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Abstract

One of the greatest benefits of inclusion in general physical education (PE) is the opportunity for
social interactions between students with and without disabilities. Unfortunately, interviews with
children with disabilities who have participated in PE often find that social interactions with students
without disabilities were limited. A model that promotes interaction between students with and
without disabilities in PE is Special Olympics Unified Physical Education (UPE). In UPE, students
with and without disabilities participate in activities together rather than the one-way focus on
traditional peer tutoring. There have been anecdotal reports on positive benefits of UPE for both
students with and without disabilities. To date, there has been no published research on UPE.
Additionally, some question how UPE has been implemented in schools specifically questioning if
UPE provided quality PE and whether students with disabilities were forced into UPE and denying
opportunities to participate in general PE. The purpose of this qualitative study was to better
understand how UPE was developed and implemented in select U.S. schools. Interviews with twelve
teachers who were directly involved in their UPE programs revealed the following four major
themes: (1) our children were not being served appropriately, (2) mix of PE standards and Special
Olympics programming, (3) UPE is a choice, and (4) our students improved in many ways. The
discussion examined the results in relation to the criticisms of UPE and how UPE proved to be a
positive alternative to limited social interactions in general PE.

Keywords: unified physical education; disabilities; social interactions

1. Introduction

One of the greatest benefits of inclusion in general physical education (PE) is the opportunity for
social acceptance and interactions between students with and without disabilities. Inclusion can
promote social factors such as learning how to interact with peers, playing cooperatively, taking
turns, dealing with anger, following directions, listening quietly, staying on task, and generally
behaving appropriately (Block et al., 2016). In addition, students without disabilities (SWOD) can
learn that classmates who seem different on the outside might share similar interests, and SWOD can
learn to be sensitive to, respectful of, and comfortable with differences and similarities with peers
with disabilities (Molina Roldan, et al., 2021). Finally, a quality inclusive experience should result in
students with disabilities (SWD) feeling a sense of belonging, feeling accepted, and feeling valued
(Haegele & Mabher, 2023).

Unfortunately, interviews with children with disabilities who have participated in general PE
often find that social interactions with SWOD were limited. Three recent reviews of literature found
that SWD, while occasionally reporting positive experiences when included in general PE, more often
reported negative experiences and even social isolation (Froberg, 2021; Holland & Haegele, 2021;
Rekaa, et al., 2018). For example, Froberg, 2021 said that general PE might not always provide
children with disabilities a true inclusive experience where these students would gain a genuine
sense of belonging and acceptance. Similarly, Holland and Haegele (2021) found that children with
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disabilities in the studies they reviewed continue to experience discrimination and exclusion from
both their teachers and peers. They also noted that many PE teachers did not provide appropriate
modifications for SWD. Rekaa and colleagues (2018) summarized their main findings as SWD often
experiencing exclusion and a lack of belonging in PE, although they noted that in some of the most
recent studies some SWD reported more positive experiences. They also found that class size seemed
to be a factor in successful inclusive PE with PE teachers reporting more favorable attitudes towards
inclusion with classes of less than 30 students compared to larger classes.

If social interactions are important but general PE, particularly when there are large classes, falls
short of providing these opportunities, is there an alternative model?

2. Using Peers to Promote Inclusion in PE

The use of peer support to include SWD in general PE has been promoted since the early 1990s
(Block, 1994; Block, et al., 1995). Research supports the positive effects of peer tutoring in inclusive
PE settings in children with development disabilities (Houston-Wilson, et al., 1997), children with
visual impairments (Wiskochil, et al., 2007), children who are deaf (Lieberman et al., 1997), children
with autism (Ward & Ayvazo, 2006), and even students with severe disabilities (Klavina & Block,
2008). For example, Klavina and Block trained elementary school children to serve as peer tutors to
support classmates with severe, multiple disabilities in general PE. Results showed that SWOD
learned to effectively instruct classmates with severe disabilities, and interaction behaviors between
students with and without severe disabilities increased.

While peer support can effectively include SWD in PE, the relationship is often one-directional:
SWOD takes on the role of tutor, while SWD becomes the tutees. This dynamic may unintentionally
reinforce a sense of hierarchy, suggesting that SWD are dependent or less capable. In contrast, more
balanced peer relationships, where all students contribute and collaborate equally, can foster mutual
respect, reciprocal interactions, and greater social acceptance. Allport (1954) created a “contact
theory” that suggested contact with people different from oneself can lead to attitude change if
presented under the following four specific conditions: (a) equal status, (b) cooperative pursuance of
common goals, (c) personal interactions, and (d) identification and acceptance of social norms
provided by authority. Traditional peer tutoring does result in personal interactions between
students with and without disabilities. However, as presented in the research above, there is not
equal status between students with and without disabilities (SWD are dependent on SWOD to teach
them), and there are no real opportunities for cooperation and pursuit of common goals (the goal is
for the child with a disability to be tutored and to learn a motor skill or work on fitness). Does the
traditional peer tutoring model help SWD reach the pillars of true inclusion as presented by Haegele
and Maher (2023) — a feeling of belonging, acceptance, and value?

3. Unified Physical Education

A newer model that promotes interaction between students with and without disabilities but
still offers support to SWD as needed is Special Olympics Unified Physical Education (UPE). In UPE,
students with and without disabilities participate in activities together rather than the one-way focus
on traditional peer tutoring. SWOD can and do provide help as needed, but mostly students are
working together on common fitness goals, in cooperative activities, and to learn how to play various
sports. It should be noted that Special Olympics does not consider UPE to be a stand-alone
curriculum. Rather, UPE resources are designed to help educators with concepts and ideas to help
make their existing curriculum more inclusive and accessible. As noted in the UPE Playbook:

Unified Physical Education provides a unique opportunity for students with and without disabilities
to come together through ongoing educational and physical activities. The Unified Physical
Education course is structured around the national physical education standards and grade-level
outcomes, which include gaining the knowledge and skills necessary to maintain a health-enhancing
level of fitness. Additionally, the class supports the development of leadership skills for all students,
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and the empowerment of ALL students to foster an inclusive class and school-wide environment. (p.
7) (Messerole et al., 2019).

There have been many anecdotal reports on the positive benefits of UPE for both students with
and without disabilities, but to date there have no published research studies focusing specifically on
UPE (Ollila & Haegele, 2025). There has been limited research examining the effects of a Unified
Champion School (of which UPE plays a part) on social interactions between students with and
without disabilities (Siperstein et al., 2017; Yin & Jodl, 2021). This research has focused on the broader
effects of Unified Champion Schools activities (Special Olympics Unified Sports, inclusive youth
leadership, and whole school engagement) that have a positive impact on students with and without
disabilities, but it is not possible to parse out the unique effects of UPE programs in these schools.

There also have been some who have provided suggestions for how UPE should be positioned
in schools. Most notably, Lieberman and Houston-Wilson (2018), presented several scenarios in
which they could see UPE not being implemented properly, including:

e  Not following state or district PE curriculum

e  Following Special Olympics Sports calendar rather than the PE calendar

e  Forcing SWD into UPE when they might prefer being in general PE

¢  Having UPE count as adapted PE and circumventing the IEP process

e  Having UPE count as fulfilling the PE requirement for SWOD

e  Curriculum being taught by teachers other than certified physical educators

Does UPE create a more equal status and cooperative setting for students with and without
disabilities and promote social interactions and even friendships between students with and without
disabilities? Does UPE follow national and/or state PE standards, and is the class instructed by
certified PE teachers? Does UPE count as fulfilling the state PE requirements, or is it used as an extra
elective? Does UPE count as meeting a student’s IEP goals for adapted PE, or is UPE more of a
supplement to adapted PE? Given the many questions about UPE and the lack of research, the
purpose of this exploratory study is to gain a better understanding of UPE through interviews with
PE and special education teachers who have created and have directed the programs. Questions focus
on why and how teachers started the program, what the program looks like, how students are
selected to participate in the program, and the effects the program has had on both students with and
without disabilities.

4. Methods

4.1. Qualitative Methodology

A qualitative methodology was used with individual, semi-structured interviews as part of an
explanatory case study (Priya, 2021) to explore and identify causal factors explaining the
phenomenon (in this case, creating and directing a UPE program). This qualitative design utilizes an
interpretivist paradigm involving the researchers examining participant experiences through
interactions (i.e., interviews). In addition, this study exists within a relativist ontology (Richards et
al., 2023), a philosophical perspective that suggests the subjective nature of reality, emphasizing that
individuals (UPE instructors) view their experiences teaching to children with and without
disabilities through their own individual lenses. Since qualitative studies capture the essence of lived
experiences, smaller sample sizes are used to allow more in-depth understanding of an experience
with detailed descriptions (Richards et al.,, 2023). Ethical approval was granted through the
University of Virginia institutional review board.

4.2. Sampling and Participants

Participants were recruited through a purposive sampling method to ensure the programs fit
the inclusion criteria (i.e., teachers who started and run a UPE program). Special Olympics Virginia
and Special Olympics International were contacted about the study and then asked to send out a brief
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information flyer to PE and special education teachers who they knew started a UPE program. When
a teacher contacted us via email, we replied with a detailed recruitment email that included a consent
form. The recruitment emails describe the purpose of the study and commitment of participants.
Twelve teachers contacted the research team and agreed to participate in the study, including five
(Virginia), three (Missouri), two (California), one (Wisconsin), and one (Hawaii) (see Table 1 for
participant information). In many cases UPE was part of the larger Unified Champion School
program, but our participants’ focus at their schools was UPE. Pseudonyms were used for all
participants, school names, and any children who were mentioned during interviews.

Table 1. Participant backgrounds.

Name School Level  Location Gender Age PE/SPED
Helen High School = Suburban Female 44 PE
Mary High School Rural Female 26 PE
Rich Middle School ~ Urban Male 55 PE/Science
Sarah Middle/High Rural Female 40 Adapted PE
Farah High School = Suburban Female 47 PE
Ashley High School Urban Female 33 SPED
Anita Middle School Suburban Male & Female 53/45 SPED
Kristen High School Rural Female 34 PE
Lynn Middle School ~Suburban Female 36 PE
Laura High School = Suburban Female 42 SPED
Beth High School Rural Female 48 PE
Missy High School =~ Suburban Female 48 SPED

4.3. Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews were conducted virtually via Zoom with all twelve participants,
with each interview lasting between 45 and 60 minutes. The interview began by asking participants
if they read the consent form that explained the purpose of the study and the voluntary nature of
participation. Participants were then asked to verbally give their consent to participate in the study.
In addition to verbal consent, participants were asked if they consented to have the interview
recorded, and all participants consented.

Semi-structured interviews were selected to encourage the participant to provide more rich data
in their responses but also align with predetermined themes that had been identified by the research
team including the following: background of participant, why they started the program, how they
started the program, and how they run their program. Draft interview questions were created
independently by each researcher based on identified themes. The research team then discussed all
questions and narrowed the list to a single set of questions for the interview guide. The interview
guide was reviewed by two adapted PE researchers with qualitative research experience, another
professor in adapted PE who expressed concerns with UPE, and the Unified Champion Schools team
at Special Olympics North America. All of these professionals provided edits and suggestions for
new questions. A final list of interview questions was then agreed upon by the two researchers, and
Table 2 resents examples of questions included in the interview guide.

Table 2. Select Interview Questions.
Why?
¢ What motivated you to create a program in your school?
o What was your purpose and intent when beginning the UPE program? What problem or
gap were you trying to address? And why did you think UPE could address this problem?
(Why did you specifically choose UPE?)
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How?
e  What was the process for starting UPE at your school?

o  What barriers or challenges did you have?

o What facilitators or support did you have?

The Program (Operations)
¢ How do you plan your UPE curriculum?

o For example, did you follow the Special Olympics UPE Playbook (to what degree and in
what ways), or did you come up with your own lessons? Please elaborate.
o Did you design your program in alignment with SHAPE national PE standards or your

state PE standards? If yes, to what degree and in what ways? Please elaborate.

Participants

¢  How did you recruit students with and without disabilities

e Do the children with disabilities have a choice if they want to be in that program or if they want
to be just in a regular inclusive setting or in a self-contained setting? Do they have any say in
their placement? Please elaborate.

e  Does UPE count for the PE requirement for SWOD? Is it listed in the school’s course catalog?
Please explain how?

¢ Does the UPE program count for the APE requirement for children with disabilities? How?

Implications of UPE

e Do you believe the relationships that were fostered in UPE are carried out throughout the school
and outside the classroom? If yes, please explain.

e Do you think that participating in UPE has changed the SWD’ school experience (Do the SWD
feel more accepted by peers?) If yes, please explain how.

e Do you believe this program has led students outside of the UPE program to view SWD
differently? (e.g., peers seem more accepting and welcoming to SWD) If yes, please explain how.

4.4. Data Analysis

Interview transcripts were used to identify further findings and patterns among participants
through a thematic deductive-inductive analysis method following Bingham’s Five-Phase process of
qualitative data analysis (Bingham, 2023). As mentioned previously, a priori codes were identified
before data collection and used to create the interview guide (i.e., background and training, learning
about the child, lesson planning, accommodations). The research team met weekly throughout all
phases of the analysis to discuss findings, progress, and next steps. Phase 1 consisted of organizing
the data to allow access for all researchers and to begin familiarizing ourselves with the data. In phase
2, the data were sorted into topics better aligned with a priori codes related to the research questions.
Throughout phase 2, researchers discussed initial findings and recorded potential codes for inductive
analysis, as well as ensuring that the data sorted were relevant to the research question. Phase 3 began
open coding of data by identifying quotes or ideas of each participant in relation to the research
question. In phase 4, data were interpreted by pattern coding and by identifying common themes
between participants. These common themes were aligned with a priori codes through statements,
quotes, and patterns to best answer the research question in a meaningful way. Lastly, phase 5
included explaining the data by using illustrative participant quotes to explain common themes
across the study. Results were organized under each a priori code, such as “why you started the UPE
Program.” This organizational method was selected to provide a concise and engaging account of the
data to best answer the research questions. Participant quotes were chosen to demonstrate the
commonality shared across multiple participants or unique aspects found in each participant’s
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experience. The results section of the paper was then sent back to the participants to check for
accuracy of the quotes and our interpretations.

5. Results

Analysis of the interviews resulted in the identification of four major themes: (1) our children
were not being served appropriately, (2) a mix of PE standards and Special Olympics programming,
(3) UPE is a choice, and (4) our students improved in many ways. Several themes included sub-
themes; both are illustrated below with direct participant quotes.

5.1. Our Children Were Not Being Served Appropriately

Participants started UPE programs to promote inclusion, engagement, and meaningful
participation in SWD in PE settings. Ashley (Missouri) shared her motivation for starting the program
by explaining how SWD were placed in large, overcrowded PE classes where they were often left on
the sidelines.

Whenever [ would go into PE, my students would just kind of be along the side of the wall
in the gym. Not really do anything, especially if there was a contact sport going on, because
they’re more likely to get hurt or interfere with the game that was going on. And so, it
honestly was not beneficial for them in any way, shape or form.

Helen (Virginia) emphasized the importance of meeting everyone’s needs, “Well, I believe that
when there’s no plan, nobody gets serviced.” Similarly, Mary (Virginia) talked about the challenges
of general PE class sizes, by saying “Sometimes it’s just not a safe environment for them. A bunch of
us kind of like realized that they’re just throwing these kids into these classes, that their needs are not
being met.” Rich (California) agreed, noting that in his school he saw that general PE was failing
SWD, “those kids ...weren’t getting the services they needed. There wasn’'t a whole lot of
modification or differentiation for the ones that needed it. It was pretty much just, let’s throw (them
into general PE).”

These issues led Ashley to create a UPE program that had structured activities that ensured
students could fully participate in PE while fostering social connections with their peers. Farah
(Missouri) saw similar problems and noted that traditional PE was unsafe and failed to meet SWD’s
needs.

They would put our SWD in just random classes, and some of those classes would be a team
sports class with upperclassmen that are competitive classes. And a lot of those kids didn’t
want to take the time to play games and help these kids. And it became a dangerous
situation for the kids with disabilities in the class. And they weren’t really being included
in the classes.

Several participants noted a lack of social interaction between SWD and SWOD. It was not
necessarily that SWOD did not want to interact with their classmates with disabilities, rather, they
just didn’t know how. SWOD were not naturally including SWD in class activities, leading to
unintentional isolation and limited interaction. For example, Ashley (Missouri), a special education
teacher, described the lack of social interaction her students had with SWOD:

I was kind of always kind of tucked away in a little corner. Of our building, and the same
thing with our students, and so they wouldn’t really get exposed to their general education
(Gen. Ed.) peers a whole lot. They would see them in passing, but there wasn’t really a ton
of interaction with their Gen. Ed. peers, and so we really wanted to capitalize on that and
to get them involved more with their Gen. Ed. peers to build those relationships.

Laura (Virginia) echoed that sentiment:

I (special education teacher) seek out opportunities for them (SWOD) to really integrate
more with our kids and have more opportunities. Our students go to electives and get to
know certain kids. And then some of those Gen. Ed kids would come by every morning
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and say, ‘Hi!" So, just knowing that could increase social opportunities was exciting. I love
the idea of incorporating more whole school engagement.

Anita (Hawaii) added, “They (SWD) weren’t excluded from them [elective classes], but their
peers weren't too sure how to interact with them as much in those elective classes.” Overall, teachers
agreed that all students deserve a place to safely participate, build relationships, and be valued for
their abilities, rather than their disabilities.

5.2. A Mix of PE Standards and Special Olympics Programming

Participants provided a lot of detail regarding how they organized their UPE classes. In many
cases participants reported that UPE looked very much like a general or adapted PE class. For
example, Ashley (Missouri) said they “started with a warm-up, and then the adapted PE teacher
comes in, just to kind of help the PE teacher modify whatever they’re doing for the day, and so she’ll
help several of them with their warm-ups, and then they go through the same units as a regular PE
class. It’s just modified.” She also mentioned that the program is very individualized.

But you're always going to have those few students that still have a hard time participating
with the group. And so, they’re kind of sometimes off doing their own thing with the
paraprofessional and their buddy. Sometimes the physical therapist is in there, the adapted
PE teacher. And so, it’s really individualized honestly, and so that everybody can come
away with something.

Similarly, Lynn (Missouri) said, “We start with our middle school (PE) curriculum just because
of space and equipment, and Kristen (Virginia) noted that she tries to mirror the general PE units
with the UPE program. “For my UPE class, I take what we're doing in the 9t and 10t grade general
PE classes, like if we're doing a volleyball unit, I take the volleyball unit, and I'll just make
modifications based on it.”

Participants who followed the general PE curriculum also mentioned that they try to align their
program with SHAPE National PE standards or their state or local school district PE standards. For
example, Ashley (Missouri) and Kristen (Virginia) both said “yes” when asked the question about
aligning UPE with SHAPE standards. Similarly, Sarah (Wisconsin) spoke to her program’s design in
terms of following SHAPE standards. “I'm very passionate about following the SHAPE standards,
so that’s the driving force behind how I'm developing the units.” Others said they follow SHAPE
standards but with modifications to accommodate their students’ needs. Laura (Virginia) said, “we
modify the SHAPE standard to fit their program’s needs.” Similarly, Helen (Virginia) said, “I would
definitely say it is a modified version of what we do in regular PE.” Rich (California) also explained
the importance of modifying the SHAPE standards to fit his program year to year.

A lot of the activities that they might recommend doing, I find are great with a Gen. Ed.
education group, but not so much with the group of kids that I have. So, I do my best to
differentiate and modify based on the needs of the kids that I have, and from one year to
the next it might be completely different.

One the other hand, there are some teachers that do not align their program to SHAPE standards.
For example, Beth (Virgina) states, “for Unified, we just kind of do our own thing. I don’t follow a set
standard.” Lynn (Missouri) explained how the changing district PE standards has resulted in a
misalignment of her program with the SHAPE standards. “Our Unified is not aligned, and our
district is behind on aligning to the current (SHAPE standards) because our PE standards just
changed. So, I would say, we are not aligned just due to the standards changing recently.” These
responses demonstrate that while many teachers may incorporate SHAPE standards fully, the level
of adherence varies and is often modified to meet classroom and student needs.

Other participants mentioned they don’t necessarily follow the general PE curriculum in their
UPE programs but rather the local Special Olympics calendar. This was the case in UPE programs
paired with Special Olympics Unified Sports. Farah (Missouri) said, “We’re doing soccer, bowling,
and track and field. We do spend some time in September working on skills and gameplay for soccer
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so they’re ready for their Special Olympics event in October.” Similarly, Anita (Hawaii) stated, “Yeah,
we definitely try and follow that, when we have our bowling competition for the sports, we’ll try and
align it with our bocce, because it’s similar.” Furthering her point by saying, “we try and align it with
our program so we can fit it within our UPE program versus doing something separate.” Similarly,
Laura (Virginia) explains that her program mirrors the school sports seasons and aligns with her local
Special Olympics programs, saying, “I'd say we’re following. It's like a combination, because I think
the school and the Special Olympics are doing the same currently.” These teachers integrate the
Special Olympics calendar into their teaching to provide students with the opportunity to apply and
advance skills learned in UPE to Special Olympics competitions.

Beth (Virginia) was an outlier noting that she doesn’t follow the general PE or Special Olympics
calendars. Rather, she comes up with her own unique activities that she feels best fit her students. “I
love Pinterest and Google and so I do a lot of just searching of different game ideas and then adapt
them to what will work for our class and our ability.”

5.3. Overall Focus of the Program

Most educators describe their classes as a combination of fitness, skill, sports, and social
inclusion, with a strong emphasis on social connections. Several teachers emphasized the importance
of fostering relationships with peers, using physical activities as a facilitator rather than the primary
goal. For example, Anita (Hawaii) explained that her program leans heavily on building social skills
first, stating, “It’s a little bit of a mix, but more for me definitely, more the social aspect and getting
kids to work together and play together... the physical part is to me secondary.” Similarly, Rich
(California) preferred fostering long-term friendships over athletic development, describing his class
as “more of an inclusive social gathering where we get exercise every day... more than an athletic PE
environment.” This allows for both SWOD and SWD to develop authentic, meaningful connections
in a low-pressure setting while being active.

Although participants reported that the social portion of UPE was the main reason they felt their
UPE program was successful, participants also reported that the physical component is also essential
to the UPE experience. Teachers incorporate warm-ups, drills, and games to encourage movement
and collaboration among peers. Laura (Virginia) noted that although her class is largely social,
physical activity is constant: “You are in a group... it's very social, like they... get to see and hang
out with their friends... but it's definitely social and physical. They’re moving the whole time.”
Likewise, Farah (Missouri) described a balanced by saying, “We try and do a skill activity at the
beginning of every class... then we play a sport... and we do the fitness every day.” Incorporating
both aspects allows for UPE to remain inclusive by engaging students in meaningful PE, adapting
traditional social and physical goals to meet the needs of all participants.

5.4. Individualizing and Following the IEP

When asked whether they individualize instruction based on each child’s IEP or follow a
uniform curriculum, educators gave a wide range of responses. Some teachers, like Ashley
(Missouri), described a highly collaborative: “Our paras are assigned different students, and so when
the adapted PE teacher is no longer there, she instructs the paras so that they know what to do and
how to help the student be successful.” She went on to explain that students have structured,
alternating PE schedules where support is built in. In contrast, Anita (Hawaii) shared that individual
goals are not directly targeted: “We don’t address their individual goals. We'll do it within the Bocce
curriculum, I guess, or kickball, or whatever it is.”

Several participants said that while some differentiation exists, most students follow the same
core curriculum, with modifications implemented as needed. Farah (Missouri) shared that during
planning, they review IEPs, but many of the goals are now social or behavioral: “Not all of the kids
have goals... some of them are social goals and following rules and things like that, not necessarily
striking a ball.” Kristen (Virginia) echoed this by explaining that her instruction is usually based
around a shared activity but individualized within it: “We’re all going to be doing Bocce today. But
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I'll individualize within that.” Similarly, Sarah (Wisconsin) described trying to blend IEP goals into
UPE sessions but admitted that some goals required separate one-on-one time: “We’re working on
moving our body... but to really give that extra one-to-one instruction, I still needed those individual
times.” Overall, most participants said their SWD don’t usually have individual IEP goals for adapted
PE. As noted, Laura (Virginia) said, “No students have an IEP specific for adapted PE. We don’t have
a licensed adapted PE teacher, so we can’t provide IEP services in APE in that format.” Missy
(California) said that some of her students get APE consult, but none have unique IEP goals. In the
few cases when a participant mentioned IEP goals, they said they are written more generally. As
noted by Lynn (Missouri), “At our age level (high school) we typically don’t have the ‘can
successfully catch a ball 3 out of 5 times.” A lot of my students’ goals are ‘will be participate in non-
preferred activity 15 out of 40 minutes.”

5.5. UPE Is a Choice

5.5.1. Students Without Disabilities

Most participants reported that UPE was an elective class at their schools created through the
school counselor for SWOD to participate in and receive credit. It is important to note that only one
of our participants (Mary (Virginia)) said that UPE could be used to fulfill the PE state PE
requirement; something she heard was recently allowed by the State Department of Education in
Virginia. “It can count as their 9th and 10th grade requirements. The only problem is, we don’t have
the health part that goes with it (a semester of health is required in 9t and 10t grade in Virginia).
Because we don’t offer the health part with UPE, we are not able to count it as a 9th grade or a 10th
grade credit.”

All other participants explained that UPE in their schools was something students could take
after completing their PE requirements. For example, Farah (Missouri) said, “If you want to take more
PE classes, you can take advanced strength training, team sports, lifetime sports, or UPE. So, the kids
that are in our class have already fulfilled their PE credit.” Similarly, Lynn (Missouri), Laura
(Virginia), and Anita (Hawaii), and said UPE was an elective, with Lynn noting that her UPE program
was often used “as a leadership class that if they need a letter of recommendation at the end of this
class, I would be able to write one for them.” Laura noted that many of SWOD so enjoyed UPE that
“some have taken it three or four times because they’ve managed to squeeze it into their schedule.”
Anita said, “All students get four electives, so they could do cooking, UPE, music.” Farah (Missouri)
and Kristen (Virginia) noted that students needed to fill out an application and formally apply to be
part of UPE. Farah said, “Yeah, it's an application class. So, the kids have to fill in an application to
be involved in the class and get teacher recommendations to get into the class, because we have so
many kids that want it. There is now a waitlist for kids wanting to join the class.” Kristen explained
at her school, “So you would go through your counselor. However, it has become a very popular
class to take, and we did us basically like a like a small screening to get through with the class last
year. They had to fill like a Google form, basically just stating like, why they want to take the class.”

A few participants mentioned a more proactive approach of recruiting students into the
program. For example, Ashley (Missouri) explained: “In the spring of the 6th grade year, because the
kids that are our peer leaders are 7th graders, I'll go into the 6th grade classrooms. I have a Google
slideshow that just lays it out. I introduce myself, and I tell them about Unified.” Similarly, Beth
(Virginia) talked about actively recruiting SWOD:

We do a slideshow in January of every topic that all students see about all class offerings
and show them their options leading up to class registration. At class registration time while
they’re meeting with their school counselors. Counselors know to offer them personal
fitness as an elective. There’s a flyer that sits on the table with the school counselor as they're
talking about elective options. They can read all about UPE, and then, if they choose UPE,
then their name goes onto a list. Between their school counselor and I, we kind of work
whether they would be a good fit and approve students.
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5.5.2. Students with Disabilities

Most participants reported that UPE was a choice for students in self-contained special
education classes in their schools, and most of the students in these special education classes did
chose UPE. However, it also was apparent from the interviews that most special education teachers
encouraged their students to choose UPE as a more appropriate alternative to participation in general
PE as it did not seem to accommodate their students’ needs. This was most clearly articulated by
Sarah (Wisconsin):

Yeah, so we have a lot of students with IEPs in the special ed. department at both the middle
and high school level. To get into UPE, you have to have an adapted PE goal and services
with me sometime in the past, which you know generally are most of the kids with an
intellectual disability. Not all, but most. That's kind of like the first qualifying factor.
Because I have a good understanding of those students’ needs, and how they would thrive
best, and where they wouldn’t thrive best, which would be general PE - Too fast, not safe,
and probably pushed off to the side not really included. We have plenty of students who
have IEPs who socially and physically can and do participate in regular PE. And it works
just fine.

Similarly, Rich (California) hinted that general PE might not be the best option for his SWD:
“That is a choice they can make. That was one of the reasons why we thought that it would be a good
idea next year to make this (UPE) more the elective class as opposed to the general PE class, so that
kids could have more choice in what it is they want to do, and how they want to do it.” Beth (Virginia)
said, “Yep, they all do UPE, but they do have a choice. But nobody’s ever really said no, so they all
automatically do UPE.” Similarly, Laura (Virginia) explained “We talked to the students (with
disabilities) who have a voice in their class selection process. We ask them like; do you want to take
this class. If they don’t, we find a different elective during that time? But then everybody else pretty
much chooses it (UPE).” Missy (California) also mentioned choice, but she noted that most of her
students in her special education class chose UPE. “So here, it's everybody participates unless they
choose not to. Largely, I would say, 95% of our students participate.”

5.6. Our Students Improved in Many Ways

5.7. Physical and Health Benefits

Many participants reported that SWD improved their fitness, motor skills, and sport-specific
abilities through UPE. Ashley (Missouri) emphasized how increased access to resources and
participation itself has been a game changer. She explained, “They’re just actually able to participate
in PE and work through different things... they’re always out at the track... they don’t have to miss
that time.” This shift from isolation to active involvement in a spacious and providing environment
(with access to a gym and weight room) gives students consistent opportunities to build their
physical abilities. Helen (Virginia) supported this by providing a long-term example of a student. “I
have one... that last year, after his 5th year, can finally make a basket and now this year he never
misses.” She also noted that social motivation plays a critical role, saying that even a “reluctant
mover” is encouraged to run and engage more actively when paired with the right peer.

Laura (Virginia) pointed out that some students show unexpected abilities when placed in a
more inclusive and motivating environment. She said, “I have one kid that activity is not his favorite
thing. But give him a basketball on a court with a band playing, and he will skip up and down the
court.” These moments show how UPE meets students where they are, tapping into different learning
styles and intrinsic motivations. Beth (Virginia) shared an example of a student’s social and motor
growth, “we put him on the bike... we literally would just push him around... and now he pedals,
he steers, he totally moves himself around.” This demonstrates not only motor skill development but
also increasing independence, which is something that is hard to measure. Overall, while some
teachers explain that measurable fitness or skill gains can be hard to track without formal
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assessments, many see clear evidence of progress in physical ability, willingness to participate, and
confidence which all critical foundations for long-term health and development.

Several participants highlighted how UPE creates opportunities for students to become more
active and mindful about their health, particularly when the program includes structured activities
and parent engagement. For example, Farah (Missouri) described a nutrition-focused pilot where
“weekly emails to the parents” resulted in behavior change at home. She received an email from
parents’ saying, “[student] wanted to take a salad to school today for lunch... and they’re carrying
water bottles with them now that they didn’t always carry.” Similarly, Rich (California) noted that
students in his class became more aware of their food choices, sharing that they now talk about
“bananas and cheese” as symbols of healthy eating, and that students frequently discuss their
breakfasts with him. Sarah (Wisconsin) also described using the Special Olympics “High 5”
curriculum, with visual aids to teach concepts like hydration, nutrition, and endurance, which helped
students process and retain health-related information. These examples show that when UPE is
intentionally designed to teach wellness, especially through activities that extend beyond the gym
and can ultimately foster long-term healthy habits.

However, some educators acknowledged limits to UPE’s impact on lifestyle choices, especially
outside of school. Laura (Virginia) reflected that while “a few kids” were motivated to drink more
water or walk more steps due to class incentives, many students” habits were constrained by home
environments. “What they eat and drink is really influenced by what the moms buy them.” Lynn
(Missouri) expressed frustration that participation drops when activities occur outside school hours:
“It falls flat... we struggle with anything that’s not done during the school day.” Anita (Hawaii) noted
that UPE encouraged reluctant students to participate, but it didn’t clearly connect the program to
long-term lifestyle change. These mixed results suggest that while UPE has strong potential to
promote physical activity and wellness, its success often depends on consistent reinforcement and
family engagement, which is true for any PE program.

5.8. Social Benefits

The relationships built through UPE often extend beyond the classroom, fostering meaningful
social connections throughout the school and even outside of it. Ashley (Missouri) observes that
students now “go out of their way to say hi” during passing periods and lunch. Anita (Hawaii) adds
that “pair ups or little group friendships form,” showing how UPE encourages new bonds. These
friendships also continue beyond school hours. Laura (Virginia) shares that students “text over the
weekend and have group chats,” and attend social events together. It brings tears to parents’ eyes
watching these friendships blossom because their children finally experience genuine friendships.
UPE also helps normalize inclusion, with Farah (Missouri) describing how SWD are involved in
activities like theater and lunch with varsity athletes. Beth (Virginia) notes that most students “don’t
think it’s anything different” to include SWD, showing a shift in school culture toward acceptance.
Overall, our participants found that their UPE program seemed to promote lasting friendships and a
more inclusive school environment that benefits all students, which is a major goal in the broader
Unified Champion School model.

Participating in UPE seemed to transform the school experience for SWD, fostering greater
acceptance and inclusion among their peers. Ashley (Missouri) notes that before UPE, SWD were
often “segregated at their own table, their own little corner,” leading to unproductive and isolating
class time. In contrast, UPE creates shared spaces where students are recognized and safe as Helen
(Virginia) describes, highlighting the importance of social visibility and community. Mary (Virginia)
emphasizes a positive cultural shift, saying bullying has decreased significantly and “everyone is
accepted” in high school since the program began. Sarah (Wisconsin) adds that involvement in UPE
outside of class gives students ownership and pride, as they “got some swagger now, walking down
that hallway,” which ultimately shows increased self-esteem and peer respect. Collectively, these
experiences indicate that UPE improves inclusion and overall sense of belonging for SWD.
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Finally, the UPE program appeared to positively influence how students outside the program
view their SWD, fostering greater acceptance and advocacy. Ashley (Missouri) explains that peers
now see SWD as “fun to be around” and recognize their abilities, which encourages more meaningful
interaction. Anita (Hawaii) adds that this acceptance “bleeds outside of the classroom,” with many
students continuing participation in UPE activities through middle and high school. Kristen
(Virginia) highlights how UPE empowers peers to speak up against inappropriate behavior, with
students actively “turning around the cafeteria” to defend their classmates. Sarah (Wisconsin) notes
that even students not in the program “take a detour” to support UPE and Unified Sports,
contributing to a more “positive, inclusive, compassionate environment.” These reflections show that
UPE fosters empathy, understanding, and a culture of advocacy beyond its immediate participants.

6. Discussion

The purpose of this qualitative study was to better understand how UPE was developed and
implemented in select U.S. schools. Interviews with twelve teachers who were directly involved in
their UPE programs revealed four themes, with the following three themes highlighted here for
discussion: (1) UPE was created in large part to solve the problem of SWD not being served
appropriately in general PE, (2) some participants reported that they followed their local/state Special
Olympics programs, while others said they followed state and/or national PE standards, and (3) in
most cases UPE was an elective that could be selected by SWOD, and in most cases SWD had a choice
to participate in UPE or general PE.

6.1. Solving the Problem of Challenges with Inclusion in PE

Participants reported that they chose to create UPE in their schools in large part to solve the
problem of SWD not being served appropriately in general PE. This was an interesting finding given
that most of the participants in this study were PE teachers themselves, and they were voicing the
difficulty they faced in trying to accommodate a SWD into their large, general PE classes. At least
two participants had advanced training in adapted PE, yet they still felt that trying to include a SWD
in their general PE programs was very difficult, which resulted in poor experiences for these students.
These finding are not surprising given that research over the past fifteen years found that SWD often
described their experiences negatively noting feelings of incompetence, experiences of isolation and
limited opportunities to interact with peers, and little accommodations implemented by their PE
teachers (see Froberg, 2021; Holland & Haegele, 2021, for reviews of this literature). Persistent
problems associated with inclusion in PE has led some researchers to question whether the use of the
term inclusion should be used at all when talking about physically placing SWD into a general PE
setting without ensuring that they are accommodated and have meaningful opportunities for social
interactions with peers (Haegele, 2019; Haegele & Maher, 2023).

Participants in this study believed UPE was a good solution to the challenges of placing one or
two SWD into a large, general PE program that had been designed for SWOD. UPE’s smaller numbers
with an equal mix of SWD and SWOD (usually no more than ten students each) seemed to be more
manageable for PE teachers. Additionally, UPE lessons were specifically designed to meet the needs
of all students, and, coupled with allowing SWOD to provide extra support as needed, ensured that
SWD experienced success and prevented feelings of incompetence. Participating together and having
teachers intentionally plan for and promote meaningful social interactions prevented feelings of
social isolation. In fact, many participants in this study said promoting positive social interactions
was the most important goal of their program, and many noted that positive interactions during UPE
carried into other aspects of the school day beyond the classroom such as having lunch together.

6.2. SHAPE Standards/Follow Special Olympics

One of the concerns highlighted by Lieberman and Houston-Wilson’s (2018) was that UPE
programs may not follow state or district PE standards and school PE calendar but rather follow the
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Special Olympics Sports calendar. This was true for about half the participants in this study who said
they followed their local/state Special Olympics schedule when creating their curriculum. These
participants mentioned how their UPE program was integrated with Unified Sports with many UPE
students (both SWD and SWOD) also participating in Unified Sports. This flow from school-based
UPE to afterschool Unified Sports can be viewed as a positive aspect of UPE rather than viewed as a
concern, as participation in Unified Sports allowed more opportunities for social interactions and
true friendships to develop. As noted in Ollila and Haegele’s (2025) recent review of literature on
Unified Sports: “The uniqueness of Unified Sports allowed for disabled and nondisabled participants
to build relationships with one another with having the common ground of sports” (p. 13).

On the other hand, about half of the participants reported that they followed state and/or
national PE standards when creating their UPE program schedule. These participants mentioned they
valued PE standards and wanted their program to be parallel with the general PE curriculum.
Additionally, following the school’s general PE curriculum allowed students in UPE to easily move
back to general PE if they chose. However, none of our participants mentioned that SWD or SWOD
moved back and forth between UPE and general PE. Additionally, as noted earlier, most of our
participants said that general PE was not appropriate for their SWD given the large class sizes and
lack of individualization.

Finally, one participant said she created her own curriculum, noting that most of her students
did not participate in afterschool Special Olympics, but she also did not believe the general PE
curriculum was appropriate for her SWD, who had more moderate and severe disabilities. The
participants’ choice of which curriculum to follow seemed to come from what they felt worked best
for their SWD population. One could argue that those teachers who followed Special Olympics were
not providing a comprehensive PE program for their students. However, most secondary school PE
programs focus on sports and fitness. Following the Special Olympics calendar likely provided
similar sport and fitness development that SWOD were receiving in general PE. And, unlike general
PE at the participants’ schools, the sports and fitness training provided in UPE was likely more
individualized and geared to participants’ skill levels. Throughout these interviews, it was evident
that no program was standardized in terms of following calendars, but one common goal was to meet
their specific student’s needs.

6.3. UPE as an Elective and a Choice

Another concern voiced by Lieberman and Houston-Wilson was whether schools would force
SWD into UPE when they might prefer being in general PE. This did not seem to be the case in our
study. While many of our participants said they encouraged their SWD to participate in UPE, they
also offered the choice to go to general PE. Participants also noted that those few students with fewer
support needs and had experienced success in general PE often chose to go to general PE, but they
often participated in UPE (by choice) as well. Again, our participants expressed clearly that general
PE was not appropriate for their SWD, particularly those with more moderate and severe disabilities,
making the opportunity to choose to participate in general PE a false choice.

Regarding the concern that UPE would count as adapted PE thus circumventing the IEP process,
this did not appear to be the case with any of our participants. Participants who directed UPE
programs in school districts that had adapted PE specialists continued to have IEP goals for their
students. One reported that the adapted PE specialist came into UPE to work on IEP goals, while
another noted that the adapted PE teacher came at a different time from UPE to provide one-on-one
adapted PE. Another teacher noted that they changed how IEP goals were written to focus more on
generally being more active or social goals rather than mastering a motor skill. But most of our
participants taught in school districts that did not have an adapted PE specialist, so none of the
students had specific adapted PE goals in their IEPs. This is likely the case in many states where
smaller school districts do not have an adapted PE specialist. For example, Virginia has 132 school
districts but only about fifteen, mostly the larger school districts that surround Washington, D.C.,
have adapted PE specialists. UPE can be a good alternative to adapted PE in these rural school

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202507.0905.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 10 July 2025 d0i:10.20944/preprints202507.0905.v1

14 of 16

districts by providing a more individualized program with the added bonus of extra support and
social interactions provided by peers that is not available in small group adapted PE settings.

The last concern shared by Lieberman and Houston-Wilson was schools allowing UPE to count
as fulfilling the PE requirement, which they suggest could prevent SWOD from having a
comprehensive PE experience. Again, this did not seem to be the case with any of our participants.
All our participants said that UPE was an elective that was offered after SWOD completed their
regular PE requirements. Some mentioned that their school offered advanced PE after students
fulfilled their minimum state PE requirements with a variety of offerings from weight training to
yoga classes to team sports. UPE was added as another option for advanced PE. Ollila & Haegele
(2025) noted that the Virginia Board of Education recently approved the option of allowing Unified
PE to count toward required PE credits for ninth and tenth grade students across all Virginia schools.
Ollila and Haegele expressed concerns that that there is no empirical data showing UPE provides a
PE program equal to what is offered in general PE, thus allowing an untested program to be approved
for use in all Virginia school districts. This is a valid concern, although it should be noted that
Virginia, like many states, allows students to fulfill their PE requirements virtually by doing physical
activities at home and reporting this activity to their school-based PE teacher for approval (Virtual
Virginia, 2025). Surely an in-school UPE program conducted by a licensed PE teacher is better and
much more comprehensive than a student self-reporting walking around the neighborhood, going to
their local Y to workout, or participating on a club sports team.

7. Conclusion

This paper examined Special Olympics Unified PE, which at its core is designed to promote a
welcoming, inclusive PE experience, allowing children with and without disabilities to socialize and
participate in physical activity together. The 12 PE and special education teachers interviewed in this
study said that their UPE program provided an environment that accommodated the needs and
abilities of their students, which led to positive experiences for both their students with and without
disabilities. In relation to the concerns voiced by Lieberman and Houston-Wilson (2018), results from
our participants did not support these concerns. Most of the programs followed their local or state
PE curriculum, and those that followed the local Special Olympics calendar still provided a broad
program of sport and fitness development. And while most programs encouraged students with
moderate and severe disabilities who spent most of their day in a self-contained special education
class to participate in UPE, there was an option for these students to participate in general PE.
However, many of our participants reported that general PE was not appropriate for their students
and as a result these students were not having a positive experience. In most cases, UPE turned out
to be a better option to general PE in terms of providing accommodations and gearing activities to all
students rather than just the skilled students. Additionally, it encourages more social interactions
between students with and without disabilities. Finally, there was a concern that UPE would count
as adapted PE and circumventing the IEP process for SWD, and for SWOD there was a concern that
UPE would count towards the state PE requirement. Neither scenario took place in our participants’
schools, although it was noted that in Virginia the State Department of Education recently approved
UPE to count towards fulfilling SWOD'’s PE requirement.

This was a small study with 12 participants who created and directed UPE in their schools.
Future studies should expand this research by interviewing or surveying larger samples of teachers
who have created and implemented UPE and include participants from other countries. Additionally,
future research should examine experiences of students with and without disabilities who
participated in UPE with a focus on social interactions, feelings of acceptance, and when possible,
how UPE experiences compared to general PE experiences.
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