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I NTRODUCT ION 

The goal of this resource is to 

help clubs and schools move 

from wanting to be more 

inclusive to knowing "how" to 

be inclusive. 

While athletics is a highly inclusive sport 

that offers opportunities for almost all 

athletes to play  more often than not  

only para athletes who can be most 

easily accommodated actually get to 

play. This is largely because athletics 

programs don’t have the capacity  

knowledge  and confidence to support 

all para athletes. In addition  there is a 

lot of confusion about what the 

integration policy is and what 

integration looks like or can look like at 

the grassroots level. 

This resource has been created for 

school and club sport administrators  

coaches  and policy makers. It is 

meant to introduce what being para 

ready means and the many ways it can 

be achieved. 

This resource is an important first step 

to increase participation in para 

athletics. 
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~0.6% of all athletes at
the event were para

athletes

Roughly 3% of Canadians
with disabilities regularly

participate in sport

There were 765 entries in
the 2019 Alberta Indoor
Track Championships

5 Athletes registered in
para athletics events

Of the 39 Registered Athletics
programs in Alberta, only 2

explicitly state they support
para programming - one in

Edmonton and one in Calgary*

5% of all Athletics
programs in Alberta offer

para programming

* Some Alberta athletics programs might have individuals training within the program but they are not recognized
online as offering a para program

�

https://www.paralympic.org/athletics
https://athletics.ca/disciplines/para-athletics/


     

       

      

        

    

     

      

      

     

   

   

       

     

   

     

       

     

      

     

      

       

          

         

        

          

        

    
 

 
 
 

 

 

W H AT I S I N T E G R AT I O N I N PA R A AT H L E T I C S ? 

Top-Down Approach 
Integration is the process of combining or 

bringing together two things to create a 

whole. Integration in athletics brings para 

athletes into already established 

mainstream athletics programs. Integration 

policy was initiated in 1997 as a top-down 

approach to integration that started with 

Athletics Canada (national level 

organization) and was meant to trickle 

down to the program level so that all 

athletics programs across Canada would be 

fully integrated to support all para athletes. 

Without widely available funding and 

supports  this approach has not been highly 

successful. 

National 
Integration Policy 

Trickle Down 

Research has shown that integration is not happening 

effectively at the program level. That is  there are still a 

number of barriers in programs that are limiting their ability 

to include all para athletes. Moreover  confusion about what 

integration means and looks like makes it hard to know which 

programs can support para programming and to what degree. 

This resource takes a bottom-up approach 

to integration to help build para capacity in 

athletics by giving programs the tools and 

supports to be able to better support para 

athletes with strong policies and 

programming. 

Provide Tools and Supports to 
Build Capacity 

Bottom-Up Approach 

4 
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Getting
Ready

Be a Connector Be a Contributor
Link to local Offer resources to help

para programs and other programs support a
information para program

The Para Ready Continuum Total
Readiness

Be a Collaborator
Start a para

program or partner
with a local

program that has
one

�



   

               

                 

                

     

  

    

  

   

   

   

   

    

    

 

  

  

 

 

  

    

 

  

 

 

 

  

  

  

   

  

  

  

  

   

  

  

  

    

  

 

  

    

   

 

   

  

  

  

  

 

B A R R I E R S P R E V E N T I N G PA R A R E A D I N E S S 

Research has identified the following as barriers that prevent people with a disability from participating in 
parasport. Note that this is a comprehensive list of all barriers that might prevent participation. Programs are not 
expected to attend to each one individually. Many of these barriers can be addressed through making small 
changes discussed later in this document. 

Barriers in Promotion 

According to the most recent 
Long-term Development in 
Sport and Physical Activity 
Framework  awareness is a 
key barrier for all 
participants  but this has 
been found to be especially 
important for people with a 
disability. 

Barriers include: 

Program awareness on 
website 

Inaccessible social media 
and email 
communications 

Inaccessible websites 

Incomplete information 
e.g.  is the facility 
accessible? What 
accessible features are 
available? 

Limited communication 
between healthcare 
professionals  support 
workers  parents  coaches 
and athletes 

Barriers in Programs 

Cost 

Accessibility of track facility 

Nearby public transportation 
options 

Coach attitude and 
confidence 

Knowledge of disability 

Equipment  especially for 
wheelchair athletes 

Barriers to Building 
Program Capacity 

Availability of interested 
coaches 

No budget for Para Coach 

Education 

Volunteer support 

Some athletes require 
greater ratio of coaches or 
volunteers to athlete (e.g.  
athletes experiencing 
autism) 

No local disability sport 
organization (e.g.  The 
Steadward Centre) for 
disability support 

6 
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https://inclusivesportdesign.com/resources/guide-to-inclusive-language-in-sport-for-people-with-disability/
https://inclusivesportdesign.com/tutorials/the-inclusion-spectrum-planning-sport-activities-for-everyone/
www.ualberta.ca/steadward-centre
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Who’s in the program? 

10 athletes including: 
2 seated throwers 
8 ambulatory athletes competing in throws and sprints 
(multiple sclerosis  2 x amputee  hemiplegia  cerebral palsy  
3 x little people) 

Who is supporting the training practices? 

1 Head Coach 
2 Assistant Coaches 

What are the key community connections? 

Athletics Canada 
Athletics Alberta 

What is shared with mainstream group? 

Facility space and booking support 
Training times 
Coaching and training 
Athlete administration (e.g.  competition registration) 
All coaches' technical expertise 

What is not shared with mainstream group? 

Events 

What's unique? 

Para is fully integrated into an already established training group 
in the club 
Little support from local disability organizations 
Head coach has taken the lead to champion para integration 
within the club with lots of self-driven learning and co-creation 
of practices with para athletes 

About the coach! 

Is a teacher who has years of experience in track as a former 
athlete and a high performance coach 
Was approached by a para athlete to start coaching 
Worked very closely with the athlete to educate herself on how 
to coach para throwing 
Most of the coach’s para learning has been self-taught and 
experimental 
Coaches athletes in all power and speed event groups 
Open to connecting and answering any questions in para 
athletics' community of practice facebook group 

Click HERE to access and join the group! 

Athlete advice! 

This athlete has been competing in para athletics for 
over a decade and represented Canada at the 
Paralympic Games 2016 in Rio. 

“Coaches think integration of para athletics into 
your club is much more complicated than it really 
is!” 

Integration has been smooth for this athlete since her 
disability group is “considered closest to an able-
bodied category” 

But the athlete recognizes that integration can be 
different for other groups  such as those competing 
in wheelchairs 

CALTAF is a big club that has made a strong 
commitment to open the club to ALL athletes  which 
can be seen and felt at all training practices 

“We all want to get better  and we all wear the same 
jersey!” 

“Coaches need to recognize that personal bests and 
improvements can look different and happen on 
different timelines for everyone” 

Coach’s tips for mainstream athletics programs 

1. It is much easier to fully integrate para athletes into 
track and field events that are done individually  such 
as throwing and jumping events  because athletes can 
be coached one at a time making them easier to give 
personalized feedback 

2. “It’s important to always call track meet directors 
ahead of time to make sure they can accommodate 
all your athletes” 

3. For athletes wanting to compete  research the ins and 
outs of the classification process found HERE 

4. “Use your connections in the track world (e.g.  
other coaches  administrators) to let them know 
you are open to coaching para athletes” 

5. “Coaches need to educate themselves on the rules 
for each event as this can vary by disability group 
within the same event” 

6. “Coaches need to be motivated and open minded 
enough to seek out support when needed; it won’t 
come to them!” 

7. “For full integration in club  all coaches need to 
have effective communication and be open to 
change” 

13 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/400678383881600/
https://athletics.ca/disciplines/para-athletics/


      

  

     

        

                 

                 

               

                 

                 

           

                    

               

           

             

            

A Partnership Approach to Para Programming 

Steadward Bears Para Athletics Team 
(with the Green and Gold Track and Field Club) 

Edmonton  Alberta @steadwardcentre 

The Steadward Bears Para Athletics Team  based in Edmonton  trains as a segregated program with its own head 
coach. The group practices at the same location as the mainstream athletics program (Green and Gold Track and 
Field Club) except during different training times. The program is almost entirely segregated for logistical and 
safety concerns - some of the athletes require additional support and it can be difficult to safely integrate 
wheelchair racers with sprinters on the track. In addition  the para program only has a few high performance-
minded athletes and tends to cater to developmental and recreational focused athletes. 

The Green and Gold Athletics Club is an athletics club based at the University of Alberta  within the Golden Bears 
and Pandas Athletics and the Faculty of Kinesiology  Sport  and Recreation. The club provides intentional and 
purposely designed developmental and high performance opportunities for athletes  coaches  officials  and 
volunteers via training  competition  and educational platforms. The club has partnered with the Steadward 
Centre to offer para athletics as one of its core programs since 2016. 

14 

https://twitter.com/steadwardcentre
https://www.ualberta.ca/steadward-centre/programs-and-registration/athlete-development
https://www.ualberta.ca/sport-system/our-sports/mid-entry-sports/track-and-field/green-and-gold-track-and-field-club


   

   

   

        

        

  

     

    

  

     

 

  

    

  

  

   

   

     

    

       

    

  

 

   

 

      

  

        

    

  

          

   

      

      

        

     

        

 

        

         

       

        

  

          

            

  

          

  

           

   

          

         

 

     

         

 

          

   

          

   

         

               

    

           

       

         

  

        

 

            

   

           

        

         

           

          

Who’s in the program? 

12 athletes including: 
4 wheelchair racers 
3 sprinters (2 x visual disability  1 amputee) 
5 sprinters  throwers  and long distance runners with an 
intellectual disability 

Who is supporting the training practices? 

1 Head Para Athletics Coach 
4-6 regular volunteers 

What are the key community connections? 

Athletics Alberta 
Special Olympics Edmonton 

Athlete recruiting and extra training 
Wheelchair Sports Alberta 

Grants and equipment 
Capital City Track Club 

Coaching and technical support 

What is shared with mainstream group? 

Facility space and booking support 

What is not shared with mainstream group? 

Athlete administration (e.g.  competition registration) 
Coaching and training 
Coach education 
Event travel and organization 

What's unique? 

The Steadward Centre partnered with an already 
established athletics club 
The partnership is critical for para athletes to access 
world-class track facilities during weekdays 

About the coach! 

Is a former varsity track athlete who started as a volunteer 
with The Steadward Centre 
Coaches athletes in all para athletics events 
Has a background in adapted physical activity 
Open to connecting and answering any questions in para 
athletics' community of practice facebook group 

Click HERE to access and join the group! 

Athlete advice! 

This athlete started swimming with The Steadward Centre  heard 
about track through swim coach  and has competed in para 
swimming  handcycling  wheelchair racing and is now combining 
all these as she trains for para triathlon events! 

Equipment is key 
“It is so aggravating to deal with equipment that doesn’t fit 
or to wait for equipment. Ask to see if they have the right 
equipment for you.” 

It can be overwhelming to figure out which track meets have 
para athletics events 

“Ask to make sure the meet is accessible and they can have 
the event you want” 

It can also be hard to find people to compete against 
Connect with people you know and encourage them to start 
racing too! 

Coach’s tips for mainstream athletics programs 

1. “Seek out someone who does para athletics coaching to 
connect with” 

2. “Do your homework to find out who has what equipment 
‘before’ you need it” 

3. Take "Coaching Athletes with a Disability" course for basic 
overview of disability groups 

4. “The program could not run without a number of 
volunteers” 
a. Best ratio of volunteers to athletes is 1:2 or 1:3 (depending 
on the needs of athletes) 

5. Be open to learn from your athletes and change your typical 
practices 

6. “Don’t be overly diagnosis focused...individuals with similar 
diagnosis on paper can have very different levels of ability 
and body mechanics” 

7. “Integration is great  but for some athletes  segregation 
works best” 
a. Ideally have integrated and segregated training options for 
athletes to choose from 

8. Be proactive - “Sometimes you need to call ahead to educate 
race directors about what your athletes need to compete” 

9. Programs should find out what disability organizations (not only 
sport) are in the community and connect with them about their 
para program (see page 17 for a graphic of some organizations) 

15 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/400678383881600/
https://www.coach.ca/coaching-athletes-with-a-disability--s17345
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