
 
 

University of Birmingham

The complex journey towards the enactment of
inclusion in physical education
Karamani, Maria; Makopoulou, Kyriaki; Mansfield, Sheryl; Herold, Frank

DOI:
10.1080/17408989.2024.2374263

License:
Creative Commons: Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs (CC BY-NC-ND)

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Citation for published version (Harvard):
Karamani, M, Makopoulou, K, Mansfield, S & Herold, F 2024, 'The complex journey towards the enactment of
inclusion in physical education: a scoping review of the literature on teachers' perceptions and practices',
Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2024.2374263

Link to publication on Research at Birmingham portal

General rights
Unless a licence is specified above, all rights (including copyright and moral rights) in this document are retained by the authors and/or the
copyright holders. The express permission of the copyright holder must be obtained for any use of this material other than for purposes
permitted by law.

•Users may freely distribute the URL that is used to identify this publication.
•Users may download and/or print one copy of the publication from the University of Birmingham research portal for the purpose of private
study or non-commercial research.
•User may use extracts from the document in line with the concept of ‘fair dealing’ under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 (?)
•Users may not further distribute the material nor use it for the purposes of commercial gain.

Where a licence is displayed above, please note the terms and conditions of the licence govern your use of this document.

When citing, please reference the published version.
Take down policy
While the University of Birmingham exercises care and attention in making items available there are rare occasions when an item has been
uploaded in error or has been deemed to be commercially or otherwise sensitive.

If you believe that this is the case for this document, please contact UBIRA@lists.bham.ac.uk providing details and we will remove access to
the work immediately and investigate.

Download date: 06. Sep. 2024

https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2024.2374263
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2024.2374263
https://birmingham.elsevierpure.com/en/publications/a8653886-f744-4477-abec-bb2c94c4d869


Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cpes20

Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/cpes20

The complex journey towards the enactment of
inclusion in physical education: a scoping review
of the literature on teachers’ perceptions and
practices

Maria Karamani, Kyriaki Makopoulou, Sheryl Mansfield & Frank Herold

To cite this article: Maria Karamani, Kyriaki Makopoulou, Sheryl Mansfield & Frank Herold (15
Jul 2024): The complex journey towards the enactment of inclusion in physical education: a
scoping review of the literature on teachers’ perceptions and practices, Physical Education and
Sport Pedagogy, DOI: 10.1080/17408989.2024.2374263

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2024.2374263

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

View supplementary material 

Published online: 15 Jul 2024.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cpes20
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/cpes20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/17408989.2024.2374263
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2024.2374263
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/17408989.2024.2374263
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/17408989.2024.2374263
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cpes20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cpes20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/17408989.2024.2374263?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/17408989.2024.2374263?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17408989.2024.2374263&domain=pdf&date_stamp=15 Jul 2024
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17408989.2024.2374263&domain=pdf&date_stamp=15 Jul 2024


The complex journey towards the enactment of inclusion in 
physical education: a scoping review of the literature on teachers’ 
perceptions and practices
Maria Karamani , Kyriaki Makopoulou , Sheryl Mansfield and Frank Herold

School of Sport, Exercise & Rehabilitation Sciences, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, UK

ABSTRACT  
Background: The provision of inclusive education in schools is a global 
priority. However, provision in schools is often criticised for being varied 
and inconsistent, often perpetuating a rhetoric of exclusion [Warnes, E., 
E. J. Done, and H. Knowler. 2022. “Mainstream Teachers’ Concerns 
About Inclusive Education for Children with Special Educational Needs 
and Disability in England Under Pre-Pandemic Conditions.” Journal of 
Research in Special Educational Needs: JORSEN 22 (1): 31–43. https:// 
doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.12525]. These concerns are raised across 
schooling and subject areas; and Physical Education (PE) is no exception. 
Purpose: The present paper reported results from a scoping review of the 
literature conducted to answer questions about PE teachers’ subjective 
interpretations of the meaning and importance of inclusion, the ways PE 
teachers facilitate inclusion for diverse learners, and the barriers they 
encounter.
Methods: The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta- 
Analyses guidelines (extension for Scoping Reviews) informed this 
review. Adopting elements of the SPIDER tool (Sample, Phenomenon of 
Interest, Design, Evaluation, Research type) the database search was 
conducted in three stages: 1) hand search of titles from key PE journals; 2) 
systematic search of six databases (EBSCO host , ProQuest, JSTOR, PubMed/ 
Medline, PsycINFO and Web of Science), and 3) search of Google and 
Google Scholar . Of the 4007 records identified, 64 studies met the eligibility 
criteria and were included in this review. Thematic analysis was carried out 
to identify key themes.
Findings: Results suggest that inclusion is an important matter in PE provision 
across different national contexts. The various meanings that teachers attributed 
to the notion of inclusion appeared to provide a reference point/parameter of 
how inclusion was enacted in practice. Although the idea of inclusion was 
supported, most teachers were cautious about what was possible in practice. 
The most frequently mentioned barriers included the ‘child’, inadequate 
professional learning, and limited resources and support. Despite the various 
challenges teachers faced, they reported making efforts to implement a range 
of inclusive practices, including grounding tasks in students’ needs, adopting 
student centred pedagogies, offering choice, promoting positive peer 
interactions and teaching by utilising differentiated instruction.
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Conclusion: Acknowledging the subjective nature of such a review, we 
conclude that findings reinforce but also extend those from previous 
reviews. The novel contribution lies with the observation that teachers not 
only faced common barriers to, but also identified shared features of effective 
inclusion,irrespective of the group of learners they were asked to reflect upon. 
We have identified key implications for teacher educators, and provided 
recommendations for future research, which include conducting research in 
diverse national contexts with cultural responsiveness, better understanding 
the relationship between teachers’ perceptions/understandings and 
practices in the context of their complex and diverse environments and 
cultures,  exploring what teachers learn about inclusion, and providing 
tangible, evidence- informed pedagogies for inclusion as these are 
implemented in various contexts. 

Introduction

The provision of inclusive education in schools is a global priority (United Nations 2015). In line 
with social justice goals, inclusion means that children and young people are treated equitably and 
with dignity, regardless of their background, identity or circumstances. Inclusion also promotes 
belonging and learning together in an environment where support and appreciation of individual 
differences is the norm (UNESCO 2017). However, provision in schools is often criticised for being 
varied and inconsistent, often perpetuating a rhetoric of exclusion (Warnes, Done, and Knowler 
2022). These concerns are raised across schooling and subject areas; and Physical Education 
(PE) is no exception (Makopoulou et al. 2022). 

Inclusive PE (IPE) is often promoted as a vital platform for facilitating social integration 
(UNESCO 2015). Despite this assertion, researchers have repeatedly argued that PE occupies 
a ‘highly contested and conflicting space’ in young people’s minds (Fitzpatrick 2019, p. 1129). 
According to Kirk (2010), the subject is entrenched with one-size-fits all practices which persist
ently result to some students being more likely than others to benefit from their PE experiences. 
At the same time, there is mounting evidence that PE is failing to serve children who do not 
‘belong’ to the mainstream. Students diagnosed with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities 
(thereafter referred to as SEND, a term used in the UK) are a particularly vulnerable group; a 
group that has historically been told they cannot engage and achieve; and who have, at best, 
been exposed to low expectations or, at worst, had experiences of exclusion and bullying 
(Haegele et al. 2021).

More recently, similar concerns have been raised for other groups of students, who are likely to 
be marginalised. In the context of increasing student diversity, there is the assertion that children 
come to schools from an array of backgrounds that differ in respect to their culture, religion, eth
nicity, race, socio-economic status, the place of birth, as well as their gender and sexual (and other) 
identities (e.g. Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer and Intersex (LGBTQI+)). These ‘other’ 
groups will be referred to thereafter as marginalised groups (American Psychology Association 
[APA] 2023). Scholars examining the experiences of various marginalised groups caution that 
deep-seated and persistent structures, socio-cultural influences and negative attitudes limit the pos
sibilities of addressing learner diversity adequately (Berg and Kokkonen 2022; Doolittle et al. 2016; 
Lleixà and Nieva 2020; Papageorgiou et al. 2021). In this context, we agree with Penney et al. (2018, 
2) that addressing inclusion ‘remains a notable challenge’ for the PE profession internationally.

It is established that the quality of teaching is one of the most important school-based factors 
influencing student learning (Hattie 2009). Thus, gaining greater clarity about the meaning and 
application of IPE from the perspective of teachers is a significant line of research which is accumu
lating. Covering publications between 1975-2018, existing reviews focus on the inclusion of SEND 
students only (Miyauchi 2020; Pocock and Miyahara 2018; Qi and Ha 2012; Rekaa, Hanisch, and 
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Ytterhus 2019; Tarantino, Makopoulou, and Neville 2022). Results from these reviews suggest that 
PE teachers: (i) Are supporting the ideal of inclusion, but attitudes are mixed, largely influenced by 
the child’s type of disability; (ii) Have limited resources and support (e.g. Continuing Professional 
Development – CPD); and, consequently, (iii) Report lack of knowledge, confidence and compe
tence in implementing IPE. 

Despite these significant findings, no previous review has synthesised evidence on teachers’ per
ceptions and practices about inclusion in the context of learner diversity more broadly, and such a 
review is warranted. To address this gap, between December 2022 and September 2023 we con
ducted a scoping review of empirical research to answer the following questions: (1) What are 
PE teachers’ subjective interpretations of the meaning and importance of inclusion for diverse learners 
in PE? (2) How do PE teachers facilitate successful IPE for diverse learners and what barriers do they 
encounter? By looking across the recent literature (last 20 years), the purpose of this review was to 
draw together some of the key issues and themes running through published research and to delin
eate major lessons and implications for policy, research and practice.

Methods

Protocol and registration

Once the key aims of this review were agreed, the review protocol was registered in the PROSPERO 
database (CRD42023392501). The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta- 
Analyses guidelines (extension for Scoping Reviews) (Tricco et al. 2018) informed this review, 
including the structure of this methods section.

Search strategy & framework

The SPIDER tool (Sample, Phenomenon of Interest, Design, Evaluation, Research type) (Cooke, 
Smith, and Booth 2012) was considered the most appropriate framework to inform the search strat
egy. After initial exploratory database searches, the adaptation of the SPIDER tool was necessary to 
identify more focused and relevant studies. The revised tool utilised in this review was SPiE, includ
ing three broad areas: Sample, Phenomenon of interest and Evaluation. Table 1 shows how the SPiE 
was applied, including key search terms used.

Eligibility criteria

Inclusion criteria included papers which: [1] were written in English language; [2] were published in 
peer reviewed journals the last 20 years (between January 2002 and December 2022); [3] contained 
original empirical research; and [4] full texts were accessible online. Despite including only studies 
reported in English, the 20-year range allowed the inclusion of sufficient literature, spanning the 
development of key legislation globally. Our sample of interest were PE teachers but also adapted 
physical educators or general teachers teaching school aged children from 4-18 years of age. Studies 
were excluded if: [1] had a focus on young adults (19 years and older); [2] were written in languages 
other than English; [3] were published outside the review period; [4] were considered grey literature 
(e.g. conference papers, dissertations, books/book chapters); [5] focused on extra curriculum pro
grammes; and [6] included perceptions from school staff other than teachers (e.g. teaching assist
ants, or Special Education Needs Coordinators).

Databases and search strategy

The database search was conducted in three stages. Stage 1 involved carrying out a hand search of 
titles in the content pages of six established Physical Education Journals, such as Physical Education 
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and Sport Pedagogy, Sport Education and Society, Curriculum Studies in Health and Physical 
Education, and Journal of Teaching in Physical Education. Stage 1 informed the definitive version 
of SPiE (Table 1). In Stage 2, seven electronic databases were searched by applying the SPiE tool: 
-(EBSCO Host Education Database, ProQuest, JSTOR, PubMed/MEDLINE, PsycINFO and Web 
of Science). Stage 3 included a parallel hand search of Google and Google scholar to ensure that 
the search was as comprehensive as possible.

Screening process and study selection

Once all results/titles were imported into an excel spreadsheet, the first author identified and 
removed all duplicates. Subsequently, the first two authors performed title screening first, followed 
by abstract screening, using the inclusion/exclusion criteria. Quality appraisal was conducted once 
papers were screened for full text reading. The Integrated Quality Criteria for Review of Multiple 
Study designs (ICROMS) (Zingg et al. 2016) and the Mixed Method Appraisal tool (MMAT) 
(Hong et al. 2018) used to assess the quality of qualitative and quantitative/mixed method studies 
correspondingly. Uncertainties/disagreements on the final decision were resolved through discus
sions which were embedded throughout the process. Of the 90 papers identified for full text review, 
64 studies met the inclusion criteria and subsequently included in this review. Figure 1 provides a 
breakdown of this process.

Data extraction

Data extraction was conducted in line with a data extraction framework developed for this review. 
To ensure consistency between all three authors, the framework was piloted by comparing and dis
cussing the three authors’ independent data extraction notes on three randomly selected papers. 
This process gave the team the confidence that there was enough consistency in the process. The 

Table 1. The revised SPiE Framework and key terms used.

S – sample Physical education teacher or Physical education teachers or PE teacher or PE teachers or physical educator 
or physical educators or adapted physical educator or adapted physical educators or general teacher or 
general teachers or in-service teacher or in-service teachers

Pi – phenomenon  
of interest

Physical Education or PE or adapted physical education or adapted PE

AND
Inclusion or inclusiveness or inclusive or inclusivity or including or social cohesion or social inclusion or 

exclusion or exclusive or
exclusiveness or excluding or social exclusion or marginalisation or marginalised or alienation or social 

justice or equity or equality or integration or intersectional or intersectionality or diversity or diverse
AND
Student or students or pupil or pupils or learner or learners or child or children or adolescent or adolescents 

or adolescence or teen or teens or youth or young people or young children
AND
Minority or minorities or immigrant or immigrants or immigration or refugee or refugees or migrant or 

migrants or aboriginal or gender or gender inequality or gender identity or gender identities or race or 
ethnicity or ethnicities or white or black or socio-economic status or poverty or low income or socially 
vulnerable or upper class or low class or social class or religion or religions or Muslim or Muslims or diverse 
religions or social class or masculine or masculinity or femininity or SEND or special educational needs and 
disabilities or special needs or special education or disability or disabilities or learning difficulty or learning 
difficulties or intellectual disability or intellectual disabilities or emotional and behavioural difficulties or 
ADHD or autism or autistic or marginalised or marginalisation or oppressed or obese or obesity or 
overweight or body or sexuality or sexualities or sexual orientation or LGBTQ or lesbian or gay or 
homosexual or queer or bisexual

E – Evaluation Perception or perceptions or attitude or attitudes or opinion or opinions or experience or experiences or 
view or views or reflection or reflections or belief or beliefs or voice or voices or value or values

AND
Practice or practices or pedagogy or pedagogies or strategy or strategies or approach or approaches
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remaining papers were randomly divided between the three authors for independent data extrac
tion. Regular meetings were conducted to discuss progress, notes and thoughts.

Analysis and synthesis of findings

Following Pollock et al. (2023) recommendation, inductive thematic analysis was conducted. A 
similar process to the data extraction described above was adopted, ensuring consistency between 
the three authors before proceeding to independent analysis. All data were treated as qualitative and 
were analysed using constant comparative method, involving open coding, axial coding and ulti
mately selective coding to condense to develop categories and themes (Thomas 2022). During 
the analysis stage, the review team met several times to discuss and examine preliminary notes 
about code development, discuss similarities and/or differences and refine the coding hierarchy. 
The process was further supported by memo writing, a process involving analytical reflections 
and interpretation of evidence to consolidate which codes can be grouped together to create cat
egories (Charmaz 2006). Figure 2 provides a sample of the process of developing categories and 
themes, but the subjective nature of this process needs to be underlined.

Figure 1. Prisma flow diagram illustrating the process of how the studies were included in this scoping review.
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Results

Results are reported in three themes: perceptions of the meaning and importance of inclusion; bar
riers/challenges encountered; and IPE pedagogies. We acknowledge that it would not be possible to 
provide detailed discussions for each paper. To ensure our analysis and interpretations are war
ranted, we have provided examples/claims from a range of papers conducted across diverse national 
contexts. Before reporting the themes, we offer readers reflections on the key characteristics of the 
location and focus of the studies included in the review, to contextualise and interpret the results. 
The key characteristics of the studies included in the present review can be found in Table 2.

Trends in IPE research – reflections and recommendations

A breakdown of the studies per country of origin and student groups is presented in Table 3. Firstly, 
the studies included were conducted mostly in the US or the UK, while representation of the 
remaining countries was substantially smaller. Secondly, a predominant focus on SEND (59%) 
and other marginalised groups (e.g. obese/overweight, immigrants) (35%) suggests that most IPE 
research adopts a categorical approach. Specifically, the percentage of studies exploring teachers’ 
perceptions about inclusion/exclusion of diverse learners in PE, irrespective of predefined cat
egories, was substantially smaller (6%) compared to those targeting marginalised groups (94%).

Contemporary understandings of the term intersectionality are relevant and need to be con
sidered carefully in this context. According to APA (2023), intersectionality refers to the cumulative 
ways ‘multiple forms of discrimination combine, overlap, or intersect … to produce and sustain 
complex inequities’ (6). The intersection of children’s multiple and overlapping identities (APA 
2023) form what Rowan et al. (2021) called a ‘demographic and cultural diversity’ that matters 
in social and educational contexts (113). However, whilst intersectionality offers a critical tool to 
better understand ‘the different avenues of disadvantage and disempowerment’ (Mirza 2023, 
p. 11), using this as a framework to better understand teachers’ subjective experiences has not 
extensively utilised in IPE research.

The meaning and importance of inclusion

Overall, teachers were committed to the ideal of inclusion, having a strong sense of commitment 
(Baldwin 2015; Mihajlovic 2019), a professional responsibility and duty of care (Qi, Wang, and 
Ha 2017) as well as the aspiration (An and Meaney 2015; Morley et al. 2021), dedication (Ko 
and Boswell 2013) and motivation (Hodge, Ammah et al. 2009; Hodge, Haegele et al. 2018) to 
include all, despite the numerous challenges they faced. There was also a degree of clarity about 
the benefits of inclusion. Underpinned by a social discourse of ‘acceptance of differences’, inclusion 
was perceived as encouraging the development of social values and skills (e.g. empathy and 

Figure 2. An example of the process of developing categories.
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Table 2. Summary of reviewed articles.

Author/s & Year Country Purpose Methods Participants

Alhumaid (2021) Saudi Arabia To identify the level of 
teachers’ self-efficacy in 
Saudi Arabia regarding the 
inclusion of students with 
Autism

Questionnaires 214 PE teachers

Ammah and 
Hodge (2005)

USA To explore the views of 
teaching students with 
severe disabilities in PE

Field notes, videos, 
observations and 
interviews

2 GPE teachers

An and Meaney 
(2015)

USA To focus on inclusive practices 
in GPE classes from PE 
teachers’ viewpoint.

Interviews, artefacts and 
field notes

4 PE teachers

Baldwin (2015) Australia To investigate the experiences 
of first year PE teachers who 
have taught African refugees

Interviews 8 PE teachers

Barker (2019) Sweden To explore the perceptions of 
PE teachers who work in 
cultural and ethnical diverse 
schools.

Semi-structured 
interviews and 
observations

3 PE teachers

Barker et al. 
(2021)

Sweden To explore the views of 
teachers regarding the use 
of obesity discourse in order 
to create professional 
identities

Focus groups and 
interviews

24 PE teachers

Benn and Pfister 
(2013)

UK and Denmark To understand the views of 
key stakeholders on 
diversity, practices and 
provision when teaching 
Muslim girls in PE

Focus groups 
interviews, semi- 
structured interviews, 
qualitative surveys, 
videotape

19 head teachers and PE 
teachers, 32 parents 
and 109 Muslim girls

Benzinger et al. 
(2023)

USA To explore the perceptions of 
teachers who have taught 
students with mobility 
issues

Interviews 8 PE teachers

Berg and 
Kokkonen 
(2022)

Finland Interviews 10 PE teachers and 10 
LGBTQI students

Cameron and 
Humbert (2020)

Canada To understand how the notion 
of ‘strong girls’ operates in 
PE

Observations, interviews 
and document 
analysis

1 PE teacher, 14 students

Casebolt and 
Hodge (2010)

USA To understand the experiences 
of PE teachers who have 
taught students with mild to 
severe disabilities in 
inclusive PE

Demographic 
questionnaires and 
interviews

5 PE teachers

Dagkas (2007) England and 
Greece

To explore key issues that 
teachers face when teaching 
PE to Muslim students

Interviews 13 PE teachers (n = 6 
from England and n =  
7 from Greece)

Dagkas, Benn, 
and Jawad 
(2011)

UK To capture the ‘voices’ of 
various key stakeholders 
towards the inclusion of 
Muslim girls in PE.

Interviews 19 PE Teachers, 109 
young people and 32 
parents

Dixon, Braye, and 
Gibbons (2022)

UK To understand the experiences 
of key stakeholders 
regarding the inclusion of 
disabled children in PE

Interviews 34 key stakeholders (n =  
15 PE teachers, 13 
parents and children 
and 6 Initial teacher 
teaching providers)

Doolittle et al. 
(2016)

USA To examine the perspectives 
of middle school PE teachers 
on overweight and obese 
students.

Interviews and 
observations

9 middle school PE 
teachers

Fejgin, Talmor, 
and Erlich 
(2005)

Israel To understand the work that 
teachers do in relation to 
inclusive PE and identify the 

Questionnaire 363 PE teachers

(Continued ) 
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Table 2. Continued.

Author/s & Year Country Purpose Methods Participants

factors that may 
compromise their work and 
how these might have an 
effect on teacher burnout

Filipčič, Burin, 
and Leskošek 
(2021)

Slovenia To understand the experiences 
of teachers who have taught 
students with visual 
impairment in PE

Questionnaires 131 PE teachers

Fitzgerald (2012) UK To interrogate adult 
stakeholders’ 
understandings of inclusion 
by exploring their responses 
to the drawings and 
commentary of young 
disabled students’ 
experiences of mainstream 
physical education

Focus groups, student 
drawings, a drama 
project and adult 
stakeholder task- 
sheets

21 stakeholders (physical 
education teachers, 
sport development 
officers and 
researchers)

Flintoff and 
Dowling (2019)

England and 
Norway

To explore the perceptions of 
physical educators in 
relation to race and racism 
as a step towards support 
the development of 
antiracist practices

Writings and 
biographical 
narratives

10 educators and 8 PE 
teachers

Furuta et al. 
(2022)

Japan To understand the perceptions 
of teachers who have taught 
PE to Japanese language 
learners

Demographic 
questionnaires, online 
interviews and follow- 
up email interviews

7 PE teachers

Grenier (2011) USA To identify the existing 
coteaching inclusive 
practices in general PE

Interviews observations 
and field notes

2 PE teachers, 1 APE

Haegele and 
Lieberman 
(2016)

USA To understand the experiences 
of PE teachers when 
teaching blind students

Questionnaires 51 PE teachers

Haegele, Zhu, and 
Davis (2018)

USA To explore the barriers and 
facilitators towards the 
participation of students 
with disabilities in PE from 
the perspectives of PE 
teachers.

Questionnaires 168 Physical Educators

Haegele et al. 
(2021)

USA To identify the barriers and 
facilitators for students with 
disabilities from the 
perspective of APE teachers

Questionnaires 99 APE teachers

Hersman and 
Hodge (2010)

USA To examine general physical 
education (GPE) teachers’ 
beliefs about teaching 
differently abled students in 
inclusive classes

Questionnaire, survey 
and interviews

5 GPE teachers

Hodge et al. 
(2004)

USA To explore the views and 
beliefs of teachers regarding 
the inclusive practices they 
use for students with 
disabilities

Questionnaires, 
observations and 
interviews

9 GPE teachers

Hodge, Ammah 
et al. (2009)

Multiple locations 
including 
(Ghana, Japan, 
USA and Puerto 
Rico)

To understand the views of 
teachers on inclusion and 
teaching students with 
disabilities in IPE classes

Interviews and 
questionnaires

29 PE teachers

Hodge et al. 
(2018)

Brazil To examine the perspectives 
of PE teachers towards 
teaching students with 
disabilities in PE

Focus group and 
demographic 
questionnaire

6 PE teachers

USA Online survey 453 APE teachers

(Continued ) 
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Table 2. Continued.

Author/s & Year Country Purpose Methods Participants

Hunter et al. 
(2016) 

To explore the views of 
adapted Physical Education 
(APE) teachers on the 
factors/strategies considered 
important to implement IPE 
successfully

Hutzler and Barak 
(2017)

Israel To measure teacher’s self- 
efficacy towards the 
inclusion of students with 
cerebral palsy

Questionnaires 121 PE teachers

Ko and Boswell 
(2013)

USA To explore the perceptions of 
PE teachers when teaching 
students with disabilities in 
GPE classes

Semi-structured 
interviews, artefact 
data: reflection 
journal and related 
documents

7 GPE teachers

Larsson, Fagrell, 
and Redelius 
(2009)

Sweden To understand teachers’ 
perceptions on the gender 
heteronormative character 
of PE

Interviews 5 PE teachers

Lleixà and Nieva 
(2020)

Spain To investigate the perceptions 
of PE teachers towards the 
social inclusion of immigrant 
girls in PE

Interviews and focus 
groups

19 PE teachers

Majoko (2019) Zimbabwe To explore the views of PE 
teachers of how to include 
students with disabilities in 
PE regular classrooms in 
Zimbabwe

Interviews, document 
analysis and non- 
participant 
observations

24 PE teachers

Martinez-Lopez 
et al. (2017)

Spain To explore the wider factors 
that might influence 
teachers’ perceptions and 
practices in relation to 
teaching overweight and 
obese students and how this 
is related with their self- 
efficacy

Questionnaires 471 PE teachers

McGrath, 
Crawford, and 
O’Sullivan 
(2019)

Republic of 
Ireland

Focuses on inclusive practices 
towards teaching students 
with disabilities in PE from 
PE teachers’ perspective

Semi-structured 
interviews

7 PE teachers

Mihajlovic (2019) Finland To examine how teachers view 
the relationship between 
the inclusive practices and 
the Finnish curriculum in PE

Semi-structured 
interviews, field notes 
and participant 
observations

3 PE teachers, n = 4 SEN 
teachers

Morley et al. 
(2005)

UK To understand the views of 
teachers regarding the 
inclusion of students with 
SEND in PE

Interviews 43 PE teachers

Morley et al. 
(2021)

UK To explore the perceptions of 
teachers towards the 
inclusion of students with 
disabilities in secondary PE

Interviews 31 PE teachers

Morrison and 
Gleddie (2021)

Canada To explore the perceptions of 
PE teachers and educational 
assistants (EA) when 
working together in IPE in 
diverse schools

Observations, 
interviews, focus 
groups and reflective 
journals

6 practitioners (n = 3 PE 
teachers and n = 3 EA)

Nanayakkara 
(2022)

Sri Lanka To explore the views of in 
service PE teachers 
regarding the inclusion of 
students with disabilities in 
PE

Group interviews 90 PE teachers

Spain Questionnaires 87 PE teachers

(Continued ) 
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Table 2. Continued.

Author/s & Year Country Purpose Methods Participants

Nieva Boza and 
Lleixà i Arribas 
(2018)

To explore the views of 
teachers regarding the 
inclusion of immigrant girls 
in PE

Obrusnikova 
(2008)

USA To understand the views of 
teachers who teach students 
with disabilities

Questionnaires 168 PE teachers

Obrusnikova and 
Dillon (2011)

USA To explore the challenges that 
teachers face when teaching 
children with Autism in GPE

Questionnaires 43 Physical educators

O’Connor and 
McNabb (2021)

Northern Ireland To understand how to 
improve the participation of 
students with disabilities in 
PE from the viewpoint of PE 
teachers

Questionnaire and semi- 
structured interviews

20 PE teachers

Odum et al. 
(2017)

USA To examine the views of one 
elementary PE teacher 
regarding the weight- 
related barriers for 
overweight students

Interviews 1 PE teacher

Overton, Wrench, 
and Garrett 
(2017)

Australia To examine the role of 
pedagogical practices 
towards the inclusion of 
students with disabilities in 
Primary PE

Semi-structured 
interviews & 
observations

3 PE teachers

Papageorgiou 
et al. (2021)

Greece To identify what the 
perceptions are from various 
stakeholders including PE 
teachers and sports coaches 
towards including refugee 
students in their PE sessions.

Interviews 15 key stakeholders (n =  
8 PE teachers, n = 7 
academics and 
researchers)

Patey et al. (2019) Canada To examine what the 
perspectives are from health 
and physical educators point 
of view regarding inclusive 
learning environments

Semi-structured 
interviews, field notes, 
journal entries and 
email correspondence

11 HPE teachers

Patey et al. (2021) Canada To understand how Physical 
and Health Education 
teachers (PHE) understand 
their roles in inclusion and 
how they attend day to day 
Inclusive pedagogy

Interviews 11 PE teachers

Petrie, Devcich, 
and Fitzgerald 
(2018)

New Zealand To understand the experience 
of one elementary PE 
teacher who attempted to 
reimagine inclusive PE

School documents, 
journals, class blogs, 
students’ work, and 
resources

1 PE teacher

Qi, Wang, and Ha 
(2017)

Hong Kong To investigate the perceptions 
of PE teachers in Hong Kong 
towards including students 
with disabilities in PE.

Interviews 8 PE teachers

Rojo-Ramos et al. 
(2022)

Spain To evaluate the perceptions of 
PE teachers in their 
preparation for inclusive 
education

Questionnaires 260 PE teachers

Rukavina et al. 
(2015)

USA To examine existing practices 
and strategies towards the 
inclusion of overweight and 
obese students (OWS) in 
middle school settings

Semi-structured 
interviews, artefacts, 
observations

9 PE teachers

Rukavina et al. 
(2019)

USA To identify what are the 
factors that affect the 
implementation of social 

Semi-structured 
interviews, 
observations and 
artefacts

9 PE teachers

(Continued ) 
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Table 2. Continued.

Author/s & Year Country Purpose Methods Participants

inclusion strategies towards 
the inclusion of OWS in PE

Tristani et al. 
(2022)

Canada To examine the theoretical 
factors that influence 
teachers’ intentions to 
implement IPE

survey 383 PE teachers

Valley and Graber 
(2017)

USA To examine the practices of PE 
teachers regarding their 
awareness of gender 
equitable practices they use 
in PE

Interviews 4 PE teachers

Van Doodewaard 
and Knoppers 
(2016)

Netherlands To investigate the ways 
teachers, construct 
relationships with their 
students from multi-ethnic 
backgrounds

Video-stimulated 
interviews

11 PE teachers

Wagner, Bartsch, 
and Rulofs 
(2018)

Germany To explore the perceptions of 
teachers and how they deal 
with heterogeneity in PE

Interviews 31 PE teachers

Wang, Qi, and 
Wang (2015)

China To understand PE teachers 
views regarding the 
inclusion of students with 
disabilities in GPE classes in 
China as well as focusing on 
the factors that may affect 
their attitudes.

Survey 195 PE Teachers

Wang, Wang, and 
Wen (2015)

China To explore the factors that 
determine the teaching 
behaviour of teachers when 
teaching students with 
special needs

AIPE-T instrument 15 PE teachers

Wilson, Kelly, and 
Haegele (2020)

USA To investigate the factors that 
impact the practices of 
teachers and APE teachers to 
implement IPE

Survey and follow-up 
interviews

90 practitioners (35 PE 
teachers and 55 APE 
teachers)

Wilson, Theriot, 
and Haegele 
(2020)

USA To identify how physical 
educators use inclusive 
practices in integrated PE

Survey 78 teachers (30 PE 48 
Adapted Physical 
Education teachers)

Table 3. Target student population and location of studies.

Focus/population
Number of 
Studies (%) Countries (number)

Disability 38 (59%) USA (15), UK (6), Israel (2), China (2), Ireland (2), Canada (1), Saudi Arabia(1), 
Spain (1), Slovenia (1), Sri Lanka (1), New Zeland (1), Brazil (1), Australia (1), 
Hong Kong (1), Zimbabwe (1) multiple locations(1) including Africa (Winneba, 
Ghana); Japan (Tokyo); the US (California, Ohio and Pennsylvania); and the US 
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico,

Overweight and Obese 6 (9%) Sweden (1), Spain (1), USA(4)
Diverse/heterogenous 

population
4 (6%) Canada (2), Germany (1), Finland (1)

Immigrants and refugees 4 (6%) Spain (2), Australia (1), Greece (1)
Gender 4 (6%) USA (1), Sweden (1), Canada (1), UK (1)
Religion 3 (4%) England and Greece (1), England and Denmark (1), UK (1)
Race 2 (3%) Sweden (1), UK and Norway (1)
Gender and ethnicity 1 (2%) Netherlands
Sexual orientation 1 (2%) Finland
English as second 

language
1 (2%) Japan
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consideration towards others) (e.g. Lleixà and Nieva 2020; Overton, Wrench, and Garrett 2017; 
Papageorgiou et al. 2021). Despite largely positive evidence about teachers’ commitment to 
inclusion, there were still some teachers who held negative attitudes towards the inclusion of 
SEND students, even when the culture of the school was underpinned by humanistic values and 
embraced diversity (Overton, Wrench, and Garrett 2017). Haegele, Zhu, and Davis (2018, 2021) 
reported that the most significant teacher-related barriers to IPE related to limited knowledge 
and negative attitudes, whilst Mihajlovic (2019) found that negative attitudes were often under
pinned by pedagogies promoting performance and competition.

Considering how teachers understood the meaning of inclusion was of interest. Yet, this has not 
been extensively researched. Only a small number of studies (n = 5) examined teachers’ interpret
ations, and this was in relation to the inclusion/exclusion of SEND students only. Firstly, scholars 
identified ‘nuanced’ differences in the ways teachers understood inclusion (Morley et al. 2021, 407). 
For example, Fitzgerald (2012) identified inconsistency in teachers’ interpretations. Some argued 
that inclusion was primarily about the appropriate placement of students in the right learning 
environment (within or outside of main PE), whilst others had concerns that separating SEND 
from mainstream PE is exclusionary in nature. Thus, different teachers had different parameters 
of what was acceptable inclusive practice, and these perceptions appeared to be inextricably linked 
to the meaning attributed to the concept.

The way teachers understood inclusion also appeared to evolve over time. Whilst in early pub
lications, most teachers talked about equality (e.g. offering the same opportunities) (Ko and Boswell 
2013; Smith 2004) and providing the right placement so that students ‘fit’ in lessons (Fitzgerald 
2012; Smith 2004), in a more recent study, some PE teachers defined inclusion as necessary to 
ensure SEND students feel valued and are treated with respect (Morley et al. 2021). Teachers in 
other studies made references to inclusion as a way of enabling students and their peers to learn 
with each other in environments that instill a sense of belonging (Overton, Wrench, and Garrett 
2017; O’Connor and McNabb 2021)

The ‘reality’ of inclusion: what barriers do teachers experience?

Although the idea of inclusion was supported, most teachers were cautious about what was possible 
in practice. The most frequently mentioned barriers across different studies were the ‘child’, 
inadequate professional learning, and limited resources and support.

The child as a key barrier to inclusion
PE teachers in 31 studies talked about the child as presenting one of the main barriers to inclusion. 
Certain SEND groups were perceived as presenting greater challenges for inclusion. The nature and 
degree of disability defined the extent to which inclusive practices were seen to be possible, and 
segregated provision was a justifiable option for some. There was a general feeling across those 
studies that teaching students with mild disabilities was easier because it required less adap
tation/modification in planning and less one-to-one support (e.g. Casebolt and Hodge 2010; Morley 
et al. 2005; Rojo-Ramos et al. 2022). In contrast, because of their ‘unpredictable’ and ‘disruptive’ 
behaviour, students with Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties were perceived to require greater 
teacher attention (e.g. Casebolt and Hodge 2010; Morley et al. 2005; Morley et al. 2021). Individual 
sports were, for some teachers, easier to adapt to include SEND pupils compared to fast-paced, 
competitive team games (Morley et al. 2021), whilst others believed that the social interaction of 
team sports was cumbersome for SEND pupils (O’Connor and McNabb 2021). To address these 
challenges, some teachers offered ‘individualistic approaches’ (An and Meaney 2015) often teaching 
SEND students in separate, small group settings but other teachers were highly concerned about 
this approach (Wilson, Kelly, and Haegele 2020).

Beyond SEND, the complexity, diversity and uniqueness of other marginalised groups’ identities 
were also seen as a hindering factor for inclusion. Language barriers (Baldwin 2015), religious 
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constraints (with potentially negative perceptions about the value of PE and healthy lifestyles), the 
‘complex’ nature of cultural identities (e.g. Dagkas 2007; Lleixà and Nieva 2020; Papageorgiou et al. 
2021), and students’ body type and size (Doolittle et al. 2016; Rukavina et al. 2019) were important 
considerations for PE teachers in different countries. A striking example comes from teachers of 
overweight and obese students, many of whom believed that these learners hinder their own par
ticipation and learning, either because they lack the physical ability (e.g. fitness), competency, or 
motivation to ‘fit in’ the organised physical activities (Doolittle et al. 2016). Teachers who taught 
Muslim girls were also concerned that the complex nature of cultural identities was a significant 
reason that hindered girl’s own inclusion in PE (Lleixà and Nieva 2020).

Teachers also argued that the negative attitudes held by some of the peers (and some of the 
parents) towards marginalised groups presented a significant challenge to IPE. Prominent in 
their reflections were incidents of peer exclusion, bullying and discriminatory comments (e.g. 
Berg and Kokkonen 2022; Odum et al. 2017) which often had a negative effect on student’s partici
pation (e.g. Qi, Wang, and Ha 2017). Incidents of exclusion and bullying of SEND and other mar
ginalised students by peers had a negative effect on students’ participation (Qi, Wang, and Ha 
2017). Parents’ negative views about their children interacting socially with ‘others’ were also per
ceived to be detrimental as they influenced children’s views of PE and their interactions with others 
(Dagkas, Benn, and Jawad 2011; Papageorgiou et al. 2021; Qi, Wang, and Ha 2017). Thus, creating a 
‘safe’ environment where everyone feels welcomed had its own challenges.

Professional learning for inclusion: is it effective?
There was consistent evidence that PE teachers perceived engagement in Continuing Professional 
Development (CPD) necessary to support inclusive provision. A lot of professional learning was 
taking place ‘on the job’, as teachers shared experiences and resources, engaged in discussions to 
set goals, conducted collegial observations and participated in meetings with social workers and 
other professionals (An and Meaney 2015; Grenier 2011; Qi, Wang, and Ha 2017). Such inter
actions were valuable in understanding students better, having higher expectations for all (Grenier 
2011) and increasing teachers’ confidence (Qi, Wang, and Ha 2017). However, Ko and Boswell’s 
(2013) research suggested teachers had limited time and opportunities to access this type of infor
mal CPD. 

In a third of the studies reviewed (n = 23), teachers viewed themselves as ‘inadequately’ prepared 
to meet students’ unique, complex needs and this was the outcome of limited Initial Teacher Edu
cation (ITE) and untargeted CPD. CPD seeking to support teachers to include and ‘empower’ stu
dents from marginalised groups appeared to be largely unavailable, but teachers believed that this 
kind of focused CPD (on topics such as intercultural education and learner diversity) would be an 
important and beneficial mechanism to achieve better inclusion (e.g. Baldwin 2015; Dagkas 2007; 
Lleixà and Nieva 2020; Papageorgiou et al. 2021; Wagner, Bartsch, and Rulofs 2018). Whilst tea
chers reported some engagement with CPD for SEND students, they largely believed that there 
was scope for more and better professional learning. Some teachers reported that the CPD attended 
was unhelpful either because of a focus on certain disabilities that were not their priority (Morley 
et al. 2021) or because, the CPD was not applied to PE or adapted PE (McGrath, Crawford, and 
O’Sullivan 2019; Morley et al. 2021). Teachers also noticed discrepancies between the content of 
their ITE/CPD and the reality of working in mainstream schools (Morley et al. 2021).

We observed that the content – what teachers learn – was important for these teachers, but the 
evidence reported in the studies did not offer nuanced detail on what teachers perceived to be valu
able professional knowledge for inclusion.

Systemic barriers and school support
In 22 studies, teachers articulated concerns related to systemic barriers to inclusion and these were 
related to policy and curriculum, school resources, equipment/facilities and staff (un)availability 
(e.g. Benzinger et al. 2023; Fejgin, Talmor, and Erlich 2005; Morrison and Gleddie 2021; Wagner, 
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Bartsch, and Rulofs 2018). In a small number of studies, the curriculum was described as narrow, 
inhibiting the appropriate accommodation of learners’ differences (Baldwin 2015). In contrast, a 
‘flexible’ curriculum affords teachers the opportunity for initiative and better accommodation of 
students’ needs (e.g. Dagkas 2007). The competitive nature of PE was also believed to be a con
straining factor, leading to arguments and tensions between native and refugee students (Papageor
giou et al. 2021).

Inclusion was also dependent on school factors, such as school culture, policies and available 
resources. A supportive school ethos was considered a core factor (Qi, Wang, and Ha 2017) and 
consistent implementation of policies enabled teachers to respond appropriately to incidents of 
misbehaviour or peer-bullying towards overweight and obese students (Rukavina et al. 2019). Tea
chers across 18 studies also argued that without adequate resources (e.g. specialised equipment, 
space, class size), support (e.g. time for planning) and adequate weekly time for PE, it was difficult 
to address the needs of all students, especially those with SEND and other marginalised groups (e.g. 
Baldwin 2015; Filipčič, Burin, and Leskošek 2021; Hodge et al. 2004; Hodge, Ammah et al. 2009; 
Hodge, Sato et al. 2009 Nanayakkara 2022; Rojo-Ramos et al. 2022; Wilson, Kelly, and Haegele 
2020).

Inadequate resources were primarily about limited human resources. The lack of availability of 
additional support staff in lessons, such as Teaching Assistants (TAs), was a barrier identified, 
especially when class sizes were large. Lack of support staff equated to teachers’ inability to provide 
SEND students (especially those with severe and complex needs) the one-to-one teaching required 
to stay engaged in tasks (Ko and Boswell 2013; O’Connor and McNabb 2021). Teachers underlined 
that TAs need to be knowledgeable, show enthusiasm, and have the required skills in PE to add 
value (Morley et al. 2021). There were also views that TAs was an under-used resource because 
neither teachers nor TAs had adequate training on how to maximise TA’s contribution (O’Connor 
and McNabb 2021).

Inclusion enacted: effective IPE pedagogy?

Despite the various challenges faced, teachers reported making efforts to implement what they 
perceived to be inclusive practices. They talked primarily about understanding students, adopting 
student-centred pedagogies, offering choice, promoting positive peer interactions and 
adopting differentiated instruction.

Understanding students and building rapport
Developing the right relationships, by demonstrating a personal interest, and establishing effective 
communication with the students was important (Overton, Wrench, and Garrett 2017). In 15 
studies, teachers sought to build positive relationships and to develop mutual trust with their stu
dents. For example, in Canada, teachers underlined the importance of building rapport with all 
their students to ensure students felt comfortable and welcomed in PE (Patey et al. 2021). Similarly, 
most teachers in China, attempted to create a warm and welcome environment for their SEND stu
dents by providing positive feedback and praising students’ actions. They argued that such positive 
reinforcement was paramount to build the right kind of relationship with their students (Wang, 
Wang et al. 2015).

Beyond these efforts to build personal rapport, knowledge-about-the child could derive from 
information available in SEND students’ Individual Education Plans (An and Meaney 2015), con
sultation with colleagues (e.g. Ko and Boswell 2013; Qi, Wang, and Ha 2017; Wilson, Kelly, and 
Haegele 2020), or via dialogue with the students’ families, which enabled teachers to learn about 
their students’ backgrounds, interests and needs (Qi, Wang, and Ha 2017). Working closely with 
parents to communicate policy expectations and to raise awareness of the value of PE were impor
tant strategies for breaking down knowledge and cultural barriers for Muslim girls (Dagkas, Benn, 
and Jawad 2011). Teachers in Lleixà’s and Nieva’s (2020) study underlined how important it would 
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be for teachers to engage in a dialogue with immigrant families to get to know each other better (but 
this was not established practice).

Student-centred pedagogies and student choice
Building upon this knowledge-of-the-child, some teachers argued that engaging students actively in 
the learning process and giving them choice made the learning environment more inclusive. Patey 
et al. (2019) reported that learner-centred pedagogies, alongside a strengths-based, can-do 
approach, were advocated by teachers as enabling inclusion. An indicative example was evident 
in Patey’s et al. (2021) study, where teachers offered opportunities to students to get involved in 
learning by creating their own games in PE and this was perceived as a powerful way to make learn
ing experiences more inclusive. Some teachers also talked about choice. We however observed that 
the degree of choice teachers talked about varied, and that choice could take different forms.

Mihajlovic (2019) described how teachers offered students choice of activities ‘based on students’ 
individual interests’ to increase participation (e.g. goalball). Teachers in Rukavina et al. (2015) study 
talked about ‘first order instructional strategies’ (p.99) to enhance the participation of overweight 
and obese students (e.g. proactive decision-making, eliminating spotlighting, providing choices) 
and ‘second order instructional approaches’ (p.101) involving systematic differentiated instruction 
towards individual students. Other teachers talked about choice in how students learn, encouraging 
them to engage more actively in their own learning (e.g. Furuta et al. 2022; Majoko 2019; Patey et al. 
2021).

Differentiated instruction: an inclusive approach implemented in the right ethos?
A key strategy in enacting inclusion, as reported consistently in 15 studies was the use of differen
tiated instruction (DI). For SEND students, DI was perceived to provide access to educational 
resources (Overton, Wrench, and Garrett 2017), affording appropriate participation (Mihajlovic 
2019) and tailored opportunities for practice (e.g. Majoko 2019; Overton, Wrench, and Garrett 
2017) so that students experienced success (Wilson, Kelly, and Haegele 2020). Teachers reported 
differentiating by equipment, rules and various aspects of the learning environment, including 
grouping arrangements (e.g. small group modified tasks), use of space and time for practice. Tea
chers in Barker et al. (2021) study engaged in meaningful discussions of how they can modify/adapt 
activities for overweight students to enable them to participate in PE. Activities often included par
allel tasks as a measure to help overweight students to not feel that they are being observed by their 
peers in a way that would make them feel ashamed.

Some of the teachers, however, acknowledged that DI was not panacea. Teachers in Qi, Wang, 
and Ha (2017) study raised concerns that DI could result in SEND students being singled out or 
even marginalised, with potentially significant negative impact on their psychological and physical 
development. What appeared to distinguish stigmatisation from genuine inclusion was the nature 
of peer interactions and this was discussed in both SEND-focused and other marginalised groups 
studies. Specifically, Grenier (2011) observed that the provision of additional support through DI 
needs to be done in a way that SEND students stand out in a positive light; i.e. by establishing 
their presence and participation as valuable members in the class. Establishing the right ethos, posi
tive peer interactions, and inter-dependence was important in reducing the marginalisation and 
isolation of students with ‘stigmatised’ attributes. 

Positive peer interactions and cooperative learning
Teachers in 14 studies argued that utilising cooperative practices with heterogeneous grouping (e.g. 
tasks that require input from all, collaborative problem solving and positive inter-dependence) was 
a key approach to inclusive education. For some teachers, teaching PE inclusively meant the facili
tation of nurturing relationships between students (Majoko 2019), and the creation of an atmos
phere of ownership (Furuta et al. 2022) that ‘embrace multiple perspectives and provide 
equitable opportunities for learning’ (Philpot et al. 2021, p.2).
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A significant portion of the teachers in Furuta’s et al. (2022) study said they used peer tutoring 
strategies so that students help their Japanese language peers to understand the content in PE activi
ties. Teachers in Lleixà and Nieva (2020) planned group work to foster student collaboration to 
avoid isolation of immigrant students. In relation to the inclusion of obese students, Rukavina 
et al. (2019) reported that whilst some teachers did not change their ‘traditional’ provision, others 
grounded the learning environment in personal and social development principles to promote and 
celebrate difference and diversity. Teachers in Barker’s (2019) study attempted to introduce ‘open- 
minded’ activities to help all students understand better the values and rules that derive from differ
ent cultures in sports and games. Despite these positive examples, building positive peer relation
ships for effective inclusion was not an established practice across the different studies reviewed. As 
noted above, teachers raised serious concerns about those students who wered negative towards 
otherness, lacking the knowledge, understanding and skills to interact productively and meaning
fully. Thus, peer interactions were viewed as both a tool for – but also a barrier to – inclusion.

Discussion and recommendations

The present paper reported results from a scoping review conducted to answer questions about PE 
teachers’ subjective interpretations of the meaning and importance of inclusion, the ways PE tea
chers facilitate inclusion for diverse learners, and the barriers they encounter. A total of 64 empirical 
studies were conducted in 24 different countries and were included in the review. We observed a 
dominance of specific research contexts and a prevailing categorical understanding in IPE research. 
To address these, it is imperative to: (1) widen the reach but also strengthen the evidence base of IPE 
research in diverse national contexts and across all continents with cultural responsiveness (APA 
2023) (recommendation #1); and (2) explore IPE from an intersectional standpoint to develop a 
nuanced understanding of the complexity of inclusion in modern PE classrooms (recommendation 
#2).

Overall, results suggest that teachers are mostly committed to the ideal of inclusion which 
appeared to have consolidated its position as ‘a moral and legal imperative’ (Kefallinou, Symeoni
dou, and Meijer 2020, 136). Whilst not extensively researched, in recent studies, teachers’ under
standings of inclusion reflected a deep commitment to inclusivity and diversity, aligned with 
contemporary thinking. When inclusion is approached with a focus on creating a sense of belong
ing, it is more likely for students to feel valued, respected and welcomed, positively affecting their 
overall sense of wellbeing (UNESCO 2017). On the one hand, the variety in teachers’ interpretations 
was perhaps anticipated. Globally, national educational policies for inclusion differ considerably 
(European Agency 2015) because of diverse and evolving socio-economic, educational, cultural 
and historical circumstances (Ramberg and Watkins 2020). Whilst this disparity was expected, 
the observation that constructions of the meaning of inclusion direct or shape teachers’ practices 
is a significant one with clear implications for research and practice.

We recommend that future IPE research develops greater understanding of teachers’ interpret
ations of the notion of inclusion in the context of their unique contexts (recommendation #3) and 
examines how teachers’ understandings shape their approaches to IPE in culturally diverse research 
contexts (recommendation #4). Results have clear implications for teacher educators too, who need 
to work with trainee and practicing teachers to discuss, negotiate and co-construct the meaning of 
inclusion as a broad concept that goes beyond the mere presence and participation of learners in 
lessons.

Teachers, however experienced significant barriers to inclusion. The most frequently mentioned 
were the ‘child’, inadequate CPD and limited resources and support. Echoing results reported in 
previous systematic reviews (Rekaa, Hanisch, and Ytterhus 2019; Tarantino, Makopoulou, and 
Neville 2022), certain SEND students were perceived as presenting greater challenges for 
inclusion compared to others. Beyond SEND, the complexity, diversity and uniqueness of other 
marginalised groups identities were also seen as a hindering factor for inclusion. At a first glance, 
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the views teachers expressed about the child as the barrier suggest that teachers think in a deficit 
way about their students. Locating the problem with the child is problematic, since it draws tea
chers’ attention away from entrenched institutionalised inequalities and, arguably, their own 
responsibilities for inclusion. We want to approach this finding with nuance, however.

Teaching takes place in social settings where exclusion is deeply structural and cultural (Slee and 
Allan 2001). When schools do not provide the necessary resources and support, teachers may 
struggle to meet the needs of these students, leading to the perception of students as barriers, divert
ing their attention away from the wider systemic and cultural barriers to inclusion (Azzarito and 
Hill 2013). In contrast, when schools have an embedded inclusive culture, permeating all layers 
of practice, teachers are more likely to view each child as a unique individual with valuable contri
butions to make. It is in these cultures of sustained focus on genuine inclusion that even subtle dis
crimination and exclusionary practices that may still exist are identified, scrutinised and change 
(Pocock and Miyahara 2018).

Unsurprisingly, teachers talked about inadequate and insufficient CPD, bringing to the forefront 
once again the debate on how teacher educators engage with the challenge of preparing and sup
porting teachers to deal with difference. Research on the features of effective CPD has consistently 
argued that CPD needs to be tailored to teachers’ needs (Tarantino, Makopoulou, and Neville 
2022), encourage the ‘disturbance’ of teachers’ embedded practices, beliefs, attitudes and values 
(O’Connor 2016), and support teachers develop the critical tools to analyse the effects (and appro
priateness) of IPE pedagogies (Makopoulou 2018, 2009; Makopoulou et al. 2022). Yet, questions 
need to be asked about the capacity of ‘high quality CPD’ to provide sustainable solutions . Elmore’s 
(2002, p. 3) observation that further investment to a ‘low-capacity, incoherent system is simply to 
put more money into an infrastructure that is not prepared to use it effectively’ is relevant here. 
Given substantial evidence around the limitations of CPD interventions (Makopoulou et al. 
2022), there is some evidence to suggest that embedding high quality professional learning practices 
in schools might yield more sustainable results. IPE researchers need to develop a clear research 
strategy on ways to promote, support and evaluate school-based CPD initiatives to better under
stand what teachers learn about inclusion and how contextual and other factors shape that learning 
(recommendation #5).

In line with their reported commitment, teachers reported making methodical and systematic 
efforts to include all students. Despite the different locations the studies were conducted, and 
irrespective of the specific group of students teachers were reflecting upon, one of the most fre
quently mentioned approaches to inclusion was differentiated instruction (DI). A degree of critical 
disposition towards DI was evident when teachers underlined the importance of avoiding singling 
out students as different, acknowledging that there is a clear danger that DI can unintentionally 
contribute to student stigmatisation. To alleviate these concerns, establishing the right ethos, pro
viding cooperative learning opportunities and promoting positive peer interactions were seen as 
powerful approaches to inclusion. However, core pedagogies for inclusion, as identified in the edu
cational literature, were less prevalent or even absent from teachers’ reflections. These include stu
dent choice as a tool to inform pedagogical decision-making by challenging power relations and 
established norms, the notion of diversification of learning opportunities for all (rather than 
some), and the limitations of teacher-determined differentiation (Florian 2014).

Finally, peer interactions were viewed as both a tool for – but also a barrier to – inclusion. There 
was, however, little discussion on the pedagogies or approaches adopted to address the presence of 
negative peer interactions. According to Juvonen et al. (2019), peer dynamics are complex and chal
lenging, and, if left undisrupted, they can unfold organically in ways that can lead to exclusion. To 
address this, school administrators and teachers need to, firstly, avoid instructional practices that 
segregate groups of students in ways that highlight differences; and secondly, monitor carefully 
learning structured interactions with sensitive awareness of social relations (Juvonen et al. 2019).

Results reported here suggest that some of teachers’ reflections were at odds with the above gui
dance (e.g. some teachers promoted segregated provision as the default approach). There was also 
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very little reference to investing time to strengthen students’ cultural responsiveness (APA 2023), 
emotional intelligence and social skills to support positive and appropriate peer interactions and 
social inclusion (Kefallinou, Symeonidou, and Meijer 2020). Therefore, teachers need further sup
port in implementing such pedagogies more consistently and effectively. Further research is also 
required to better understand what pedagogies for positive, inclusive, peer interactions look like 
in PE (recommendation #6).

Conclusion

The present paper reported results from a scoping review conducted to answer questions about PE 
teachers’ subjective interpretations of the meaning and importance of inclusion, the ways PE tea
chers facilitate inclusion for diverse learners and the barriers they encounter. Acknowledging the 
subjective nature of such a review, we conclude that findings reinforce but also extend those 
from previous reviews. The novel contribution, however, lies with the observation that the barriers 
teachers experience appeared to be the same irrespective of the group of learners they were asked to 
reflect upon. Equally, the positive approaches for inclusion identified shared common features, irre
spective of who the learners are. Thesewere largely underpinned by notions of differentiation, posi
tive peer interactions and social learning experiences. We have identified key implications for 
practitioners and directions for future research, including conducting research in diverse national 
contexts with cultural responsiveness, with priority placed in better understanding the relationship 
between teachers’ perceptions/understandings of inclusion and the practices adopted in the context 
of complex and diverse learning environments and school cultures, and in developing more nuance 
in what teachers learn about inclusion and how this learning shapes their practices. The finding that 
peer interactions were perceived as a tool for inclusion but also a key factor for exclusion also 
deserves further investigation. Future research needs to also consider successful administrative 
practice (i.e. supervision and support of positive inclusion practices by administrators, and 
improved CPD and other resources) but also to identify ways to better understand the power of 
cultural and institutionalized inequities, promoting advocacy to counteract such influences.
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