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The International Federation of Adapted Physical Activity (APA) defines APA as a cross-

disciplinary body of practical and theoretical knowledge directed toward impairments, 

activity limitations, and participation restrictions in physical activity. It is a service delivery 

profession and an academic field of study that supports an attitude of acceptance of 

individual differences, advocates access to active lifestyles and sport, as well as promotes 

innovative and cooperative service delivery, supports, and empowerment. Adapted physical 

activity includes, but is not limited to, physical education, sport, recreation, dance, creative 

arts, nutrition, medicine, and rehabilitation (International Federation of Adapted Physical 

Activity, 2021). From this definition, we can deduce that the expert in the domain of APA is 

a millipede, trained in multidisciplinary ways and capable of applying knowledge and skills 

to individuals with chronic disease and disabilities in therapeutic, education, leisure time 

physical activity and sport contexts.  

Late Dr. Trevor Williams, professor at Loughborough University, understood that one 

single university could not cover this complex domain of expertise. Therefore, in 1989, 

during the 7th International Symposium of APA in Berlin, he launched the European 

Master’s Degree in APA, combining competencies of eight European universities. The 

consortium selected KU Leuven in Belgium as the host of the 60 credits European program. 

From 1991 to 2004, the program was very successful, attracting more than 25 European 

students per year. In 2005, a new consortium of universities successfully applied for an 

Erasmus Mundus grant. During the next decade from 2005 to 2014, KU Leuven hosted the 

Erasmus Mundus Masters in APA, opening the program to students worldwide. It was 

halfway through this Erasmus Mundus period that the program transformed to a 120 credits 

master’s program. From 2015 until today, the program runs as an International Master’s 

Program in APA, structured around the three major professional contexts in APA as 

described in the European Standards in APA, i.e. Adapted Physical Education, 

Rehabilitation, and Sport (Kudlacek, Morgulec-Adamowicz & Verellen, 2010).  

More than 400 APA-graduates over the past 30 years, predominantly engaging in 

professional and academic leading positions worldwide, are testimony of the success of the 

program. In the last three decades, the domain of APA became more popular amongst 

scholars, with an exponential growth in, for example, scientific peer-reviewed biomedical 

publications (Pubmed databank). From 1991 to 2000, only eight biomedical papers referred 

to “Adapted Physical Activity”; in the following decades, this number increased to 33 (2001 

to 2010) and 307 (2011 to 2020). However, such criteria, to some extent indicating the 

growth of the domain of APA, should not make us blind for persistent issues within the 

domain that did not change too much compared to the situation in 1989.  

In many European countries, we still struggle to transit individuals with acquired and 

congenital impairments from a rehabilitation or education context to leisure time physical 

activity and consequently to a better quality of life. Physical activity programs for those with 

complex health disorders such as stroke or cerebral palsy are lacking or have minimal 

scientific substantiation (Sammut, Fini, Haracz, Nilsson, English & Janssen, 2020; 
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Verschuren, Peterson, Balemans & Hurvitz, 2016). A recent survey in the Flemish part of 

Belgium identified 37% of individuals with neuromusculoskeletal impairment as physically 

active, i.e. engaged in moderate physical activity at least once a week (Scheerder et al., 2018). 

Not only the 37% is problematic, compared to the numbers in able-bodied populations, but 

also the volume of physical activity is far below the criteria of healthy living (American 

College of Sports Medicine et al., 2017; World Health Organization, 2020). The cause of 

decreased active lifetime and increased sedentary behavior is individually different and 

demands a personalized approach starting in school or rehabilitation. Williams, Smith & 

Papathomas (2014) provide an excellent framework of concepts and themes explaining the 

complexity of barriers and facilitators to leisure time physical activity (LTPA) in individuals 

with spinal cord injury. This brings us to the second issue on the table: who should be the 

artist to bridge the rehabilitation and education context to LTPA? 

I call the instructors, guiding the transition process to LTPA, artists because of the 

ingenious creativity that they combine with the multidisciplinary insight in the person 

interacting with a dynamic environment. The profile of the artist is unique, merging 

competencies from physiotherapy, occupational therapy, physical education, sport sciences, 

training, coaching, and management, guiding individuals with chronic diseases and 

disabilities to LTPA (Kudlacek et al., 2010). In several European countries, both experts in 

rehabilitation sciences and movement sciences claim the role of movement consultants, 

alleging to know both sides of the bridge between rehabilitation and LTPA, between 

education and LTPA. However, physiotherapy formation concentrates more on the acute 

and subacute phase in rehabilitation, whereas physical education and sport sciences 

formation accentuates movement as a preventive tool in typically developing children and 

youngsters. Consequently, professionals miss the knowledge and skills to orient and conduct 

individuals with chronic diseases and disabilities to LTPA and, therefore, the transition 

becomes the participant’s own responsibility. 

In the past 30 years, the International Master program in APA accepted students 

holding a bachelor’s degree in physiotherapy, physical education, sport sciences or an 

equivalent qualification. All students needed to step out of their comfort zone to acquire the 

knowledge and skills specific to the domain of APA. Graduating from the program, students 

with a physical education and sport science background faced legal obstacles entering the 

clinical or therapeutic environment, and students with a physiotherapy background were 

restricted in the pedagogical professional field. It is clear that the domain of APA would 

benefit from a legal framework stipulating the qualifications of the APA-expert in 

therapeutic, pedagogical and para-sports environments. 

In September 2022, the last cohort of students will graduate from the International 

Master Program in APA coordinated by KU Leuven. For administrative reasons, KU Leuven 

decided not to continue their role as coordinator of the program. Consequently, APA-

formation in Europe will reshape in the upcoming months, moving the international 

program to a new host and adapting the format of the program to the professional and 

academic needs of the field. Safeguarding an efficient and effective transition from therapy 

to healthy lifestyle is just one of the many aspects that will make this journey challenging 

and exciting. 
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