnish PE: The teachers’ perspective 37 |

Although not evaluated in the PISA studies, PE has
been an institution in Finnish schools since the mid-
19th century and has been a mandated subject con-
tent in Finnish basic education (Yli-Piipari, 2014).
The research on inclusive education tended to focus
on identifying factors that impact teachers’ attitudes
towards inclusion, rather than on pedagogical practi-
ces. The type and severity of students’ disabilities have
been identified as playing significant roles in forming
teachers’ attitudes towards the inclusion of students
in PE (Morley, Bailey, Tan, & Cooke, 2005; Obrus-
nikova, 2008). PE teachers show negative attitudes
towards the inclusion of children with behavioural
or emotional disorders (Obrusnikova, 2008; Rizzo
& Vispoel, 1991). On the other hand, PE teachers’ atti-
tudes towards pupils with learning disabilities are often
favourable (Meegan & MacPhail, 2006; Obrusnikova,
2008; Rizzo & Vispoel, 1991). Children with disabili-
ties were often excluded from the class’s sports activi-
ties because the curriculum was dominated by compe-
titive activities with an emphasis on performance and
technical skills (Smith & Green, 2004; Morley et al.,
2005). These studies showed that the curriculum con-
tents seemed to have reduced the opportunities for stu-
dents with disabilities to participate in the same activi-
ties as their peers without disabilities (Tant & Watelein,
2016). Moreover, previous research explored that cer-
tain factors — for instance, the availability and colla-
boration with APE specialists (Heikinaro-Johansson
& Sherrill, 1994; Lienert, Sherrill & Myers, 2001)
— have an influence on teaching effectiveness in PE.
Few researchers concentrated on pedagogical practi-
ces that facilitate the inclusion of students with special
needs in PE. That said Overton et al. (2016) conducted
qualitative research in Australia that focused on peda-
gogies for inclusion of junior primary students with
disabilities in PE. In order to fill this gap, the main
purpose of this study is to reveal pedagogical practi-
ces of PE teachers and didactic choices that they find
necessary to ensure the participation of children with
disabilities in PE classes.

In this paper, 1 will first give a brief overview
of the role of PE and inclusion in a Finnish context.
I will then draw upon the theoretical framework that
was used for the conceptualization of the data themes.
Within a social justice framework, teachers’ pedago-
gies were considered as attempts to achieve socially
equal outcomes for their pupils (Lingard & Mills,
2007; Overton et al., 2016). Through social justice
lens, Goodwin (2017) challenges educators to reflect
on their professional practice, and the construction

and discourse of disability that form the basis for their
pedagogical practice.

I will then describe the research design and proce-
dure, data collection and analysis. The main research
question explored in this study was: what are teacher’s
pedagogical and didactic strategies for dealing with
diversity (including students with disabilities) in their
PE classes? Finally, data will be presented and discu-
ssed through the themes of pedagogical practices, cre-
ating supportive learning environments and teaching
competence.

PE in Finland

Health as a central theme

In Finland, PE has two main goals: to guide the pupils
in adopting a physically active lifestyle, and to edu-
cate them through physical activities (Finnish Natio-
nal Board of Education, 2016). The focus of PE lies
in the development of basic and specific motor skills
during different seasons and in versatile learning
environments. The intent of the instruction is to pro-
mote their pupils’ competence regarding health, well-
being and safety. In Finland, the PE subject is based
on a health concept that remains “one of the main
pillars for legitimizing PE” (Annerstedt, 2008). With
the implementation of the new National Core Curri-
culum in 2016, schools are required to implement
a national fitness assessment and feedback program
(called MOVE) to evaluate students’ fitness levels and
to motivate students to participate in health-enhancing
physical activities (Yli-Piipari, 2014). The Finnish PE
curriculum has been divided into physical and health
education, both taught as separate subjects. However,
both subjects are closely linked to each other in terms
of goals and content. While the focus of PE lies
in the development of a wide variety of motor skills,
health education is based on a multidisciplinary foun-
dation of knowledge. The activities in Finnish PE are
closely connected to achieving lifelong participation
in physical activity through joy in movement, social
acceptance and knowledge (Richter, 2007; Annerstedt,
2008).

Teaching content and assessment

According to Annerstedt (2008), outdoor activities
have always played an important role in Scandinavian
society in general, and especially in PE. Some sport
activities are mentioned much more in the Finnish
context than in other Nordic countries. For instance,
floor-ball and ice-hockey are very popular sports
in Finland (Heikinaro-Johansson & Telama, 2005).
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Pesépallo (Finnish baseball) is a common team game
at all school levels and considered a national sport
in Finland (Annerstedt, 2008). Although ball games
seem to dominate the teaching content in Finland (see
Table 1), the national curriculum recommends that PE
should consist of a broad range of different physical
activities. It includes many activities that focus more
on joy in movement and a physically active lifestyle
than on competition and performance. The most com-
mon activities performed by comprehensive school
students in Finland are team sports. Table 1 provides
further details on teaching content.

Table 1
Most common activities in PE programs in Finland
(Heikinaro-Johansson & Telama, 2005, 261)

Comprehensive Schools
(Grades 1-6)

Comprehensive Schools
(Grades 7-9)

Ice Skating Finnish Baseball (Pesdpallo)
Finnish Baseball (Pesdpallo) Basketball

Play and Games Track and Field

Football Ice Hockey

Track and Field Floor Hockey (Floor-Ball)
Floor Hockey (Floor-Ball) Volleyball

Basketball Orienteering

Gymnastics Football

Volleyball Fitness Training

Apparatus Gymnastics Apparatus Gymnastics

The curriculum highlights the importance of
the students’ individual learning process in terms
of assessing student performance. The assessment cri-
teria for PE in grades 1-9 are related to three key con-
tent areas: physical functional capacity, social functi-
onal capacity and psychological functional capacity.
These subject-specific competencies form a frame-
work for more detailed objectives that are assessed by
observing the pupil’s actions and work. According to
the national curriculum, the pupils’ personal strengths
and development needs are taken into account and
supported in the feedback and assessment (Finnish
National Board of Education, 2016). Some authors
claim that there is a gap between what the curricu-
lum indicates and what actually happens in practice,
at least in Swedish PE (Annerstedt, 2008; Larsson
& Meckbach, 2007).

Gender Aspects
In Finland, schools have the option to organize
PE in either coeducation or single-gender groups.
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In elementary school grades, girls and boys typica-
lly participate in coeducational PE, whereas in mid-
dle school grades, single-gender classes are the norm
(Yli-Piipari, 2014). The persistence of gender segrega-
tion and hierarchy in PE stems from educational poli-
cies as well as from the position of sport in Finnish
culture (Berg, 2006). Several studies have shown that
coeducation in PE disadvantages girls because of its
traditional masculine form (Berg & Lahelma, 2010).
Berg and Lahelma (2010) revealed in their case study
that gender segregation is still a current topic in Fin-
nish PE. In the study, some teachers argued against
co-educational groups in games during PE lessons
because “boys played rougher and with greater com-
petence. A male teacher occasionally included some
girls in boys’ games, but only girls who ‘get along
with the boys’, that is, girls who played in a sports
club in their leisure time” (Berg & Lahelma, 2010).

Students with special needs in PE

The results of the study by Pirttimaa, Kokko, Rity,
Pesonen and Ojala (2015) indicated that while phys-
ical integration in Finnish comprehensive schools
has increased, individual integration into the full-
time mainstream classroom occurs only seldom.
The answers of school staff (mainly teachers) revea-
led that partial integration was the most popular option
(45.8%) among the respondents. 36.3% of those who
were interviewed indicated that students with severe
disabilities should mainly be taught in special edu-
cation groups (Pirttimaa et al., 2015). Almost half
of the respondents (46.6%) indicated that PE is
the most suitable subject in which to include children
with more severe disabilities in mainstream classes.

However, little has been investigated concer-
ning the physical integration of pupils with spe-
cial needs in PE classes in Finland. A study by
Heikinaro-Johansson & Sherrill (1994) indicates that
93% of secondary school PE specialists and 76%
of classroom teachers claim that they have children
with special needs in their PE classes. Data were
collected based on a survey of 138 secondary school
PE teachers and 169 elementary classroom teachers
in central Finland. As students with special needs are
mainly integrated into mainstream schools nowadays,
the figures may even be higher.

Factors based on APE training or experience with
teaching students with disabilities can influence tea-
chers’ attitudes either positively and directly, or indi-
rectly by contributing to the teacher’s feelings of com-
petence (Tant & Watelain, 2016). Although training
of APE is considered important, several authors
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showed the inefficiency of some programs that were
too heavily based on theory (Vickerman & Coates,
2009). Several APE training programs did not allow
teachers to develop a truly inclusive classroom envi-
ronment for students with disabilities. Teachers con-
sistently considered practical training with a focus
on didactic strategies and pedagogical adaptations as
the most efficient way to acquire inclusive strategies,
as well as frequent knowledge exchanges between and
among professionals (Lieberman, Houston-Wilson,
& Kozub, 2002; Tant & Watelain, 2016).

Conceptual framework

Social justice and Honneth’s theory of recognition
Axel Honneth’s theory of recognition represents
an interdisciplinary approach, which includes an ethi-
cal perspective of relevance to sports, games and play.
According to Andersen (2015), recognition is fun-
damental both for the self-realization of individuals
and for maintaining a just society. To my knowledge,
Honneth’s conceptual framework has not been applied
in analyses of pedagogical practices in PE. However,
a similar approach was used by Overton et al. (2016)
in examining the pedagogies and attitudes of PE tea-
chers in teaching junior primary students with disa-
bilities. By drawing on the concept of social justice,
the authors referred to three interrelated areas identi-
fied by Fraser (2010): recognition, redistribution and
representation. According to the study by Overton
et al. (2016), the participants were showing a strong
sense that their students with disabilities had a funda-
mental right to participate in mainstream PE lessons.
In contrast to Fraser, Honneth claims that a suffici-
ently differentiated theory of recognition can be regar-
ded as a key concept, which structures normative life
of society as a whole (Ohlstrom, Solinas, & Voirol,
2011). Within a social justice framework, Honneth’s
theory of recognition may contribute to new perspecti-
ves on physical activities by articulating its values and
identifying violations or disrespect (Andersen, 2015).

Honneth (1995) identifies three different spheres
of recognition in our modern society: love, rights and
solidarity. Love as an emotional dimension of justice
is characterized by social relations such as friendships
and family relations. It is restricted to a limited number
of partners in interaction. From a moral-philosophical
point of view, Honneth (1995) claims that people can
only form a positive evaluative self-relation if they
participate in social relations that require an attitude
of reciprocal recognition. According to Andersen
(2015), love can be inherent in sport both as a form

of reciprocal recognition between athletes and as play.
From the children’s perspective it involves having
friends and feeling like a legitimate participant in PE
(Spencer-Cavaliere & Watkinson, 2010).

Rights as another sphere of recognition refers to
the personal experience of having legal recognition.
Thus allows us to see our own actions as the uni-
versally respected expression of our own autonomy
(Honneth, 1995). In terms of inclusive education, legal
respect has developed historically through a struggle
for recognition. In Finland, the gradual shift to a com-
prehensive school system following the Comprehen-
sive School Act of 1970 was guided by the principles
of “equality and equity in educational opportunities”
(Kivinen & Kivirauma, 1989). In 1998, the new Basic
Education Act focused on equal rights to education
for all, no matter the school or municipality (Ekstam,
Linnanmaiki, & Aunio, 2015). In practice, these legal
changes mean that every child — including those with
a disability — has the right to attend a local compre-
hensive school (Graham & Jahnukainen, 2011). In line
with UN sustainable development goals (goal 4, “inc-
lusive and equitable quality education”), Finnish basic
education is nowadays guided by the inclusion princi-
ple (United Nations, 2015): The accessibility of edu-
cation must be ensured on school level by offering
supportive learning environments for all pupils (Fin-
nish National Board of Education, 2016).

The potential for recognition in the form of soli-
darity refers to a situation in which most members
of society can be given social appraisal for their skills
and abilities and thereby establish their self-esteem
(Andersen, 2015; Honneth, 1995). Thus, social esteem
refers to individual skills that are of value of the soci-
ety and should contribute to the realization of social
goals. In relation to PE, it is often necessary to possess
certain basic motor skills to be a member of any sports
community. Individuals who lack movement com-
petence are at greater risk of rejection by peers and
social isolation, which may be particularly challen-
ging for children with disabilities (Obrusnikova,
Block, & Dillon, 2010; Spencer-Cavaliere & Watkin-
son, 2010).

According to Giese and Ruin (2018), PE teachers
have a general tendency to instrumentalize the body.
PE teachers with this attitude tend to focus on defi-
cits when dealing with persons whose bodies deviate
from the norm, which can be regarded as an obstacle
for equal participation for students with disabilities
in PE (Giese & Ruin, 2018). It is therefore impor-
tant that teachers recognize and value the abilities
and voices (Bredahl, 2013; Lingard & Keddie 2013)
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of students with special needs. Engaging in a process
of negotiation with the learner can help teachers meet
the students’ individual needs and abilities (Fitzge-
rald & Jobling, 2004) and foster solidarity among
the children.

Methods

Research procedure and Description of participants
This study investigates teachers’ points of view regar-
ding the changes and differentiations in their teaching
content and didactic choices to ensure the participation
of children with disabilities in their class. Based on the
research design used by Overton et al. (2016), a case
study was conducted with the intention of developing
understandings about inclusive pedagogies for PE in
Finnish Basic Education (grades 1-9). Participants
were provided with information letters about the rese-
arch project and signed consent was obtained before
the research. Participation was voluntary, and withdra-
wal at any stage was possible. Participants were three
subject teachers in PE (all male), four special educa-
tion teachers (all female) and one female class teacher
who met the key requirement of having previous expe-
rience in teaching PE to students with disabilities.

A purposeful sampling approach using the strategy
of criterion sampling was used to recruit the partici-
pants (Patton, 2002). Participants were selected based
on the assumption that they possess knowledge and
experience with the phenomenon of interest, and thus
are able to provide information with a certain depth
and breadth (Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2011). A focus
on different practitioners (subject teacher, class tea-
cher and special education teacher) aimed to capture
the insights and experiences from various perspectives.
Their ages ranged from 30 to 60, and their pedagogical
work experience ranged from 4 to over 30 years. Data
collection took place in three public comprehensive
schools and one special school in the Metropolitan
area of Helsinki. Comprehensive schools in Finland
are traditionally divided into elementary school grades
1-6 and middle school grades 7-9 (Yli-Piipari, 2014).
Pseudonyms were allocated and steps taken to prevent
the identification of personal information or school
locations. Additional demographic information is pre-
sented in Table 2.

Matti is an early-career teacher with less than five
years of experience in teaching PE in a centre for lear-
ning and consulting. The centre consists of a consul-
ting unit and a school unit. The consulting unit organi-
ses national and local school-specific training courses
financed by the Finnish National Board of Education
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and are free of charge for the participants. In the school
unit, mainly students with multiple disabilities are tau-
ght in special groups on a permanent or temporary
basis. Two participants (Vilho and Tuomas) have more
than 20 years of teaching experience as PE teachers at
the secondary level (7th-9th grade) in two different
comprehensive schools. At their schools, students with
special needs are mainly integrated into mainstream
PE classes. Both teachers also teach health education
as a separate subject. The fourth participant (lina)
teaches PE in primary school classes (1st—6th grade).
This teacher teaches students with visual and physical
disabilities in mainstream PE lessons.

All special education teachers had a pedagogical
diploma in special needs education, whereas three
had a double qualification (class teacher and special
teacher education). Suvi, Janika and Satu need to
have a double qualification (class teacher and special
teacher) as they are providing special support as so
called “special class teacher”. For Julia a special tea-
cher qualification is sufficient, as she teaches children
in part-time special education on the other support
levels, called general and intensified support (Strém
& Hannus-Gullmets, 2015). Julia is an early career
special education teacher with less than five years
of work experience. She is mainly teaching individual
students and small groups of children with general
support in part-time special education or as co-teacher
in mainstream education.

Suvi and Janika have more than 10 years of tea-
ching experience as special class teachers on primary
(1st—6th grade) and secondary level (7th-9th grade)
intwo different comprehensive schools. At their
schools, students with special needs are partly inte-
grated into mainstream classes, and partly taught in
special classes. Satu teaches within a special school as
a special class teacher (6th grade). She mainly teaches
one group of students with a wide range of learning
difficulties and has almost 30 years of pedagogical
work experience as a special class teacher.

Design and Data Collection

The investigation used a qualitative approach. Qua-
litative data was collected through semi-structured
interviews, field notes and participant observation
(Liders, 2009; Mayring 2010). The interview ques-
tions were designed so that the teachers could freely
describe the aspects they consider important in their
own pedagogical practice. The teachers were encou-
raged to explain their answers and share their expe-
riences via follow-up questions. The interviews las-
ted 40 minutes on average and were recorded and
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Table 2
Description of Participants (n = 8)
Age Teaching o
Pseudonym Male/Female (years) School, class level experience Description
(years)

Matti Male 30 Special school, grades 1-9 4 subject teacher, PE
Vilho Male 48 Comprehensive school, grades 7-9 21 subject teacher, PE
Tuomas Male 51 Comprehensive school, grades 7-9 22 subject teacher, PE
lina Female 40 Comprehensive school, grades 1-6 class teacher
Julia Female 32 Comprehensive school, grades 1-6 special education teacher
Suvi Female 44 Comprehensive school, grades 1-9 13 special class teacher
Janika Female 41 Comprehensive school, grades 1-9 11 special class teacher
Satu Female 60 Special school, grades 1-6 29 special class teacher

transcribed verbatim. Sections of quotes consisting
of such things as ‘hmm’ and repeated words have
been removed for the sake of clarify. The procedures
followed the guidelines of the national research ethics
committee (Academy of Finland, 2003). These guide-
lines include procedures for handling misconduct and
fraud in science, which is primarily the responsibility
of each individual researcher.

The interview questions covered four different
categories related to the teacher’s attitudes and experi-
ences concerning inclusion, teaching in the field of PE,
the curriculum and the school environment. The study
was guided by the following question: What are tea-
cher’s pedagogical and didactic strategies for dealing
with diversity (including students with disabilities)
in their PE classes?

After each interview, the interviewer recorded
reflective field notes. The field notes contained quota-
tions and the researcher’s individual feelings, experi-
ences and insights (Patton, 2002). Descriptive informa-
tion (time, date and location) concerning the interview
setting were noted. The field notes served as a remin-
der of the interview during the process of data ana-
lysis, and verification of data interpretations (Patton,
2002).

Participant observations were conducted to expand
on the data gathered from the semi-structured
interviews. Each participant was observed teaching
several PE lessons to classes that included students
with disabilities. A guideline with predetermined cate-
gories (Liiders, 2009) was used to conduct the obser-
vations in a more structured manner. The categories
focused on teaching style, rules and regulations, envi-
ronments and equipment (Australian Sports Commi-
ssion, 2006). Throughout the observation process,
participant’s actions were documented. Overall,
interviews and observations provided a holistic view

of teachers’ practices and didactic choices in relation
to including students with disabilities in PE.

Cross-language research

A language barrier existed between myself and
the participants of the study, as I was not familiar with
the local language (Finnish). The research became
a cross-language qualitative study with unique challen-
ges related to language (Temple & Young, 2004). Most
of the interviewees felt comfortable in using English
in the interviews. The choice of language simply appe-
ared natural to the researcher in the given context, as
interviewer and interviewee were both non-native
speakers of English (Welch & Piekkari, 2006).

A third person in the role of interpreter was not
involved in the data collection process as the language
proficiency levels of the interviewees were sufficient
to express their thoughts and opinions. Often, accu-
racy and authenticity are concerns for those resear-
chers who had used interpreters, since original mea-
nings can easily be lost in the act of translation (Welch
& Piekkari, 2006). Inappropriate use of translators
or interpreters can even threaten the trustworthiness
of cross-language qualitative research.

Data Analysis

A second reader, a native speaker of English, was
involved in transcribing the interviews in the origi-
nal language. Interviews were initially transcribed by
the researcher and checked by the second reader. Dif-
ferences were discussed, and changes were made until
consensus was reached. This process led to a double
analysis: transcripts were analysed from the perspec-
tive of a native speaker of English regarding linguistic
issues, as well as from the perspective of the resear-
cher, who questioned meanings and expressions rela-
ted to the questions that guided the research.
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The transcription of the interviews resulted
in 112 pages of data. Content analysis served as
the basis for the data analysis. The interviews were
analysed by adopting the inductive content analysis
method (Mayring, 2010). The main principle of indu-
ctive category development is that the categories are
as near as possible to the material, the material is wor-
ked through, and categories are tentative and deduced
step-by-step.

The analysis consisted of two different phases.
In the first phase, I read the interviews through seve-
ral times in order to understand the “big picture”.
The second phase focused on discovering responses
that highlighted important messages or findings using
inductive content analysis, in which the qualitative
data were analysed without theoretical assumptions
(Mayring, 2010). A line-by-line analysis was carried
out in which words, sentences, and paragraphs were
examined and grouped by topic. This method was
used to explore the similarities and differences regar-
ding pedagogical practices, the school environment,
and teachers’ attitudes towards inclusion via labelling
and coding of the data.

The analysis involved three steps: data reduction,
grouping and conceptualisation (Flick, 2009). First,
all text segments that referred to the teacher’s peda-
gogical and didactic choices for dealing with diver-
sity were identified and coded into the same category.
In the second step (grouping) the selected descriptions
were subsumed into three different groups, step by
step. Following the research questions, these groups
were conceptualised as categories, which were carefu-
lly founded and revised within the process of analysis
(step 3: conceptualisation). Once all the data had been
grouped, themes were developed until saturation was
reached and no new data were emerging. The broad
themes that emerged from the data analysis are:
pedagogical practices, creating supportive learning
environments and teaching competence. The partici-
pant’s quotes are used to illuminate discussions about
discourses drawn on and to make connections between
previous research.

Trustworthiness

The trustworthiness of this study was achieved
in various ways. The researcher had experience in lea-
ding multi-professional teams and working with chil-
dren with and without disabilities in various physi-
cal activity programs for seven years. This included
the roles of teacher and researcher in Germany and
Finland. These professional experiences facilita-
ted the researcher’s ability to understand the various
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activity contexts teachers referred to in the interviews.
Data collection took place during a one-year stay as
a visiting doctoral student and researcher in Finland.
Combining explicit and tacit forms of knowledge was
important in order to decide on what direction the rese-
arch project will head. Accessing tacit knowledge
takes significant time in the field. The longer resear-
chers are present, the more likely they are to notice
culture’s values (Tracy, 2010).

Three sources of data (interviews, reflective field
notes and participant observation) were collected
to establish credibility. In addition to triangulation
of the sources of data, member reflections were used
as an opportunity for collaboration and reflexive
elaboration (Tracy, 2010). The researcher e-mailed
the interview transcripts to the respective participants
(members), which ensured trustworthiness of the data
(Meho, 2006). The reflections of the interviewees also
helped the researcher to learn whether the participants
find the research comprehendible and provided addi-
tional data for deeper analyses. Providing opportu-
nities for questions and feedback were important as
the interviews were conducted in English, which is not
the native language for participants and researcher.

Dependability and confirmability of the findings
were established using a second reader who was
involved in the process of transcription. The second
reader was a native speaker of English and had expe-
rience in qualitative data analysis. Reflexive reading
was also carried out to clarify researchers’ views,
during the steps of data evaluation and interpretation.
Reflections were noted in memos and became legiti-
mate additional data through the process of reflexi-
vity (Cohen, Marion, & Morrison 2007). In addition,
observational data was used to clarify understanding
about teachers’ interactions, pedagogical decisions
and responses in the interviews. Triangulation invol-
ved the use of multiple data sources including data
from interview transcripts, participant observation
and reflective field notes. Credibility was achieved
by triangulating the data between the participants by
reading each participant’s data set separately and then
comparing it against the data set of other participants
(Blagrave, 2017).

Results

Pedagogical practices

A previous study by Pirttimaa et al. (2015) revealed
that teachers regard PE as the most suitable subject
for the inclusion of children with special needs. Howe-
ver, sports activities in general do not necessarily have
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positive effects on including students with special
needs. According to Thiele (2009) practical experi-
ences in PE in inclusive settings indicate that sports
activities can only show inclusive potential in certain
adapted sports or niches.

All participants indicated that they adapted games
and activities so that everybody in the class can partici-
pate in the sports activities. [ina mentioned the modifi-
cation of rules and equipment to include students with
disabilities:

In PE it is possible to change the rules and
the materials of the games, so that everybody can
participate. In floorball, for example, you can use
special rules to make the game easier. (...) Adapti-
ons are important because every child is at a diffe-
rent level. (Iina)

Vilho also refers to the adaption of teaching mate-
rials commenting: “Of course there are different balls
that we use in teaching ball games. There are some
huge balls in volleyball that you can use to make
a game easier for everyone.”

Drawing on social justice discourses of recogni-
tion, lina and Vilho show that equipment and rules
could easily be adapted to accommodate specific
needs of their pupils. The following comment by Tuo-
mas describes the possibility of differentiation within
the PE class by using different exercises that are sui-
table for some students:

There are so many ways how to deal with the dif-
ferences. You can use different exercises for one
group, other exercises for the other group. Another
option is to modify rules of the games or use diffe-
rent balls and equipment. (Tuomas)

This comment reveals Tuomas’ willingness to pro-
vide access to educational resources and recognition
of the specific needs of his students. Inclusive prac-
tices may also require differentiated learning experi-
ences as suggested in former studies (Overton et al.,
2016). In terms of social justice, it becomes evident
that physical activities should be planned for all,
regardless of their individual condition.

Another subject teacher of PE (Matti) refers to cer-
tain sport “niches” that can be used in an inclusive tea-
ching setting with little modifications:

There are certain sports like rugby or kin-ball
that can be mainly used without any adaptions.
In rugby, the weak students became suddenly
better than the stronger ones. Because rugby is so
different than other sports. (Matti)

This comment from Matti provides further evi-
dence of drawing on social justice discourses of recog-
nition by choosing and modifying sport activities
in a way that all students could experience success.
Matti also mentioned games that are typically known
as adapted sports for disabled people. According to
this teacher, blind football can be an exciting expe-
rience for the whole class that usually has a positive
influence on social relationships between and among
the students. Blind football is played with a ball
with bells inside to accommodate the needs of blind
and visually impaired children.

According to my teaching observations, PE lessons
at the primary school level (1st—6th grade) contained
a wide variety of different games. Traditional games
like floorball and Pesédpallo (Finnish Baseball) were
adapted to the needs of the students through modifi-
cation of the rules and number of players. Apart from
that, several teachers encouraged children to commu-
nicate with each other and to use different equipment.
In the next theme, the paper will focus on how the par-
ticipants interpreted and created supportive learning
environments.

Creating supportive learning environments
The Finnish national curriculum (2016) highlights
the importance of providing a safe learning envi-
ronment in relation to mental health and wellbeing.
According to the Finnish National Board of Education
(2016), pupils should actively take part in developing
engaging learning environments for all learners.
Several participants mentioned the importance
of supportive learning environments for students
with special needs. Julia, for instance, emphasised
the need for teaching students with certain disabilities
in separate groups:

1 try to choose students that could do the same kind
of things, who have the same kind of problems. We
have many students who really need to have a very
quiet and peaceful environment. And then there are
others who are quite noisy. It makes no sense to
mix them. (Julia)

Julia identified noise levels as an environmen-
tal aspect that has an impact on inclusive teaching.
Consequently, she divided her PE class into small
groups to complete activities in different areas of the
sports hall thus reducing noise levels for her students
with autism.

Recognition of students’ capabilities and indivi-
dual needs seem to be extremely important conditions
to build up safe learning environments and achieve
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equal opportunities for all students. Julia and Suvi
also stressed the importance of encouragement and
positive feedback. Julia reported that, “there is a lot
of empowering work that I do with them to support
their self-esteem. I think this is the most important
thing. Find their strengths and then start to build
on those.”

Previous research has indicated that encouragement
and differentiated learning experiences have a positive
impact on creating a supportive learning environment
in PE (Beamish & Saggers, 2014). Both, Julia and
Suvi, draw on social justice discourses of recognition
in showing understandings of the pupil’s ability and
willingness to build on their skills and capabilities.

Tuomas also shows a positive attitude towards
the different needs of his pupils:

I concentrate on every student as an individual
because they are so different in their way of lear-
ning and behaviour (...). It is very important to
accept the diversity. It is helpful to have a positive
attitude towards the different needs of the students,
even though sometimes it is quite difficult to do that
in practice. (Tuomas)

A recent study by Spencer-Cavaliere and Watkin-
son (2010) showed that children referred to the role
of adults as facilitator in offering supportive learning
environments. However, the children’s peers seemed
to play the most significant role in feeling included
in sports and games. By drawing on a socioecologi-
cal model, Blagrave (2017) has been able to show
that peers and family members can have both a posi-
tive influence and a negative influence from the per-
spective of children with autism spectrum disorders.
By analysing cases of disrespect (Honneth, 1995), it
seems that the notion of solidarity refers to apprecia-
tion and recognition of athletes’ skills and abilities by
their fellow players (Andersen, 2015). It thus becomes
important that teachers discover ways to facilitate the
participation of all students by supporting solidarity
and cooperation among children (Obrusnikova et al.,
2010).

Throughout the observation process, several parti-
cipants attempted to strengthen the pupils’ participa-
tion. Pedagogical practices included different forms of
verbal encouragement and forms of differentiation of
content and tasks in negotiation with the students. Tea-
ching observations highlighted the didactic choices
of setting up stations where students completed dif-
ferent activities during the same lesson according to
their individual needs. In individual sports (e.g., fit-
ness exercises), Vilho, Julia and Suvi tried to find
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suitable and meaningful exercises for students with
special needs, while the more experienced learners
could select exercises independently, according to
their individual training plan. The pedagogical aspect
of teaching also included “peer tutoring”. In this case,
another student served as a peer tutor to support a stu-
dent with disabilities in his fitness exercises. In terms
of social justice, “love” as one sphere of Honneth’s
theory of recognition refers to the physical closeness
that one acquires by cooperating with each other
in exercises and games, which can help to establish
friendships.

Teaching competence

A study conducted by Paju, Rity, Pirttimaa and Kontu
(2015) examined the factors that identify the school
staff’s ability to meet the needs of pupils’ special
needs in their daily teaching situations. The results
indicate that teachers’ qualifications are the main
factor affecting their ability in this area. Engsig and
Johnstone (2014) and Bredahl (2013) also pointed out
teachers’ lack of ability to include pupils with special
needs stems from a lack of knowledge, competences,
in-class support and consultative services. The integra-
tion of pupils with special needs and disabilities into
regular schools requires that school staff demonstrate
positive attitudes, knowledge and skills to respond
to the individual needs of all children. If the teacher
feels experienced in an inclusive classroom, this leads
to a stronger sense of self-efficacy (Meijer & Foster,
1988).

Although most of the participants showed a posi-
tive attitude towards their teacher education and their
perceived teaching expertise, Julia complained that
her studies did not prepare herself to work with chil-
dren with more specific disabilities, such as blindness:

In theory I can do that but, of course, special edu-
cation was just one year (...) and there is a little bit
of everything, so after that to really work with blind
persons, for example, I would need to have much
more [courses]. (Julia)

Suvi refers to the possibility to consult a professio-
nal with expertise in this field:

1 remember when [ moved here, I was going to have
a blind kid. Then they told me that they are going
to send some educator from a blind school that is
going to educate me how to work with this. Finally,
the child did not come to my class. But anyways,
this is how we handle the things. (Suvi)

Those PE teachers who felt they were compe-
tent in teaching students with disabilities also had
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more positive attitudes towards inclusion, as they
regard it as a professional challenge (Block & Rizzo,
1995; Obrusnikova, 2008; Rizzo & Vispoel, 1991).
On the other hand, a lack of perceived competence
was considered a major obstacle to inclusion (Bredahl,
2013, Spencer-Cavaliere & Watkinson, 2010). Several
studies show the positive effects of APE training on
teachers’ attitudes towards the inclusion of students
with disabilities (Block & Rizzo, 1995; Obrusnikova,
2008). Satu, a special class teacher without specific
APE training, shows a negative attitude towards tea-
ching PE due to her perceived lack of teaching compe-
tence in this field:

1 am not good in teaching physical education.
Every year I say to my principal, please do not put
me into these classes because I do not know how to
teach (PE). My strengths are somewhere else. But
due to certain things I teach my class in PE. (Satu)

Satu also showed negative attitudes towards
the inclusion of children with behavioural or emotio-
nal disorders:

If a child only has physical impairments, I think
that inclusion is excellent for those. But for some
students who can't read, they can't concentrate,
they fight, they scream, they are anxious, they are
everything. You cannot put these children into
a group of 30 students who are very clever. (Satu)

The type and severity of students’ disabilities has
been identified as significant factor in forming tea-
chers’ attitudes towards the inclusion of students with
certain disabilities in mainstream classrooms (Morley
et al. 2005; Obrusnikova 2008). In line with previous
research, the comment by Satu shows that the type
of disability, the class size and the lack of resources
can be interpreted as an obstacle in inclusive teaching
settings.

Satu draws on social justice discourses of recog-
nition, founded on (dis-)respect for students’ abili-
ties and knowledge. Her comments reflect a negative
attitude towards the inclusion of children in main-
stream teaching setting due to individual (dis-)abi-
lities focusing on the deficits. Appreciating the sig-
nificance of pedagogical practices seems evident for
equal learning experiences for all pupils. Julia, Suvi
and Satu mentioned that they do not feel educated
enough to deal with certain disabilities, such as blind-
ness, in their own classroom setting. However, in case
they have a child with certain disabilities in their class,
they know that they can consult a professional with
an expertise in this field.

Two subject teachers in PE, on the other hand,
showed a positive attitude towards teaching APE
due to their university training. Matti reports that,
“if I think about my PE studies, it gives me an excel-
lent basis on how to teach PE.”

Tuomas explains that, “The [APA] studies pre-
pared me quite well for work life. I did my Mas-
ters in Jyvdskyld, where I learned how to adapt PE
lessons to the individual needs of the kids.” While
Matti highlights the positive impact of the PE studies
on his teaching competence, Tuomas also refers to
the high quality of Finnish teacher education and the
role of admission tests for teacher studies in general:
“I would say teacher education in Finland is on a high
level. I remember I had to study a lot to get accepted
at the university.”

Teacher education is one of the most desired study
programs in Finland and the selective structure of tea-
cher training is considered by several Finnish authors
as one of the main reasons for the successful perfor-
mance of Finland in the PISA studies (Sahlberg, 2011).
Tuomas emphasised that APE teachers in Finland are
held to high standards. The current APA curriculum
of the University of Jyvéskyld (2014) supports future
teachers in planning and implementing class activi-
ties where students with disabilities are included.
An emphasis lies on providing knowledge about
each student’s type of disability and environmental
adaptations.

Conclusion and Discussion

This paper investigated different teachers’ points
of view regarding changes and differentiation in their
teaching content and didactic choices that they find
necessary to ensure the participation of children with
disabilities in PE classes. By drawing on a social jus-
tice framework related to Honneth’s theory of recogni-
tion, the purpose of the current study was to determine
new perspectives on APE by identifying facilitators
and possible barriers or disrespect in the participants’
pedagogical practices. In relation to the question that
guided the research, significant pedagogical practices
included adapting equipment and modification of tra-
ditional sport games and activities (e.g., rules of the
game, number of players) so that they suit the specific
group.

Many approaches can serve as a guideline for didac-
tic choices and the pedagogical aspects of teaching,
such as the Australian approaches TREE & CHANGE
IT (Australian Sports Commission, 2006) or the Inc-
lusion Spectrum Model (Black & Stevenson, 2012).
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In addition, different effective instructional adaptati-
ons and strategies can help PE teachers build social
relationships between children with and without
disabilities:

* The implementation of “reverse inclusion”
by using a sport usually reserved for people
with disabilities, e.g. goalball (Black & Steven-
son, 2012; Grenier, 2006);

*  Forms of cooperative learning (Grenier, 20006;
Johnson & Johnson, 1999); and

* Peer tutoring (Klavina & Rodionova, 2016).

Within a social justice framework that links inc-
lusion to human rights and social justice, the results
of this study suggest that teachers’ attitudes towards
the inclusion of pupils with special needs have an
influence on their pedagogy. Creating a supportive
learning environment has been mentioned by several
participants as the most important factor for teaching
students with special needs in PE classes. In order to
provide a safe and engaging learning environment,
it is important for teachers to recognise the students’
needs and abilities, and to collaborate with the chil-
dren in developing engaging learning environments
for all learners. Participants also mentioned forms
of differentiation regarding teaching content and tasks
by splitting up the class into smaller groups. The spe-
cial class teachers considered it important to work
with pupils with special needs individually or in small
groups that are organized homogeneously. Those par-
ticipants see themselves as experts for children with
mainly learning difficulties and behavioural issues,
and prefer to be responsible for this specific group
of children. They regard it as necessary to provide
certain students with a safe and supportive classroom
environment in order to deal with the individual needs
of the children.

Another important concern the participants had
regarding inclusion involved the quality of their pro-
fessional preparation for inclusion in PE. The special
class teachers were showing a positive attitude towards
their perceived teaching competence with students
with learning problems and behavioural issues. Chil-
dren with this kind of special needs built up the main
target group in inclusive teaching settings. One parti-
cipant, however, showed a negative attitude towards
teaching PE due to her self-perceived lack of teaching
competence. The findings concur with previous fin-
dings on the importance of the quality and consistency
of professional training: Lieberman et al. (2002) sug-
gest that APE training should focus more on the didac-
tic strategies and pedagogical adaptations necessary
to address challenges in a real classroom, and reduce
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the amount of instructional time spent on the theoreti-
cal aspects of disability. Two PE teachers, on the other
hand, had a positive attitude towards teaching PE due
to their university training in APE. However, the Uni-
versity of Jyvéskyla is the only institution in Finland
that offers a university-level study program in APE
that leads to a MSc. degree. The profession is so popu-
lar that only 5% of applicants secure a place at the uni-
versity (Heikinaro-Johansson & Telama, 2005).

Perspectives

The results of this study confirm the need for addi-
tional training in APE and more effective coopera-
tion between APE specialists and teachers with little
teaching competence in this field (Koivumaiki, 2014;
Vickerman & Coates, 2009). The frequency and qua-
lity of the exchanges between teachers and APE spe-
cialists could contribute to sharing knowledge about
adapting physical activities to the needs of children
with disabilities in practice. Inclusive education in PE
also challenges teacher education. As inclusive prac-
tices are becoming more common in Finland, there is
a need for teacher education that implements “inclu-
sive” content based on consultation and cooperation
with teachers and other professionals. Detailed exami-
nation of the prevalence of children with disabilities
in general schools and its associations with physical
activity by Ng, Rintala, Tynjéld, Villberg and Kan-
nas (2014) and Ng et al. (2016) showed low amounts
of physical activity among adolescents with disabili-
ties in Finland. According to Ng et al. (2016), adoles-
cents with disabilities need encouragement to be active
daily, which can be achieved through sports club par-
ticipation. However, sports clubs need to be prepared
for including children and adolescents with disabili-
ties in organized sport settings. The internet may be
an effective setting for future courses in adapted phys-
ical activity, offering greater flexibility for the learner
and instructor. In this context, Ng, Rogers and Black
(2017) investigated the utility of an online-based tra-
ining as a way to train coaches and educators about
best practice in the sport of sitting volleyball.

As suggested by Tant & Watelain (2016), further
research on disciplinary didactic and pedagogical tra-
ining following a qualitative approach would be help-
ful for PE teachers to justify their educational choices.
Multiple case studies with observations and interviews
could add rich information for the analysis of teaching
practices (Tant & Watelain, 2016).



Limitations

The findings in this report are subject to at least three
limitations. First, given this small sample group, no
analysis by gender was performed. Second, only one
participant was a class teacher and as a result, no
analysis of this profession was conducted. Third, as
the researcher was not familiar with the local langu-
age (Finnish), the interviews were conducted in Eng-
lish, which is not the native language for participants
and researcher. During the data analysis process,
the language barrier became more significant. Some
of the quotations in English were incomprehensible,
requiring time-consuming clarifications about what
the interviewees actually meant. Follow-up e-mail
correspondence with the participants was utilized
to supplement interview data when clarifications
or further explanations were needed (Meho, 20006).
E-mail correspondence was useful for returning
the interview transcripts to the respective participants
for verification.
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