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Examples of Adaptations – Athlete, Parent, and Coach Perspectives

Brynne Presser Funderburg: Adam, can you share examples or ideas for some easy ways that coaches can start making adaptations today in their sports teams or physical education classes to make their sports and physical activities more inclusive for students with disabilities?

Adam Ayers: Yeah, I think that coaches and teachers can make adaptations today in their physical education classes or their sports teams by just looking at the rules and making adaptations where needed. I mean there's so many opportunities in PE class where there were opportunities to make an adaptation where it gave me the equity within the game or even sometimes an advantage. You know, thinking about whiffle ball, which was one of my favorite sports to play in PE class, you know, if an individual with a disability has some rigidity issues and maybe some stiffness swinging the bat, maybe we upgrade them from the thin yellow bat and we give them a bigger bat, or we give them a tennis racket. You know, so we can give more opportunity to, for that athlete to have success at the plate. 

There is, for instance, volleyball, thinking off the top of my head, you know, if there's a wheelchair user that can't get to the ball as quickly in the air, maybe they get to hit it off a bounce. These are simple adaptations that don't affect the game too much, but also bring in everybody to that sport. So, whereas maybe I was seen as a liability on my, in this situation, I'm.. I have an advantage at this point where I can, if my teammate misses the ball, I can get to it on the bounce and then I keep the play alive. I think that those are things that won't affect the overall teachings of everybody, but yet includes everybody and everyone's enjoyment level and physical activity and your goals are being met regardless. 

So simple, just rule changes, programming changes, can really impact the participation level of your student with a disability in an inclusive setting and then also just looking at our competitive sports, and seeing how the adaptive sports community is doing it and how we can include those athletes within their school system to be able to participate in these sports. Like track and field, and tennis, there's wheelchair basketball, there's many sports that we can include that person with a disability with their typically developing peers and have successful outcomes. 

For example, growing up, I was a, I raced track, and I didn't race track from my high school. One because I was really never invited or, seen as a possibility, but also my track was kind of made of dirt and gravel, it was not a very good track. So, rolling on it in a wheelchair was you know, much more difficult. So, if these situations or just environmental changes would have been in place, and programmatic changes, and just really an inclusive mindset by the administration, I would’ve had a lot different high school experience as an athlete and been able to share my talents with my school, I would have been able to represent my school. So, if administration, and coaches, and teachers just think about these small details and make these little changes, I think they'll go a long way in making sure that you're building an inclusive environment, and making sure that your athletes with disabilities are meeting their goals and physical education needs and also their social interactions that you know are just so important in these developing years. So, those are my thoughts on it. Lindsey, if you'd like to share yours, that'd be great.

Lindsey Mullis: Thanks, Adam. I agree completely. I think in the work that I've done one of the biggest myths that I bust is that to be inclusive or to provide those supports and adaptations, are not needing to be this huge overhaul or cost a lot of money and so they can be those simple solutions that you mentioned. And I think that's something I'd really like for this training to take away for coaches to understand that they can be something that you can think of in the moment or even if it's on the fly if you see something that's not working that you can implement to support a student or an athlete, and so, you know, taking that pressure off of, you know, like repaving the track, right? That would probably be a bigger undertaking, but there could be other ways that maybe thinking thoughtfully would have been able to get you involved. 

And so you know one of the thoughts that I had for this one was back when I was a dance coach. I actually coached one of my dancers who had a cognitive disability. So, you know, knowing for her when it came to the choreography, I would make sure to film, you know, myself teaching the new parts of the routine. You know, from the back so that she could see it and learn it. You know, and the benefit of that is that for her she took extra time to practice because she needed that repetition. But you know really what came out of it was the rest of the dancers also benefited from having that video available so that they could also practice and improve the overall quality of the team. So, I think there's something also to that mindset of if we're supporting this inclusive sport aspect is thinking that we're not just focusing on our individuals with disabilities when it comes to the activity or where the engagement but also how that's benefiting you know the broader you know all of the all the athletes, right, all of the students that are participating. 

And you know something else with adaptations is, is understanding like the movements, and Morgan can attest to this too, anything that we can do with our lower body, right, we can also represent with our upper body. So when Morgan and I teach a lot of our exercise classes, I might be standing, you know, doing all of my aerobic activities bebopping around, right Morgan, and then Morgan is seated next to me.

Morgan Turner: Showing, imitating the if you were in a wheelchair or if you're sitting down ways you can do it other than, rather than using your legs.

Lindsey Mullis: Yeah, so one of our exercises that we do when we're, when we're working on this called toes to the sky, right? So, we're lifting our legs and, Morgan with his prosthetic legs, it’s pretty heavy for him to consistently doing leg lifts. So, as I'm over here, you know, kicking my leg up high, Morgan is demonstrating with his arm up straight how to do those same exercises just with this upper body versus lower body. And so, something as simple as that can engage everybody and you might have your top star athlete that fell and rolled their ankle at the game last week and they're still able to participate in you know in that opportunity to do the movement. Am I missing anything, Morgan?

Morgan Turner: No, I think you nailed it. And then for me, I would say for adaptive sports, coaches could maybe make the teams a little fair. I've been at unified basketball events where like one team will just be stacked like with people that can shoot threes from anywhere just like all... but it seemed like all stars so maybe like not putting all of them on one team, like mix it up with everyone. And then also, like Adam said, give adaptations to individuals who need it. 

Like, for myself, I wrestled in high school, and I could not wrestle with my prosthetics on. So, I would wrestle with my prosthetics off and was doing terrible for like couple of years. But then it took one of my friends who got injured and was injured for the whole season, he got to watch me practice and say and gave me pointers like: "Hey, if you, you have the advantage. Instead of standing straight up, get on your hands and knees and soon as the whistle blows, grab their leg or ankle and they'll be off balance and make it into, make it your advantage." So, all these years I've wrestled, what I thought was the right way for me, it really hurt me, so then it really helped that one of my friends said, “Hey, if you wrestle this way, you'd have more of an advantage than anyone else.” So that was, that was a huge, huge confidence boost.

Lindsey Mullis: Yeah, I love it Morgan when you share that story because you know I think it highlights how utilizing what you know someone's disability is actually turning into an advantage for you in that sport. But also, I love the fact that it wasn't your coach that came up with that idea, right? You mentioned it several years that you were struggling with your wrestling, right, scores, right? But then it was a teammate who was able to watch you and see that that was a simple adaptation that could really, you know, benefit, you mentioned your confidence, but also you know your wrestling ability. And Morgan shared some videos in the past and he you know he can really pull somebody you know down to level and equal that playing field. So, I love that that little aspect of the story that it was a teammate that was given that opportunity to think through how can we make this work better for Morgan? So, I would also love to think of that as a coach of, you know, it's not just your responsibility on, you know, how am I gonna promote this inclusion or adaptation and all of those things in the sport or activity or physical education class that you're doing, but you know challenging the students and the athletes to also think through that mindset of inclusion to really help them build that skill set as well, is really incredible, you know, secondary outcome, which is great.

Adam Ayers: I agree, Lindsey. I think leaning on maybe the students within that PE class to brainstorm with you some adaptations. Like how can we, how can we make this unit today on volleyball more accommodating to Adam? And let them kind of think about it and then puts them in charge and if their ideas are chosen, I think that just empowers them and validates their inclusive mindset, is training them to think outside the box and how can we get, you know, Adam into this sport with us to where like Morgan said you know he took his what people perceived as a disadvantage turned it into an advantage. And you know, guess what? You can't get a single leg take down me because I don't have a leg there.

Morgan Turner: [Laughter] That's right!

Adam Ayers: And you know, I've got the, I've got low man wins, so I'm gonna, you know, I've got that leverage below and so that's a great example of turning that into a positive, but also just lean, lean on your classmates and your peers, put that on them a bit, help them brainstorm, and I think good things usually come out of those sessions so.
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