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II.3
Body and disability: designing integrated motor activities 

with primary school teachers1

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

Corpo e disabilità: attività motorie interate progettate 
con insegnanti della scuola primaria

Antonello Mura
Full Professor of Didactics and Special Education, Department of Literature, Languages and Cultural
Heritage, University of Cagliari (antonello.mura@unica.it).

Antioco Luigi Zurru
Resercher of Didactics and Special Education, Department of Literature, Languages and Cultural He-
ritage, University of Cagliari (antiocoluigi.zurru@unica.it).

Ilaria Tatulli
Resercher Junior of Didactics and Special Education, Department of Literature, Languages and Cultural
Heritage, University of Cagliari (ilariatatulli@unica.it).

Abstract
The historical-anthropological pitfalls related to socio-cultural representation of
corporeality and disability still feature as challenge to inclusion. In this regard,
training for future teachers for preschool and primary school is a crucial ground
to promote inclusive education. The essay combines some of the historical-an-
thropological elements that acted as inhibitors of a proper approach to the cor-
poreality of disabled person with a survey carried out with the involvement of the
students of the Degree Course in Primary Teacher Education. The qualitative
analysis of data allows different considerations about:  the adopted teaching ap-
proaches in Integrated Motor Activities; the design of particular learning contents
and teaching methods; the creation of suitable spaces and accessible instruments
for all students; and, of great relevance, the training needs of young teachers, as
mediators and innovators in already structured school contexts.

Keywords:
Integrated Motor Activities; Special Pedagogy and Special Didactics; Teachers
Training; Inclusive Culture.

1 Authors made an equal contribution to the paper. Nevertheless, the section 1. Disability and cor-
poreality: prejudices and challenges for inclusive education has been written by Antonello Mura,
the section 2. Inclusive culture and integrated motor activities’ planning has been written by Ilaria
Tatulli, the section Conclusions has been written by Antioco Luigi Zurru.
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1. Disability and corporeality: prejudices and challenges for inclusive education 

Although designing accessible motor activities that allow every student to live their
body cognition and their learning through the body as a healthy experience now is a
recognize target (MIUR, 2012), in daily school life this awareness are often opposed
by sneaky and insidious preconceived ideas. In this sense the training courses for fu-
tures teachers need a path aimed at the acquisition of a habitus of pedagogical and di-
dactics knowledges that will consent to face the challenges of inclusive education.

Concerning that point, the ethical-philosophical reflection and historical-anthro-
pological deepening allows the students to understand the origins, the developments
and the offshoots of the distorted idea, that will not consent to a disabled person the
possibility to live and build his/her identity also through the body and the movement.

Therefore, it is possible to enlighten the deep historical roots of prejudices that in-
nervate the west culture regarding the body and the disabled person’s body. 

Among the earliest evidence that represent the “handicapped” body’s inadequacy,
in the Iliade, the Tersite’s character associates the moral traits to the physical disgust
(Errani, 2000).

It is a description in contrast with the ancient Greek virtuous man’s ideal, that
matches, as well as the valour in the use of weapons, the nobility of spirit, the beauty
and the body’s well-proportioned.

In the classic age, in the Phaedon and in the Cratylus, Plato decrees the body’s in-
feriority respect to the soul, generating, thus, the antithesis’s condition which became
crucial in west cultural history (Galimberti, 2007). In the Republic, this principle im-
poses to doctors to let die who is physically ill. Also his scholar Aristotle nourishes the
same intentions, forbidding by law to rise deformed children. 

The Christianity maintains the same dualistic conception of body and soul medi-
ating it from neoplatonism. During twenty centuries the differences and the distances
between this two dimensions has been emphasized, distorting the Gospel message
and was re-interpreted only with the Gaudium et spes (Concilio Vaticano II, 1965).
The relationship’s misinterpretation body-soul, indeed, introduced the causal con-
nection between body and sin, to conceive the very presence of the deficit as a conse-
quence of sin.

In the Seventeenth century, also Descartes took up the Platonic-Christian dualism
and subjected man’s body, his emotions and feelings to the dimension of the res extensa
and its laws. The res cogitans, more noble, became the judgement meter of any other
reality.

If the Descartes’s effort can be considered as the first cultural input of modern sci-
ence, in the pedagogical field the first indirect references to diversity and corporeality
are found in the Emilio (Book I). Rousseau states that the educative intervention’s
success depends on pupil’s characteristics, it must be male instead of female, French
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instead of a Lappish or black and, in particular, suggests that it must be in good health
(Rousseau, 1762).

It is evident as within the time the body remained central in diversity representa-
tion, in discrimination among normality/health and abnormality/illness and in the
denial of human rights. 

In the teachers training and in antithesis to those dichotomic approaches, the Itard
and Séguin operas, special education’s pioneers, became pedagogical and humans ex-
periences that return dignity to human being, recovering body dimension. In fact,
Itard carries out “Victor’s” educative intervention urging body’s primary needs, the
senses and emotions and, finally, the intellect. Séguin, considered a precursor of mod-
ern psychomotricity, reaffirms the centrality of the senses and the body in idiots’ ed-
ucation.

The roots’ rebuilding of corporeity distorted idea reveals contradictions which
make of the body, also within the Twenty Century, good of totalitarianisms and
democracies, subject and object in wars, instrument of affirmation of the force or en-
tity to be annihilated (Mura, 2009).

This investigation interweaves with the historical evolution of Motor Science
thanks to the authors’ operas which have configured, perceived and interpreted the
centrality and dignity of the body as the original opening of human being’s to the
world (Merleau Ponty, 1965).

In particular, the studies of Wallon, Piaget, Le Boulch, Parlebas have been funda-
mental in the body’s model development, which through the movement lives reality
fully, becomes expression of person’s integrality and uniqueness.

The body becomes thus mediator of communication and relationship with the
other, opening to the awareness of own existence and of the realization’s possibilities.

2. Inclusive culture and integrated motor activities’ planning.

The reflection on disability prejudices allows to reveal distortions which often hinder
the understanding and the full expression of human being’s multiple dimensions. The
origin and heterogeneity’s bias against body highlight, thus, the necessity to change
point of view: motor activity cannot be considered as a simple therapeutic or as reha-
bilitation practice, neither for disabled people. The motility, whether as a game or as
a basic motor activity, or as a recreational or as agonistic sporting activity, it is strictly
related to pedagogical and anthropological reflection on human being (Mura, 2009;
Seclì, 2014). In this sense, the child motor and postural development, the games’ role
in learning and the corporeity’s expressive, communicative and relational value com-
ponents are elements which contribute to one self developmental and awareness pro-
cess. Motor, sport and game activities can be a support for each pupil, indeed, to reality
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interpretation, to acquire educational health knowledge, to gain information about
civil co-existence and responsible citizenship (MIUR, 2012). However, planning and
fulfilling integrated motor and sport activities also at school seems to be demanding.
By the analysis of the national and international scientific literacy, emerges the
widespread lack of proposals and limited enterprises to local and temporary situations
(de Anna, 2005).

In Italy, after the launch of Law 517/77, the experiences gained in the process of
school, work and social integration have promoted the commitment in order that
people with disabilities can enjoy a prosperous life and full rights in every existential
sphere.

Concerning the motor activity those ideals are present in numerous international
documents: UNESCO, International Charter for Physical Education, Physical Ac-
tivity and Sport 1978, World Conference on EFA, Jomtien, 1990, World Conference
of Salamanca 1994, UN Convention 2006. 

These themes are reaffirmed in the 2012 in Indicazioni Nazionali per il Curricu-
lum, in Rules for the promotion of school inclusion for disabled student in D. Lgs
n.66, 2017, and these contents are also recalled and renewed in the Indicazioni e
Nuovi Scenari, 2018. This awareness is an integral part of basic knowledge in training
of future teachers. However, the involvement of disabled pupils in motor activities is
often hindered by different barriers. Indeed, the greatest difficulties in motor activities
are identified in three macro elements: personal and contextual factors, and factors
related to the task (Kasser, Lytle, 2005).

The quality of inclusion is closely related to teaching competencies, it implies the
introduction of innovation’s elements that meet each one’s learning possibilities, so
that the condition of disability is not considered an insurmountable limit (d’Alonzo,
2017; de Anna, 2009; Mura, 2009; Pavone, 2015). It becomes necessary to direct fu-
ture teachers to develop a systemic operational approach which, changing perspective
and recognizing motor activities’ qualities, the body and direct experiences as active,
warm mediators to promote everyone’s participation (Moliterni, 2013). Moreover,
the meta-reflection on integration’s theme in motor activities is solicited by different
positive school experiences (Magnanini, 2009; Rossi, 2009).

In this educational perspective, the students of the Degree Course in Primary
Teacher Education have been involved, for three years, in two different theoretical-
practical reworking activities.

In the workshops the future teachers worked on the design of inclusive motor ac-
tivities, while a further group of these took care of designing inclusive motor activities
to be carried out in schools during the internship.

Each year, workshops have involved about 40 students divided in 7 groups. At the
end of the course were collected their testimonies, the interviews have highlighted im-
portant didactic elements for inclusion:
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• basics motor skills are universal principles for the development of all pupils;
• basic motor skills are preparatory and transversal to learning goals in different dis-

ciplinary areas
• physical and cognitive accessibility of learning tasks is a necessary condition to

promote participation of all the students
• the formative value of motor and expressive activities is the basis of a positive com-

munication and relationship climate among pupils.

From the perspective of professional growth, the students reported that workshops
are protected context useful to:

• elaborate and check the didactic project;
• learn how to recognize and overcome obstacles to fulfil inclusion paths;
• acquire, develop and share team working skills.

Concerning the internship, the planed and fulfilled activities in the pre-schools
and primary schools have become an open and complex challenge for a group of
twenty students. 

From interviews emerges that:

• it is necessary evaluate carefully barriers to enjoy gym or school’s garden; 
• it is difficult managing the available time to carry out all the designed activities;
• it is necessary evaluate carefully the choice of tools and contents to ensure access

and participation to all pupils;
• sometimes is difficult share the objectives of the project with school’s teachers.

Becomes evident, therefore, the necessity to create a climate of mediation, consid-
ering that not all teachers in service show to have acquired a clear awareness of inclusive
motor activities’ value.

Conclusion

The participation in motor activities and sport is an opportunity to grow together, to
know themselves and the others, to be aware about each one’s body, about own limits
and strengths, as well as is the exercise of a right (de Anna, Covelli, 2016; Mura, 2009;
UN, 2006). However, school experiences described by some students in internship
show critical elements referred to architectural barriers and, more relevant, to teachers’
prejudices. Those elements highlight cultural contradictions and beliefs that still must
be demolished.

Concerning that point, some useful elements have emerged in the course of inves-
tigation carried out over three years of lessons, workshops and internship.
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Lessons and workshops are opportunities to confront with the operative reality
and to change our own point of view about motor science’s potentialities, developing
design culture and improving didactics’ quality.

The analysis of the historical-anthropological prejudice’s nature, the identifi¬ca-
tion of motor inclusion experiences and orientation of students to planning and to
didactic experimentation appear as potential levers for cultural change.

In this sense, the acquisition of specific didactic competences and concerning the
body’s pedagogy (Milani, Crotti, 2016) it can become a tool to encourage meaningful
learning conditions in school and, at the same time, arouse the development of an in-
clusive professional profile for teachers in training.

With a view to continuous improvement of the inclusion processes (Mura, Zurru,
2019), also the teachers on duty updating can be stimulated by the training itineraries
of future teachers.

Reshaping their point of view, indeed, during their internship at school students
are active guests and promoters of change.

Involving teachers and pupils in theoretical reflection, in seeking solutions and an-
swers to unrecognized educational needs, future teachers become, thus, “spores” for
the dissemination of the design of inclusive motor activities and for a wide didactic
renewing.
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