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Abstract. Inclusive education is a process aimed to respond to the diversity of children’s needs by increasing 

their level of participation in learning and reducing their exclusion. This implies a number of substantial 

changes in terms of educational content, didactic and pedagogical approach, structure of the educational 

system and educational strategies. In order to effectively integrate students with special educational needs 
(SEN) in the physical education lesson, it is necessary for physical education and sports teachers to be familiar 

with the term “inclusive education”. The aim of this research is to make a correct analysis of teachers’ opinions 

and attitudes with regard to the integration of students with SEN in physical education lessons and to achieve a 

centralisation of medically exempt students in Bucharest. The research was conducted between February and 

June 2018 and consisted in applying a survey questionnaire among 157 physical education and sports teachers 

in Bucharest. The purpose was to identify their level of knowledge about inclusive physical education and to 

find out their opinions about the categories of students exempt from physical education classes for medical 

reasons and those with special educational needs in the educational establishment in which they worked. In 

conclusion, 98.1% of teachers have reported that they include students with SEN in physical education lessons 

and, due to the large number of positive responses, we can state that they are open to the new concept of 

inclusive education.  
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Introduction 

 

Inclusive education is a process aimed to respond to the diversity of children’s needs by 

increasing their level of participation in learning and reducing their exclusion. This implies a 

number of substantial changes in terms of educational content, didactic and pedagogical 

approach, structure of the educational system and educational strategies. 

Special Educational Needs (SEN) refer to the needs of children with intellectual, sensory, 

psycho-motor, physiological disabilities or learning difficulties caused by psycho-emotional 

or socio-economic conditions that place them in a delicate situation in relation to others. 

These needs involve addressing the educational act from the position of a disabled student or 

a student with difficulties in understanding and using the learning content instead of the 

position of a teacher who will carry out the instructive-educational activity in the context of a 

homogeneous class. (Bota & Teodorescu, 2007; Stănescu et al., 2016)  

 

Problem statement 

 

In recent years, specialists have shown a growing interest in identifying new methods of 

integrating children with special educational needs in physical education and sports classes. 
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Inclusion differs from integration. The integration of children with special needs aims at 

including them in mainstream education and refers to the ability of a group, classroom or 

school to receive new members who need support for adaptation, integration and 

socialisation. They are usually placed in these classrooms to spend time and enjoy the 

necessary support. However, if this action is not accompanied by increased interaction 

between children with special needs and other children, it is just a step - physical integration - 

rather than true inclusion. 

Inclusion involves structural and functional changes for both parties: the one to be 

integrated and the one that receives/incorporates new elements. The Salamanca Declaration 

states that schools using inclusive orientation “are the most effective means of combating 

discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, building an inclusive society and 

providing education for all” (UNESCO, 1994, p. 9). 

Inclusive education refers to overcoming all barriers to learning and ensuring the 

participation of all those vulnerable to exclusion and marginalisation. First of all, it is a 

strategic approach designed to facilitate the learning success of all children. (Merche, 2009) 

“Integration” has been replaced by the term “inclusion” in the education of children with 

special educational needs and emphasises the restructuring of mainstream schools so that they 

can meet the needs of all children, regardless of ability or disability (Avramidis et al., 2000). 

Physical education and sports play an important role in society and are considered a 

growing social phenomenon, but the current situation requires substantial improvements in 

the philosophy and practice of including students with SEN in physical education classes 

(Klavina & Kudlacek, 2011). Unfortunately, there are no comprehensive analyses of studies 

focusing on the benefits of inclusive physical education (Block & Obrusníková, 2007; 

O’Brien et al., 2009). 

Lately, more and more answers have been sought regarding the inclusion of students with 

special educational needs in physical education and sports classes and the factors that 

influence the negative or positive attitudes of both teachers and students towards this 

inclusion (Tant & Watelain, 2016; Rae et al., 2010). 

At the same time, it has been established that students’ attitudes towards the inclusion of 

children with special educational needs in physical education and sports differ depending on 

gender: girls have more favourable attitudes towards inclusion than boys (Hutzler, 2003; 

Reina et al., 2018). 

One of the main factors for the successful inclusion of children with special educational 

needs in the class activity is the attitude of teachers (Avramidis et al., 2000; Block & 

Obrusníková, 2007). Doulkeridou et al. (2011) state that it is essential for teachers to change 

their attitudes in order to develop more favourable behaviours towards the inclusion of 

students with special educational needs. 

Many studies have found that teachers’ attitudes vary depending on the quality of their 

previous contact with SEN students (Avramidis et al., 2000; Michailakis & Reich, 2009; 

Bines & Lei, 2011). 

Also, many teachers report that they do not have enough experience working with SEN 

children to feel confident about their inclusion in the classroom (Jobling & Moni, 2004). 

However, research suggests that a number of teachers working in mainstream schools feel 

that they have not received adequate training to meet the needs of this group of children 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0742051X99000621#!
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(Rose, 2001). For example, physical education teachers who have not had contact with SEN 

students and teacher training including pedagogical practices with heterogeneous groups (e.g. 

adapted physical education) do not feel able to teach in inclusive environments and tend to 

show unfavourable attitudes towards these children (Aguiar & Duarte, 2005; Gutierres Filho 

et al., 2011). 

In some European countries, teachers are not allowed to decide whether or not to accept a 

student with special educational needs in their class but can decide to what extent they will 

include that student (Lienert et al., 2001). 

Although there is an optimistic trend among teachers regarding the benefits of school 

inclusion, there are still certain factors that may hinder or make the process of school 

inclusion impossible. These factors are shown in Figure 1 (Mazzarino et al., 2011; Salzani 

Fiorini & Manzini, 2014; Hutzler & Barak, 2017; Hodge et al., 2018): 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Factors that may hinder or make the process of school inclusion impossible  

 

Given the research presented, it is obvious that there is sufficient information on the 

difficulties faced by physical education and sports teachers to include students with special 

educational needs. However, it is necessary to seek ways to address these difficulties, as they 

are still reported by teachers. 

 

Research questions 

 

Our research is outlined by the following research questions: 

1. What is the level of teacher knowledge about inclusive education? 

2. What measures and didactic strategies are used to better integrate students with SEN? 

3. What are the most common categories of special educational needs? 

1. Some personal 
difficulties (lack of 

knowledge and experience)

2. Administrative elements 
(lack of materials and 
professional support)

3. Structural elements 
(poorly accessible physical 

spaces)

4. Other elements related to 
the student (type and 

severity of disability, high 
absenteeism rate and lack 

of motivation to participate 
in activities)
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4. How willing are teachers to participate in continuing training on inclusive education? 

 

Purpose of study 

 

The purpose of this paper is to identify the opinions of teachers regarding the integration 

of middle-school students with special educational needs in physical education and sports 

classes. 

 

Methodology 

 

The questionnaire “Teachers’ opinions on the integration of pupils with SEN in the 

physical education class” was applied to physical education and sports teachers in Bucharest. 

We mention that the research was conducted in mainstream schools. 

The questionnaire is structured in two sections: the first contains identification indicators 

(age, gender, seniority in education and teaching degree), and the second consists of 13 items: 

Q1. Do you know the meaning of “inclusive education”? Q2. In your opinion, you would 

define inclusive education as: Q3. Inclusive education involves working with students with 

special educational needs. Do you meet SEN students in your activity? Q4. If you meet SEN 

students in your activity, do you include them in the lesson? Q5. If so, how do you ensure 

their active participation? Q6. What is your attitude towards students with SEN? Q7. To what 

extent do you agree to include students with medical exemptions from physical education 

classes and those with behavioural and developmental problems in the SEN category? Q8. In 

the school where you work, students with medical exemptions from physical education 

classes suffer from: Q9. What about SEN students in your school? They suffer from: Q10. To 

what extent do material resources allow you to organize specific training situations for these 

students? Q11. According to you, which of the following factors limit the participation of 

SEN students in the training process? Q12. To integrate students in the lesson, you ask for 

help from: Q13. To what extent would you agree to participate in inclusive education training 

courses? 

The respondents are 157 physical education and sports teachers (115 female and 42 male) 

in Bucharest schools (Table 1). 

 

Table 1. Gender distribution of respondents 

 

Gender Respondents 

Female 115 

Male 42 

Total 157 

 

The age structure of respondents is as follows: 39 respondents are 20-30 years old, 54 are 

30-40 years old, 43 are 40-50 years old, and 21 are over 50 years old (Table 2). 
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Table 2. Age distribution of respondents  

 

Age Respondents 

20-30 years old 39 

30-40 years old 54 

40-50 years old 43 

Over 50 years old 21 

Total 157 

 

According to their seniority in the field of education, 43 respondents have between 1-6 

years, 26 between 6-10 years, 44 between 10-20 years, 27 between 20-30 years, and 17 have 

over 30 years of experience (Table 3). 

 

Table 3. Distribution by seniority in the field of education 

 

Seniority in the field of education Respondents 

1-6 years  43 

6-10 years  26 

10-20 years  44 

20-30 years  27 

Over 30 years  17 

Total 157 

 

According to their teaching degree, 27 respondents have no certification degree, 43 hold a 

teaching certification, 27 hold a level 2 teaching certification, 58 hold a level 1 teaching 

certification, and 2 of them hold a PhD degree (Table 4). 

 

Table 4. Distribution by teaching degree 

 

Teaching degree Respondents 

No certification degree 27 

Teaching certification 43 

Level 2 teaching certification 27 

Level 1 teaching certification 58 

PhD 2 

Total 157 

 

Distribution by sector where the school is located: 44 respondents teach in sector 1, 47 in 

sector 2, 19 in sector 3, 16 in sector 4, 15 in sector 5, and 17 in sector 6 (Table 5). 

 

Table 5. Distribution by sector 

 

Sector Respondents 

Sector 1 44 

Sector 2 47 

Sector 3 19 

Sector 4 16 

Sector 5 15 

Sector 6 17 

Total 157 
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Results 

 

According to the responses to item 1, 49% of teachers were familiar with the term 

“inclusive education” to a large extent, 29.9% to a very large extent, and 12.1% said that the 

meaning of the term was unknown to them. 

Due to the relatively new term, 8.9% of teachers gave the response “to small extent”. At 

the same time, we noticed that those with over 30 years of seniority (14 respondents) were 

included in this percentage (Figure 2). 

 

 
 

Figure 2. Q1. Do you know the meaning of “inclusive education”? 

 

Q2. Respondents could choose from several options (Figure 3). We provided seven 

definitions of inclusive education, considering several points of view. The favourite response 

of teachers to define inclusive education was: “Content adaptation to the needs of each 

student” - with 64 choices (40.8%). Another equally popular definition was: “Quality 

education for all children, regardless of gender, physical and intellectual characteristics or 

others” - with 62 choices (39.5%). The definition “A new orientation towards the education 

of children with certain disabilities” collected 52 responses (33.1%). “Equal opportunities for 

all children” gathered 50 responses (31.8%). The definition adapted after Gherguţ (2006), 

“Student-focused educational activity based on their skills and needs”, received 32 responses 

(20.4%). The “Non-discriminatory education” option had 30 responses (19.1%). Teachers 

showed that the definition “Community involvement in supporting children according to their 

needs” was not a very popular and common choice since the number of responses was 17 

(10.8%). 
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Figure 3. Q2. In your opinion, you would define inclusive education as: 

 

At Q3, teachers were asked whether they have met students with special educational needs 

in their activity. 5% (8 respondents) said “rarely” or “not at all”, while the remaining 95% 

said “often”, sometimes even in most classrooms. 

To Q4, teachers responded that they included students with special educational needs in 

the class activity (98.1%, namely 154 respondents), and 1.9% (3 respondents) said that they 

did not include them in the class activity. Teachers’ positive responses to this question 

highlight their openness to the new concept of inclusive education. 

Q5. Responding teachers had several options, and the majority (58.5%) believed that the 

active participation of students with SEN required the adaptation of the difficulty level, 

followed by the adaptation of training strategies (51.3%). “Simple changes to rules and 

regulations” gathered a relatively small number of responses (21.6%), and the “adjustment of 

materials and equipment” had 30.6% (Figure 4). 

 

  
 

Figure 4. Q5. How do you ensure the active participation of SEN students? 

64

17

30

32
50

52

62

Content adaptation to the needs of each
student

Community involvement in supporting
children according to their needs

Non-discriminatory education

Student-focused educational activity based
on their skills and needs

Equal opportunities for all children

A new orientation towards the education of
children with certain disabilities

Quality education for all children, regardless
of gender, physical and intellectual
characteristics or others
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At Q6, respondents had several options for their attitude towards students with special 

educational needs. The majority of teachers show an attitude of acceptance - 63%, 

understanding - 52.2%, tolerance - 28.7% and avoidance - 2.5% (4 respondents). 

Q7. Teachers’ views on the inclusion of students with medical exemptions from physical 

education in the category of students with special educational needs highlight that most of 

them agree to this measure (28% partial agreement, and 19.7% total agreement). 

Q8. For this item, respondents had several response options. According to the graph 

(Figure 5), the most common is heart disease, with 86 responses, followed by respiratory 

diseases, with 80 responses, and orthopaedic disorders, with 56 responses. In a smaller 

number, behavioural disorders (31 responses), metabolic disorders (20 responses), 

ophthalmologic and ear-nose-throat diseases (15 responses) are reported. In the “Other” 

section, 1 respondent mentions Down syndrome, and 1 respondent mentions a skin disease. 

 

 
  

Figure 5. Q8. In the school where you work, students with medical exemptions from physical 

education suffer from: 

 

Q9, about the categories of students with special educational needs in the schools where 

teachers worked, allowed respondents to choose from several options. According to the 

obtained results (Figure 6), it can be seen that the most common category is ADHD, with 95 

responses, followed by the category of students with learning disabilities, with 74 responses.  

Autism Spectrum Disorders comes next with 64 responses. Mental challenges, language and 

motor disorders are also quite common choices, with 49 and 37 responses, respectively. The 

fewest responses refer to visual impairments (19) and hearing impairments (17).  
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Figure 6. Q9. What about SEN students in your school? They suffer from: 

 

Q10. According to the results, teachers do not have access to adequate equipment to 

organize specific training situations for these students. Thus, 34% (53 respondents) said “to a 

small extent”, 26.9% (42 respondents) “to a very small extent”, and 23.1% (36 respondents) 

“to no extent”. Of those surveyed, only 4.5% (7 respondents) said “to a large extent”, 

meaning that the equipment allowed them to organize training situations for these students. 

Q11. At the item on the factors limiting the participation of students with special 

educational needs in the training process, teachers could opt for several responses. They 

believe that the main factor limiting the participation of students with SEN in lessons is the 

lack of specific teacher training (104 selections). The negative attitude of the other students 

and their parents is equally significant. Medical problems gather a very small number of 

responses (14). 

 Q13. According to the chart, a very high percentage of teachers are interested in attending 

inclusive education training courses (37.6% agree to a large extent and also 37.6% agree to a 

moderate extent). There are offers of continuing training in the field of inclusive education 

and work with SEN students, but none in the field of physical education and sports (Figure 

7).  

 

 
 

Figure 7. Q13. To what extent would you agree to participate in inclusive education training 

courses? 
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Conclusion 

 

The results presented in this research highlight that teachers are open to adopt the new 

concept of inclusive education. During classes, most teachers include students with specials 

educational needs in the physical education and sports lesson. 

This paper has identified that more than half of the responding teachers are familiar with 

the term “inclusive education”. Teachers’ willingness to fill in their information gaps by 

attending training courses with topics specific to inclusive education was also noted. 

In the field of physical education and in others as well, the training courses and the efforts 

of each teacher to stay informed about inclusive education will be decisive factors in the 

success of the instructive-educational approach aimed at students with special educational 

needs. 

In physical education, an inclusive curriculum should focus on providing each student 

with the opportunity to experience different motor tasks, depending on the specific 

characteristics of each learner. Teachers believe that the active participation of students with 

SEN requires the adaptation of the difficulty level, followed by the adaptation of training 

strategies. 

The paper has established a common difficulty in integrating children with special 

educational needs in physical education and sports classes: teachers do not have access to the 

material resources needed to organize specific training situations for these students, which is 

an important factor for integration. 

For successful integration, we will have to constantly change and improve the objectives 

and contents of the curriculum so that it includes the diversification of educational needs that 

can be addressed through physical education and sports. 

Most medical certificates issued to exempt students from physical education are 

predominantly for respiratory and cardiac diseases. Depending on the condition reported, the 

teacher has the role and duty to propose both students and their parents some appropriate 

forms of physical exercise. At the same time, teachers should be kept informed about the 

recommendations given by physicians with respect to the impact of these conditions in the 

context of exercise. 

This research highlights both the opinions of teachers and possible challenges regarding 

the integration of students with special educational needs in the physical education class. 

Thus, our study is an important step towards opening new opportunities because the use of 

inclusive education in physical education and sports classes allows all students, regardless of 

disability, to develop their motor skills, improve their fitness and take care of their general 

health. 
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