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1.Introduction 

Introduction

Inclusive education in sports, particularly in gymnastics, is a vital approach that ensures all 

participants, regardless of their individual needs or disabilities, have equitable access to quality 
training and competition experiences. This concept embraces the idea that every individual, 

including those with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND), should have the 
opportunity to participate fully in gymnastics alongside their peers.

SEND encompasses a range of conditions that may impact a participant's experience in sports. 

These can include, but are not limited to, physical disabilities, sensory impairments, learning 
disabilities, and long-term health conditions. Understanding SEND is crucial for coaches and 

sports educators to create an inclusive environment where all athletes can thrive.

SEND Practices and Strategies in Sports

Effective inclusive practice in sports involves identifying, assessing, and meeting the diverse 

needs of participants with SEND. This includes adapting training methods, resources, and 
environments to support each athlete's unique abilities. Such adaptations not only benefit 
athletes with SEND but also enrich the overall experience for all participants by fostering a more 

diverse and supportive sporting environment.

Key Strategies for Inclusive Sports Education

1.  Adapted Training Programs: Develop training sessions that accommodate different abilities 
and ensure everyone can participate meaningfully.

2.  Coaching Education: Provide training for coaches on how to effectively support and adapt 
their coaching methods for athletes with SEND.

3.  Peer Support: Encourage a culture of inclusion where athletes support one another, 
fostering teamwork and understanding.



4.  Accessible Facilities: Ensure that gymnastic facilities and equipment are accessible to all 
athletes, including those with mobility challenges.

5.  Inclusive Competition Formats: Create competition categories that allow athletes with 
SEND to compete in a manner that showcases their abilities and encourages participation.



2.People, Definitions and Ways of Thinking

Understanding Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND)

Special Educational Needs (SEN) in sports refers to the need for tailored provisions for children or 
young people facing challenges in physical activities, including gymnastics. According to the 
Children and Families Act 2014, a child is identified as having SEND if they require special support 

due to learning difficulties. This includes:

The 'D' in SEND stands for 'Disability,' emphasising its role in sports participation.

Definition of Disability in Sports

Under the Equality Act 2010, a disability is defined as “a physical or mental impairment that has a 

long-term and substantial adverse effect” on day-to-day activities. In sports, this includes:

This definition covers various conditions, such as physical disabilities, sensory impairments, and 
long-term health issues.

Learning Disabilities in Sports

Learning disabilities can impact participation by affecting cognitive and motor skills. Key types 

include:

Significantly Greater Difficulty: An athlete facing more significant challenges compared to 
peers.
Disability Impacting Access: An athlete whose disability hinders their ability to use typical 
sports facilities and activities.

Long-term: Lasting “a year or more.”
Substantial: More than minor or trivial effects.

Dyslexia: Difficulties with language that may hinder understanding instructions.
Dyspraxia: Challenges with motor coordination affecting physical performance.



Understanding these distinctions helps coaches provide the necessary support and 

accommodations, ensuring all athletes, including those with SEND, can participate fully in 
gymnastics and other sports

ADHD/ADD: Attention and impulse control issues that impact focus.



The following outlines four key pieces of legislation and government policies concerning Special 
Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) in England and Wales:

In accordance with current SEND legislation and the social model of disability, the focus is on four 
distinct areas of need rather than solely on specific diagnostic criteria. Understanding these areas is 
crucial for creating supportive environments for individuals with SEND.

3.Legislation

1.  The Autism Act 2009: This law mandates the government to provide services for adults with 
autism, requiring local councils to follow legally binding guidelines. It includes a review 
mechanism for updating strategies every five years.

2.  The Equality Act 2010: This Act classifies disability as one of nine protected characteristics, 
prohibiting discrimination in various settings, including education. It requires 'reasonable 
adjustments' to ensure individuals with disabilities can access services, such as modifying 
environments and resources.

3.  The Children and Families Act 2014: Aims to improve services for vulnerable children, including 
those with SEND. It mandates Local Authorities to publish a 'Local Offer' detailing available 
services and introduced Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs) to provide tailored support for 
children and young people with SEND up to age 25.

4.  The SEND Code of Practice: Enacted alongside the Children and Families Act, this guidance 
provides direction for schools and local authorities regarding SEND. It replaced the previous 
'Statement of Special Educational Needs' with EHCPs and outlines the process for regular 
reviews of these plans.

1.  Communication and Interaction
Speech, Language, and Communication Needs (SLCN): Individuals with SLCN may struggle 
to articulate thoughts or engage in conversations, hindering their social participation.
Autism: Those on the autism spectrum often face challenges in communication and social 
interaction, struggle with sensory sensitivities, and may have difficulty adapting to routine 
changes.

2.  Cognition and Learning



By focusing on these areas of need, educators can develop strategies that promote inclusion and 
facilitate the success of all students, regardless of their individual challenges.

General Learning Difficulties: Individuals may process information slowly, affecting literacy 
and numeracy skills, leading to low self-esteem and social challenges.
Severe Learning Difficulties (SLD): Those with SLD experience significant cognitive 
impairments, affecting communication and self-care, requiring extensive support.
Profound and Multiple Learning Difficulties (PMLD): Individuals with PMLD have complex 
needs, including severe physical or sensory impairments, necessitating highly individualized 
support.
Specific Learning Difficulties (SpLD): Conditions like dyslexia, dyscalculia, dyspraxia, and 
dysgraphia impact specific areas of learning and require targeted interventions.

3.  Social, Mental, and Emotional Health Difficulties
Emotional and Social Development: Children may struggle with social interactions and 
display withdrawn or disruptive behaviors due to conditions like ADD, ADHD, or autism. 
Support in developing social skills and emotional regulation is crucial.

4.  Sensory and/or Physical Needs
Sensory Impairments: Visual and hearing impairments can hinder access to learning, 
necessitating specialized support.
Multi-Sensory Impairment (MSI): Combining visual and hearing impairments creates 
substantial barriers, requiring tailored strategies.
Physical Disability (PD): Individuals may need ongoing support and specialized equipment to 
fully engage in educational activities.



Inclusive Education in Sports and Gymnastics

In the context of inclusive education in sports and gymnastics, understanding the diverse range of 

Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) is essential for creating supportive environments. 
This section categorises these needs into four main areas to help coaches and educators effectively 

address them.

4.The Range of Special Education Needs

1.  Communication and Interaction
Speech, Language, and Communication Needs (SLCN): Athletes with SLCN may struggle to 
express themselves or understand instructions, impacting their ability to engage in team 
activities and follow coaching guidance.
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): Individuals with ASD often face challenges in 
communication and social interaction. They may have heightened sensory sensitivities and 
difficulties with routine changes, which can affect participation in sports. Structured routines 
and tailored communication strategies can help.

2.  Cognition and Learning
General Learning Difficulties: Athletes with general learning difficulties may process 
information slowly and struggle with basic skills. They may need targeted instructional 
strategies and emotional support to thrive in a sporting context.
Severe Learning Difficulties (SLD): Those with SLD have significant cognitive impairments 
that affect mobility and coordination. Adaptations in coaching methods and specialised 
resources can support their participation.
Profound and Multiple Learning Difficulties (PMLD): Individuals with PMLD experience 
complex challenges, requiring comprehensive support that addresses both learning and 
physical well-being, including personalised coaching approaches.
Specific Learning Difficulties (SpLD): Conditions like dyslexia, dyscalculia, dyspraxia, and 
dysgraphia impact various aspects of learning and skill acquisition. Tailored interventions can 
help these athletes succeed in sports.

3.  Social, Emotional, and Mental Health Needs



Addressing the diverse range of SEND in sports requires a proactive, individualised approach. By 

recognising specific needs and implementing appropriate strategies, coaches can foster an inclusive 
environment where all athletes can reach their full potential.

Emotional and Social Development: Athletes with emotional and social difficulties may 
struggle with relationships and exhibit withdrawn or disruptive behaviors. Conditions such as 
ADHD and autism can be relevant. A supportive environment and social skills training can 
enhance their participation and teamwork.

4.  Sensory and/or Physical Needs
Sensory Impairments: Athletes with visual or hearing impairments may require specialized 
support, including adapted materials and assistive technologies, to engage fully in sports 
activities.
Multi-Sensory Impairment (MSI): Those with MSI face significant challenges due to 
combined sensory impairments, necessitating specialized interventions to support their 
engagement.
Physical Disabilities (PD): Athletes with physical disabilities may need ongoing support and 
accessible equipment to participate fully. Ensuring accessible facilities and necessary 
accommodations is crucial for their inclusion and success.



Supporting Children with Disabilities

Ensuring children with disabilities have equal access to gymnastics requires thoughtful planning and 

adaptable instruction. Here are strategies for creating an inclusive environment:

5.Support Stratagies and Adjustments 

1.  Individualised Assessment and Planning
Understand Individual Needs: Assess each child’s strengths and limitations by consulting 
parents, caregivers, and medical professionals. Review any Individualised Education Plans 
(IEPs) or Education, Health, and Care Plans (EHCPs).
Set Realistic Goals: Establish achievable goals tailored to each child’s abilities, allowing for 
progress and continuous development.

2.  Adaptive Equipment and Facilities
Accessible Equipment: Modify apparatus such as balance beams and mats, and provide 
supportive harnesses.
Facility Modifications: Ensure accessibility by installing ramps, widening spaces, and 
providing aids for sensory impairments.

3.  Inclusive Instructional Strategies
Differentiated Instruction: Use visual aids, verbal instructions, and hands-on demonstrations 
to accommodate various learning styles.
Task Breakdown: Break complex skills into smaller steps for easier mastery.
Positive Reinforcement: Celebrate effort and progress to boost confidence and motivation.

4.  Peer Support and Social Inclusion
Buddy System: Pair children with disabilities with peers for support and encouragement, 
fostering social interaction.
Inclusive Activities: Create activities that engage all participants, regardless of ability, 
through cooperative games and team-building exercises.

5.  Professional Development for Coaches
Specialised Training: Train coaches on working with children with disabilities, including 
support strategies and fostering inclusivity.



By integrating these strategies, gymnastics programs can create a welcoming, inclusive environment 
where children with disabilities can thrive and benefit from the physical, social, and emotional 

advantages of gymnastics.

Supporting Gymnasts with Specific Learning Disabilities (SpLDs)

To support gymnasts with Specific Learning Disabilities (SpLDs), a tailored approach is essential. Key 
strategies include:

Supporting Gymnasts with Autism or ADHD

Ongoing Support: Provide access to continuous professional development in inclusive 
gymnastics.

6.  Collaboration with Families and Professionals
Family Involvement: Engage parents to better understand the child's needs and maintain 
regular communication.
Professional Collaboration: Work with therapists and educators to implement effective 
strategies.

1.  Creating an Inclusive Gymnastics Environment
Flexible Training Spaces: Provide varied setups and quiet areas to suit different needs.
Assistive Technology: Use video tools to help gymnasts review performances.
Clear Instructions: Use concise, visual instructions and break tasks into smaller steps.
Routine and Structure: Use consistent routines and visual schedules to support organisation.

2.  Differentiated Coaching Techniques
Multi-Sensory Methods: Engage multiple senses to reinforce learning, such as tactile 
feedback or auditory cues.
Scaffolded Learning: Offer support at the start of new skills, gradually reducing it as 
confidence grows.
Peer Mentoring: Pair gymnasts with mentors for additional support and collaboration.

3.  Personalised Support Plans
Individualised Coaching: Tailor plans to each gymnast’s needs, regularly reviewing goals and 
accommodations.
Strength-Based Approach: Focus on strengths to motivate gymnasts and build self-esteem.

4.  Professional Development
Specialised Training: Equip coaches with skills to support gymnasts with SpLDs and 
encourage collaboration with specialists.
Ongoing Learning: Promote continuous professional growth.

5.  Family and Community Engagement
Parent Involvement: Maintain open communication with parents and include them in 
planning.
Community Resources: Connect families with support groups and additional resources.



Supporting gymnasts with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) or Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 
(ADHD) requires structured environments and individualised strategies:

By adopting these strategies, gymnastics coaches can create an environment where gymnasts with 
ASD or ADHD feel supported, enabling them to succeed and enjoy their training.

Writing a Support Plan for Inclusive Gymnastics

Developing a support plan ensures gymnasts with additional needs receive appropriate 

accommodations and guidance:

1.  Creating an Inclusive Environment
Structured Sessions: Use consistent routines and visual schedules for predictability.
Sensory-Friendly Spaces: Modify environments to reduce sensory overload, providing quiet 
areas as needed.
Clear Instructions: Use concise, visual, and tactile instructions to help understanding.

2.  Differentiated Coaching Techniques
Break Down Tasks: Divide skills into smaller steps for better comprehension.
Positive Reinforcement: Use specific praise and encouragement to reinforce success.

3.  Personalised Support Plans
Individualised Coaching Plans: Develop tailored plans that address specific needs and goals.
Monitoring and Feedback: Continuously monitor progress, providing constructive feedback.

4.  Professional Development
Specialised Training: Provide training on ASD and ADHD, including strategies for 
communication and behaviour management.
Collaboration: Work with specialists to align coaching methods with best practices.

5.  Family and Community Engagement
Parent Involvement: Collaborate with parents to create effective support strategies and 
maintain open communication.
Advocacy: Foster awareness and acceptance of ASD and ADHD within the gymnastics 
community.

1.  Initial Assessment
Identify Needs: Assess the gymnast’s strengths, challenges, and needs, involving parents and 
professionals.
Document Baseline: Record current abilities and relevant information to track progress.

2.  Setting Goals and Objectives
SMART Goals: Develop specific, measurable, and achievable goals that promote inclusion.
Inclusive Objectives: Ensure goals encourage participation in all activities.

3.  Support Strategies
Accommodations: Identify necessary modifications, such as equipment changes or 
structured routines.
Communication: Establish clear communication methods suited to the gymnast’s needs.

4.  Implementing the Plan



Training for Coaches: Provide necessary training to ensure coaches can implement support 
effectively.
Consistency: Maintain predictable routines and provide clear instructions.

5.  Monitoring and Review
Check-Ins: Schedule regular reviews with families to track progress and adjust plans as 
needed.
Flexibility: Be ready to modify the plan based on evolving needs.

6.  Family and Professional Involvement
Collaborative Approach: Work with families and external professionals to align strategies.

7.  Evaluation
Annual Review: Evaluate the plan’s effectiveness and set new goals for continued 
improvement.



To ensure good practices in Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) support within 

gymnastics clubs, it is essential to create a proactive, inclusive, and adaptive environment. Coaches 
and clubs play a vital role in providing a supportive space where gymnasts of all abilities can thrive. 

Below are key strategies for maintaining best practices in SEND support:

1. Person-Centered Approach

2. Inclusive Environment

6.Good Practice in SEND Support

Individualised Support Plans: Each gymnast with SEND should have a tailored support plan 
outlining their specific needs, strengths, and goals. These plans should be updated regularly to 
reflect the gymnast's progress and evolving needs.
Engagement and Empowerment: Involve gymnasts in conversations about their support needs 
and preferences. Allow them to contribute to their training plans, empowering them in the 
process.
Respectful Interactions: Ensure that all communications and interactions with gymnasts are 
respectful and encouraging. Coaches should celebrate achievements, focusing on effort and 
progress.

Accessible Facilities: Ensure that all facilities are accessible to gymnasts with disabilities. This 
may include ramps, accessible restrooms, and modified equipment to accommodate various 
needs.
Adaptable Activities: Design exercises that can be adjusted based on ability levels. Coaches 
should have alternative drills or modifications ready, so every gymnast can participate 
meaningfully.



3. Effective Communication

4. Training and Professional Development

5. Flexibility and Adaptability

6. Collaboration and Partnership

7. Monitoring and Evaluation

Positive Club Culture: Foster a culture of inclusion where diversity is valued. Encourage 
gymnasts, staff, and coaches to support one another, creating a welcoming environment for all.

Clear Instructions: Provide instructions in multiple formats—verbal, visual, and tactile—to ensure 
they are easily understood by all gymnasts.
Regular Feedback: Hold regular feedback sessions with gymnasts and their families to assess 
the effectiveness of the support being provided. This helps in making timely adjustments to meet 
evolving needs.
Open Communication Channels: Maintain open and transparent communication with parents, 
caregivers, and external professionals, ensuring collaboration in providing consistent support.

Continuous Learning: Provide ongoing training for coaches and staff on SEND issues and 
inclusive coaching strategies. Regular professional development helps ensure that everyone is 
equipped to support gymnasts with disabilities effectively.
Expert Workshops: Invite SEND experts to run workshops and provide deeper insights into 
strategies for working with gymnasts with disabilities. These sessions help staff stay up to date 
with best practices.
Peer Collaboration: Encourage coaches to share their experiences and strategies. Peer learning 
fosters innovative approaches and helps create a shared knowledge base within the club.

Responsive Coaching: Adjust training plans and activities based on how gymnasts respond. 
Flexibility ensures that individual needs are met in real-time.
Iterative Planning: Treat support plans as living documents, regularly reviewing and updating 
them to accommodate the gymnast's changing needs and goals.
Creative Problem-Solving: Approach challenges with an open mind, collaborating with 
gymnasts, their families, and professionals to find creative solutions.

Interdisciplinary Teamwork: Collaborate with external professionals like occupational therapists 
and educators to provide comprehensive support for gymnasts.
Community Engagement: Engage with the wider community to raise awareness about SEND 
inclusion. Host events or workshops to promote understanding.
Parental Involvement: Work closely with parents and caregivers, whose input is crucial for 
continuous support and understanding of the gymnast’s needs.

Regular Assessments: Conduct ongoing assessments to track the gymnast’s progress. Use this 
data to adjust support strategies and set realistic new goals.
Outcome Tracking: Measure success not only through skill development but also in terms of 
social interaction, self-confidence, and well-being.



8. Promoting Independence

By implementing these principles, gymnastics clubs can create an inclusive environment where 
gymnasts with SEND can thrive. This inclusive culture not only benefits individuals with disabilities but 
also enhances the overall experience for all club members, promoting empathy, respect, and 

excellence across the community.

Feedback Integration: Use feedback from gymnasts, parents, and staff to continuously improve 
the quality of SEND support within the club.

Skill Development: Focus on developing both gymnastics and life skills that promote 
independence. Encourage skills such as communication, problem-solving, and teamwork.
Encouraging Autonomy: Create opportunities for gymnasts to make decisions and take on 
challenges, building their confidence and fostering self-reliance.
Supportive Coaching: Offer support in a way that empowers gymnasts to gradually become 
more independent. Use positive reinforcement to encourage effort and progress.



When it comes to supporting individuals with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) in 
both sports and everyday life, there are numerous resources available for clubs, coaches, parents, 

caregivers, and the individuals themselves. Here’s an overview of some key sources of support:

National Organisations and Charities:

National Autistic Society: Provides a wealth of resources, training, and support for individuals with 

autism and those supporting them. They offer specific advice on inclusion in sports and recreational 
activities.

Mencap: Offers information and support for people with learning disabilities and their families. They 
have resources on accessible sports and activities.

Scope: A disability equality charity that provides support and information on various disabilities. They 

offer resources to make sports and everyday activities more inclusive.

British Dyslexia Association: Provides information, support, and training for individuals with dyslexia, 

as well as resources for educators and coaches.

ADHD Foundation: Offers support and resources for individuals with ADHD, including strategies for 
inclusion in sports and day-to-day activities.

Government Resources

Department for Education (DfE): Provides guidelines and resources on SEND, including the SEND 

Code of Practice, which offers statutory guidance on duties, policies, and procedures for those 

7.Sources of Support



providing services to children and young people with SEND.

Local Authorities: Often have dedicated SEND teams that offer support, advice, and resources for 

clubs, coaches, parents, and caregivers. They can provide information on local services, funding, and 
training opportunities.

Professional Associations

UK Coaching: Offers resources, training, and certifications for coaches on how to support athletes 

with SEND. They provide specific guidelines and best practices for inclusive coaching.

Sports Coach UK: Offers training courses and resources on coaching individuals with SEND, helping 

to improve the inclusivity of sports programs.

Online Communities and Forums

Special Needs Jungle: An online platform that offers information, resources, and a community forum 
for discussing SEND issues. It provides advice for parents, caregivers, and professionals.

Netmums and Mumsnet: Popular parenting websites with forums where parents and caregivers can 

share experiences and advice on supporting children with SEND, including tips on sports and 
activities.

Social Media Groups: Platforms like Facebook have numerous groups dedicated to parents, 
caregivers, and professionals supporting individuals with SEND. These groups can be a valuable 
source of peer support and practical advice.

Specialist Services

Occupational Therapists: Can provide tailored advice and strategies to help individuals with SEND 
participate in sports and daily activities. They offer assessments and interventions to support physical 
and cognitive development.

Speech and Language Therapists: Provide support for individuals with communication difficulties, 
offering strategies to improve communication in sports and everyday life.

Educational Psychologists: Offer assessments and advice on supporting the learning and 
development of individuals with SEND, including how to include them effectively in sports and 
recreational activities.



Training and Professional Development

Workshops and Seminars: Many organisations offer training workshops and seminars on inclusive 

practice, specifically tailored to sports and physical activities.

Online Courses: Platforms like Coursera, Udemy, and FutureLearn offer courses on SEND, providing 

accessible learning opportunities for coaches, parents, and caregivers.

By utilising these sources of support, clubs, coaches, parents, caregivers, and individuals with SEND 
can access the information and resources they need to create an inclusive and supportive 

environment in both sports and daily life. This collaborative approach ensures that everyone has the 
opportunity to participate, thrive, and achieve their potential.


