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Abstract

Individuals with disabilities are more vulnerable to bullying than
their peers without disabilities. Physical education may exacerbate
or expose a number of characteristics, such as physical, social, or
sensory impairments, that have shown to increase the likelihood
of victimization. Research shows this to be true as students with
disabilities repeatedly report incidents of bullying in physical ed-
ucation. This article presents a number of strategies that can be
implemented by the physical education teacher to help create an
environment free from bullying.
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Bullying is a worldwide problem in schools (Wang & Ronald,
2012) affecting between 9% and 54% of youth internationally
(Vanderbilt & Augustyn, 2010). Defined as a specific type of repeat-
ed aggression in which the behaviour is intended to harm or disturb
and where there is an imbalance of power (Nansel, Overpeck, Pilla,
Ruan, Simons-Morton & Scheidt, 2001), bullying has many devas-
tating effects on the victim. Possible effects of bullying include low-
ered academic achievement and aspirations, increased anxiety, loss
of self-esteem and confidence, depression, deterioration in physi-
cal health, self-harm, suicide, and feelings of alienation (Young,
Ne’eman, & Gelser, 2011).

Research shows students with disabilities are more vulnerable
to, and disproportionally impacted by, bullying compared to their
peers without disabilities (Young et al., 2011) with up to one in
three students with disabilities being victimized in U.S. schools
(Son, Parish, & Peterson, 2012). Various characteristics are re-
ported to increase the likelihood of students with disabilities be-
ing victimised; for example, emotional and interpersonal prob-
lems (Reiter & Lapidot-Lefler, 2007) and poor social skills (Baker
& Donelly, 2001), In addition, students with disabilities generally
have a smaller circle of friends and, therefore, lack the protective
base typically provided by friends against victimization (Rose &
Monda-Amaya, 2011). An abundance of research emphasizes the
vulnerability of students with disabilities to bullying including stu-
dents with autism (Humphrey & Symes, 2010), ADHD (Twyman,
Saylor, Saia, Macias, Taylor, & Spratt, 2010), learning disabilities
(Baumeister, Storch, & Geffken, 2008) and cerebral palsy (Nadeau
& Tessier, 2006). Research also shows that victimization rates for
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some children with disabilities are higher in integrated settings
(Taylor, Saylor, ww & Macias, 2010).

Physical education is a highly social, sensory, and physically de-
manding environment. Such an environment can expose or exac-
erbate the effects of impairments that have been shown to increase
the likelihood of victimization (Goodwin & Watkinson, 2007; Fitti-
paldi-Wert & Mowling, 2009). For example, poor motor skills are
a risk factor for being bullied (Bejerot, Edgar, & Humble, 2011); a
physical impairment of a student due to cerebral palsy might be
highlighted when the class is asked to perform a running activity.
Similarly, a lack of social skills has been associated with victims of
bullying (Olweus, 1993), and a team activity in physical education
could expose such deficits in a student with autism. Having a learn-
ing disability has also being associated with an increased risk of
victimization (Kaukiainen et al., 2002); such an impairment can be
exposed in physical education as new skills are learned and prac-
ticed. Indeed, student perspective-centered research on inclusive
physical education gives testament to this as children with disabili-
ties provide various accounts of bullying experienced in physical
education, including teasing and name calling of students with
physical disabilities and physical bullying of students with autism
spectrum disorders (Goodwin & Watkinson, 2000; Healy, Msetfi, &
Gallagher, 2013; Spencer-Cavaliere & Watkinson, 2010).

There is a severe dearth of empirically validated interventions
for students with disabilities, which makes it difficult to determine
the most effective preventive strategies for students with disabili-
ties (Rose & Monda-Amaya, 2011); existing anti-bullying programs
have largely ignored students with disabilities (Raskauskas & Mod-
ell, 2011). In the area of physical education, the prevention of bul-
lying of students with disabilities is unexamined, and to the best
knowledge of the author, no literature is available to aid teachers
to protect students with disabilities from victimization in this en-
vironment.

The purpose of this article is to provide physical education
teachers with strategies to prevent bullying and victimisation from
occurring in the physical education class. While a number of bul-
lying prevention programs are being implemented in schools and
a plethora of strategies exist to deter and deal with bullying, the
author believes that due to the unique environment of the gymna-
sium, some additional, specific strategies are beneficial for the PE
teacher. In addition, as students with disabilities are more prone to
victimization, specific strategies and practices, sensitive to the po-
tential unique need of the student with a disability, are warranted.



It is essential that physical educators are aware of and implement prevention strategies to ensure their classes are a positive physical and
social experience for all students.

Preventive Strategies for Teachers

Know Your Student

Through talking to and observing the student with a disabil-
ity, the physical education teacher can gain important informa-
tion that is essential to the prevention of bullying. For example,
knowledge of the student’s peer group would enable the physical
education teacher to place the student with a disability in a group
with some individuals whom the student is friendly with. They can
act as a social support for the student, thus preventing bullying
(Holmquist, 2011). The teacher should also be aware of aspects of
physical education that cause anxiety for the student with a disabil-
ity; with such knowledge, the physical education teacher can plan
to avoid exposing the student to such anxiety-inducing situations.
For example, loud noise can distress many students with autism; in
a dance lesson, when playing music, it might be possible to avoid
causing distress that might highlight the student’s sensory impair-
ments, by placing the student at a distance from the speakers. This
would reduce the likelihood of victimization. Conversely, knowing
the interests and strengths of a student with a disability would en-
able the teacher to create a setting where the student can be suc-
cessful. This creates an image of ability and success, both of which
would help to prevent victimization (Bejerot, Edgar, & Humble,
2011). Parents also are an essential source of information about the
student and can aid the physical educator in preventing bullying by
providing insights for the development of appropriate educational
programs for the student and provide a essential contribution to
TEP meetings and transition planning (Chaapel, Columna, Lytle, &
Bailey, 2012). Parents should also be involved in the planning and
development of bullying prevention programs, such as disability
awareness sessions (Holmquist, 2011). This ensures sensitive and
child-centered strategies are employed.

Peer Involvement

Peers must play an integral role in the prevention of bullying
(Holmquist, 2011). Bullying is not the fault of the student with the

disability, and teachers must focus on the whole peer group to deter
bullying and victimization. If appropriate, and in accordance with
the wishes of the student and parents, a disability awareness ses-
sion can be a very effective means of preventing victimization of a
student with a disability (Raskauskas & Modell, 2011). In physi-
cal education, the use of a disability awareness model such as the
Paralympics Day (Mastro, 2012) can be used to create a positive
perception of individuals with disabilities.

Peers also can take on a more proactive role in the prevention of
bullying. Peer tutoring in physical education has shown to be a very
effective natural support for students with disabilities (Klavina &
Block, 2008), and so in many instances would also have a positive
effect on rates of bullying. Peer tutoring can be implemented in a
variety of forms, including single-student peer tutoring and whole-
class peer tutoring (Ward & Ayvazo, 2010). The latter, due to the
whole class involvement, would minimise the isolation of the stu-
dent with the disability and might be more effective for the purpose
of preventing bullying.

Creating an overall supportive environment will also be crucial
in preventing bullying in physical education. Stressing the impor-
tance of fair play, teamwork, and cooperation is one way to help
achieve this; ample opportunities should be provided for the devel-
opment of these skills through various team-building activities. It
is also important that the teacher notes and gives positive feedback
when instances of this teamwork are demonstrated. Students can
also be encouraged to self-assess their contributions to the overall
social environment of the class.

The process of grouping students can provide a great opportu-
nity for social interaction, but if implemented incorrectly can be a
catalyst for victimization and exclusion. Various strategies can be
used to avoid this. Firstly, an environment should be fostered that
enables students to welcome and invite student with disabilities to
cooperate and participate in group work. The use of some strategies
above, such as student education regarding disabilities and peer tu-
toring, can help achieve this and thus prevent an instance whereby
a student with a disability is excluded due to his impairment being
perceived as a burden to the team. Devising teams randomly can
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Research shows students with disabilities are more vulnerable to, and disproportionally impacted by, bullying compared to their peers
without disabilities with up to one in three students with disabilities being victimized in U.S. schools

help avoid such a situation from occurring. Various strategies can
be used to do this, including creating teams by numbers, colors, or
birthdays.

Grouping can also be purposefully used to promote a positive
social environment. Cooperative learning is an instructional struc-
ture in which students work together in small groups to master a
skill or content area (Putnam, 1998). For example, in learning to
throw, students can work as a group to move the ball the length of
the gym, passing from one student to the other; for some students
this will result in them practicing an overhand throw to a team-
mate; for others it may involve rolling the ball with a ramp. The
key is the all students contribute to the goal (i.e., moving the ball
the length of the gym) together. It has shown to benefit students
in physical education due to its focus on social goals in addition
to motor skills (Barret, 2005, Dyson, Griffin, & Hastie, 2004). Re-
search by Andre, Deneuve, and Louvet (2011) revealed that such
benefits transferred to those with learning disabilities in physical
education; students with learning disabilities were better accepted
by their peers in the cooperative learning structured classes than
in the individual classes. These results would suggest that coopera-
tive learning can help create more positive social environments in
physical education and therefore be a deterrent to bullying.

Appropriate Challenges

Many physical education activities, both individual and group,
demand a level of fitness, coordination, balance, and strength. Fail-
ure to meet these demands can result in the characteristics of a
student with a disability being exposed. For individual activities,
differentiated instruction can be used to prevent this: it involves
all students learning the same content, but the strategy for success-
fully achieving the common outcome/goal is dependent on individ-
ual student learning styles and developmental levels (Lieberman
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& Houston-Wilson, 2009). The content, learning activities, out-
comes, and environment are all modified to meet the needs of all
diverse learners (Ellis, Lieberman, & LeRous, 2009); the focus on
catering for the diversity within the entire class ensures the student
with a disability is not isolated and is therefore less likely to be vic-
timized. Examples of this differentiation include offering students
a range of bikes from which to choose (e.g., two-wheelers, three-
wheelers, tandem bikes) when teaching students to cycle (Ellis, Li-
eberman, & LeRous, 2009) or while teaching the overhand throw,
the students are allowed to choose from various sized balls to throw
at targets from varying distances. Making these choices available
to all students ensures maximum success in the physical education
class and decreases the likelihood of victimization.

In group activities, the risk of victimization increases. The
competition experienced in physical education provides students
with a valuable lifelong lesson—a lesson they must learn in order
to compete in sport outside the physical education class. However,
as competitiveness increases, members of a team who contribute
less than others might be identified and singled out, stimulating
potential victimization in the physical education class. For some
students with disabilities, this might be particularly true as their
physical or cognitive impairments affect their performance in an
activity. Competitions need not be avoided when including a stu-
dent with a disability. However, in cases in which teams are com-
peting with each other, a teacher should avoid creating an instance
where the student with a disability can negatively affect the team’s
performance. Activities should be adapted to allow all students to
be successful. Block (2007) suggests numerous ways team games
can be adapted for the inclusion of individuals with disabilities.
Game factors, such as number of players, movement demands,
equipment used, organization (e.g., boundaries, player positions),
and rules can all be adapted to allow for inclusion. For example, a



relay race in which a student with a visual impairment is competing
could have a rule modification; at one stage of the relay, students
must be blindfolded. A game of soccer that includes a student with
cerebral palsy can have an organization modification; a certain
zone is created where students must move at a slower pace. Such
modifications maintain the competitiveness that students enjoy
and learn from while avoiding putting the student with a disability
in a situation where he is perceived as a burden to the team. Such
changes should be decided on after consultation with the student
with the disability and the classmates without disabilities (Block,
2007). This will help all participants accept the modifications and
help avoid ill feelings toward the student for whom the modifica-
tions are made.

Giving Instructions

Differentiation of instruction is essential for many students
with disabilities to reach their full potential in physical education;
this is particularly true for students with intellectual disabilities,
ADHD, and autism spectrum disorder. Yet, providing individual-
ized instruction to one student might highlight their ability dif-
ferences and potentially isolate the student. To prevent this from
occurring, it is important to utilize various instructional strategies
stressing the whole class benefit of them. For example, when teach-
ing a class with a student with autism who requires visual aids,
offer such material to all students. These strategies can be used
for the whole class benefit; the students with autism will receive
the instructional method they require and will not be singled out
from the other classmates. Other more individualised instructional
methods can be provided to the student with a disability before the
class or may be subtly used during the class. For example, social
stories, individualised short stories that instruct a student with au-
tism on the significant components of a particular social situation
(Silla & Burba, 2008), can be presented to the student before the
class or can be made available to the student during the class while
the other students are transitioning from one activity to another;
the objective is to give the student the necessary supports while not
affecting his status amongst peers. Similarly, when instructing a
class with a student with a visual or hearing impairment, instead
of requesting the student to move nearer to the teacher, the teacher
should move toward the child. The focus should be on adapting in-
struction to suit the learner’s needs while ensuring it is as natural
as possible.

Paraeducators

Paraeducators are a crucial support for many students with dis-
abilities, being the prevalent support model in special education
today (Giangreco, Cloninher, & Iverson, 2011). This support must
be utilised in physical education, not only to reinforce instruction
and increase practice opportunities (Lieberman & Conroy, 2013),
but also to increase social opportunities for the students with a dis-
ability. There are various methods by which this can, and should,
be done. First, the paraeducator can act as a bridge between the
student with a disability and his or her peers; the paraeducator
can invite peers to work, play, or socialise with the student with a
disability (Causton-Theoharis & Malmgren, 2005). The paraedu-
cator can also serve to educate other students about the student
with a disability (after consultation with the student and parent)
and point out similarities between students with and without dis-
abilities (Causton-Theoharis & Malmgren, 2005). Finally, the
paraeducator can work directly with the student with a disability
to help increase their socialization skills and therefore decrease
their likelihood of being isolated or victimized by peers; one way
to do this may be through teaching the student the skills and rules
of socialization (Causton-Theoharis & Malmgren, 2005); this may

be particularly important and necessary for some students with
autism and can be done through the use of social stories (Silla &
Burba, 2008). In addition to these roles, the paraeducator must
avoid a number of pitfalls that could potentially be counterproduc-
tive to their attempts to help the student with a disability develop
social skills. For example, paraeducators must be careful that they
do not separate students from classmates (Causton-Theoharis &
Malmgren, 2005); paraeducators must not replace or become an
obstacle to peer interaction, but rather facilitate and support the
student in participating with classmates.

Assessment

Assessment has multiple benefits for the physical education
student; it acts to motivate the student to learn, aids the student
to become an autonomous learner, provides valuable information
about future learning, determines strengths and weaknesses of the
learner, evaluates instruction and programs, and predicts future
success (Gibbons & Kankkonen, 2011; Winnick, 2010). Such ben-
efits enhance the teaching-learning process for diverse learners in
physical education (Hodge & Tannehill, 1997). However, in certain
instances, assessment can potentially highlight an impairment that
affects a student’s performance. This can be particularly true when
norm-referenced assessment is used in class. Norm-referenced as-
sessment allows comparisons of one student’s performance against
the performance of others from a particular peer group (Winnick,
2010). Such a testing approach is generally standardized, whereby
the test procedures and protocols are clearly defined and replicated
for each test. While such an assessment has certain uses and ben-
efits, it can also potentially highlight students who score lower than
average on the test, making them vulnerable to isolation and vic-
timization. Students with disabilities are especially at risk of getting
lower scores as such tests are standardized with the student popu-
lation without disabilities in mind. Teachers must be careful not
to indiscriminately use this approach with students with unique
physical, cognitive and behavioural characteristics (Winnick,
2010). When such an assessment is used, teachers should ensure
that the results are used and discussed sensitively. Alternatively to
the norm-referenced assessment approach is the criterion-refer-
encing approach; this involves a comparison of one’s performance
to predetermined criteria (Winnick, 2010). This may be more ap-
propriate for use with a diverse class as it allows for assessment to
be individualised (i.e., the predetermined criteria for one student
may be different from that of another) and the focus can be put on
personal improvement and development.

Assessment can also be used to help deter bullying by incorpo-
rating assessment of the social behaviour of the entire class. This
will encourage each student to display positive social behaviours,
creating a supportive environment. This may be done in a variety
of ways, including self-assessment, using a rubric that includes
characteristics such as “displays sportsmanship to others” and
“uses positive interactions with peers” or by using a portfolio that
includes a section on social behaviours or fair play in which the
student will document examples of their positive social behaviours
and present this to the class.

Conclusion

Every child receiving special education has the right to a free,
appropriate public education; bullying can sometimes become an
obstacle to receiving that education (Holmquist, 2011). Research
on the perspectives of students with disabilities has revealed that
this is a frequent problem in physical education. Repeatedly it has
been revealed that the physical education environment, which has
potential to be an ideal setting for the student to experience posi-
tive social interaction, might actually result in isolation and victim-
PALAESTRA 45
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ization for the student with a disability. It is essential, therefore,
that physical educators are aware of and implement a number of
prevention strategies to ensure their classes are a positive physical
and social experience for all students.
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