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On September 20, 2021, a full-page ad in the 
New York Times read, “Dear fitness industry, there’s 
something you should know. 81% of people with dis-
abilities don’t feel welcome in your spaces” (Degree, 
2021). This press release from Degree Deodorant’s 
#TrainersForHire campaign directly called to action 
physical activity and fitness organizations to better 
serve and include disabled persons. Such a call out 
was needed, given that research shows primary bar-
riers to accessing physical activity for disabled chil-
dren and adults include the lack of skill or limited 
awareness of disability among physical educators and 
other kinesiology professionals (Haegele et al., 2018; 
Shields & Synnot, 2016). As academic members of the 
Adapted Physical Activity (APA) field who strive to 
build a “knowledge base supporting the development 
of activities and delivery of services in the field of 
sport and physical activity for people with a disability” 
(Hutzler & Sherrill, 2007, p. 15), we feel the sting of 
this call-out. There remains a substantial need to pre-
pare professionals to facilitate accessible and equitable 
physical activity opportunities for disabled persons.   

Higher education institutions offer opportunities 
for kinesiology pre-professionals to enroll in courses 
and gain experiences in APA and in Adapted Phys-
ical Education (APE), the latter of which focuses 
on teacher training and the delivery of school-based 
physical education services to disabled children. In 
fact, courses in APA and APE (hereby abbreviated 
APA/E) often address and build competencies for 
implementing physical activity or physical education 
inclusive of disabled people (McNamara et al., 2022) 
and have elicited improvements in preservice physical 
educators’ self-efficacy beliefs toward working with 
disabled students (Taliaferro et al., 2015). Exposure 
to and capacity building for APA/E is of great value to 
kinesiology pre-professionals and the broader field, 
especially as current rates recognize that one in four 
adults (27%) in the United States is disabled (Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, 2023). However, 
APA/E classes are seldom required across the under-
graduate kinesiology curricula (Kwon, 2018). Unless 
kinesiology students choose the course as an elective, 
many will graduate without disability-related training 
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and may feel unprepared to support disabled persons 
in their future practice. Requiring all kinesiology 
students to enroll in an APA/E course is optimal but 
may be unrealistic given differences in institutional 
resources and faculty expertise. 

Targeted efforts to attract students to elect APA/E 
courses may ensure a larger base of pre-service pro-
fessionals with capacity to develop and implement 
accessible programming. One strategy is attract-
ing students through easily accessed, public-facing 
course content, such as course descriptions on uni-
versity websites (Moogan et al., 2001). The purpose 
of this study was to analyze undergraduate APA/E 
course descriptions. Examining APA/E course de-
scriptions allows for an initial understanding of how 
the course is portrayed to prospective students. Im-
portantly, given the relevance of APA/E to disabled 
persons, examination of the language and word choic-
es in APA/E course descriptions is a novel way to in-
vestigate how disability is contrived within written 
course materials and conveyed to students. Current 
discussions within APA/E question the language used 
in teaching, research, and practice to describe disabil-
ity (Spencer et al., 2020), and thus it is important to 
critically evaluate course descriptions for alignment 
with contemporary discourse.  

Literature Review

A diverse body of literature focuses on under-
standing and predicting student decision-making in 
higher education, including decisions to select cours-
es (Szekeres, 2010). Students may make decisions 
about their programs of study based on a wide vari-
ety of influences, such as academic advisors, guid-
ance counselors or service providers, parents, course 
syllabi, course descriptions, online rating services, 
connection to future employment, word of mouth, 
student workload, and level of convenience, among 
others (Babad, 2001; Davison & Price, 2009; Kim & 
Ekachai, 2020; Kulkarni & Vinuales, 2020; Milliron, 
2008; Mourey et al., 2022; Szekeres, 2010). When se-
lecting courses, students may also seek information 
from several sources, including university course 
catalogs that display course titles and descriptions 
(Babad et al., 1999; Kulkarni & Vinuales, 2020).

Researchers suggest that course descriptions may 
influence student attitudes toward, or interest in, en-
rolling in an undergraduate course (Mourey et al., 
2022). Course descriptions are public-facing repre-
sentations of academic studies and can offer a snap-
shot of course content, frameworks, and relevance 
to students (Lancelloti & Thomas, 2009; Rosa et al., 
2016). With many courses competing for students' at-

tention, strategic course descriptions can be necessary. 
Students may respond to course descriptions differ-
ently depending on their education stage and content 
familiarity. For example, simplified descriptions may 
attract prospective students, whereas those that hint 
at higher learning may be preferred among upper-di-
vision students (Mourey et al., 2022). Additionally, 
students with low confidence in the content may be 
more likely to enroll if the usefulness or benefits of 
a course are clearly stated, while students with high 
confidence prefer descriptions to focus on the content 
they will access (Lancelloti & Thomas, 2009). These 
data emphasize that course descriptions impact stu-
dent enrollment decisions and therefore, exploration 
of APA/E course descriptions may have implications 
for understanding content trends, evaluating course 
alignment with training needs and social perspec-
tives, and attracting a large range of kinesiology-re-
lated majors toward course topics. Increasing student 
enrollment in courses may strengthen the capacity of 
professionals in the field to enact inclusive and ac-
cessible teaching practices and increase equity within 
physical activity programming for disabled persons. 

Only one known study, by McNamara and col-
leagues (2022), has examined course descriptions in 
APA/E courses. The researchers performed a content 
analysis on 30 syllabi, including the stated course de-
scriptions, of introduction to APA/E undergraduate 
courses in the United States. Based on their analysis, 
McNamara et al. (2022) concluded that most courses 
heavily focused on disability-specific content, align-
ing with past summaries of APA/E course content 
(Kwon, 2018; Piletic & Davis, 2010). Also highlight-
ed by the researchers was the use of outdated termi-
nology that reflected the medical model of disability. 
Discussions of disability, including in APA/E, have 
historically been rooted in the medical model, em-
phasizing deficits and pathologies through terms like 
“handicapped” and “the mentally ill” (Andrews et 
al., 2022; Haegele & Hodge, 2016). In response, dis-
abled persons and scholars encourage the integration 
of additional views of disability like the social model, 
which identifies social and environmental barriers. 
Proponents of the social model advocate for language 
that combats stigma by directly naming disability 
("say the word") through the use of person-first and 
identity-first language (Andrews et al., 2022; Greni-
er, 2007; Rosa et al., 2016). Based on their findings, 
McNamara et al. (2022) recommended that faculty be 
critically aware of the language used in their course 
materials and their classrooms.  

Findings from McNamara et al. (2022) provide 
meaningful, preliminary information on course de-
scriptions in the APA/E field. However, several 
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delimitations of their work impact our capacity to 
understand course descriptions on a large scale or 
consider their potential to attract students to the field. 
First, the authors included a relatively small conve-
nience sample that centered on physical education 
undergraduate programs, potentially eliciting a biased 
view of course descriptions compared to what is wide-
ly available within kinesiology programs nationally. 
Additionally, McNamara et al.’s (2022) discussion 
of disability terminology observed in their sample of 
course materials is important. APA/E has, over time, 
evolved from the provision of medicalized rehabilita-
tion services to individualized, inclusive, and adapted 
programming for all (Hutzler & Sherrill, 2007). This 
shift has contributed to changes in knowledge and in-
creased conversations of terminology and culturally 
informed representations of disability. However, the 
extent to which APA/E course descriptions across 
the field have been updated to reflect this evolution 
of terminology remains unknown. Course descrip-
tions are public facing and the language used should 
represent the contemporary and preferred values of 
the field and disabled persons. Examinations of how 
disability is presented, including through disability 
models and language choice, across a larger national 
sample serve as an audit of current practices and may 
identify opportunities for necessary updates. Lastly, 
our current knowledge of APA/E course descriptions 
does not lend insight into the qualities of course de-
scriptions that may entice students to enroll, such as 
the potential benefits or usefulness of courses to stu-
dents’ personal or career goals (Babad, 2001; Lancel-
loti & Thomas, 2009; Mourey et al., 2022). Further 
examinations of how course descriptions present or 
state a course’s benefits may therefore be a critical 
addition to understanding APA/E course descriptions 
and their utility in the field. 

An updated, large-scale evaluation of APA/E 
course descriptions can provide a current represen-
tation of courses that addresses the aforementioned 
issues. The present research, therefore, surveyed a 
nationally representative sample of APA/E course de-
scriptions for course content, disability frameworks, 
and course benefits to provide a unique summary that 
updates and builds upon past literature. Specifically, the 
aims of this study were to examine the content (aim 1), 
the disability frameworks (aim 2), and course benefits 
(aim 3) directly presented within course descriptions 
of undergraduate APA/E courses in the course catalogs 
of 4-year U.S. institutions of higher education.

Method

Sample
A total of 599 APA/E course descriptions were in-

cluded in this study. Course descriptions were drawn 
from 590 four-year universities across all major re-
gions of the United States. Of the 590 universities, 
311 (52.7%) were public and 279 (47.3%) were pri-
vate non-profit. Table 1 provides additional char-
acteristics of the universities from which all course 
descriptions were drawn. 

Scope of Study and Search Strategy
Identification of relevant universities 

The U.S. Department of Education offers public 
access to an online tool known as College Navigator 
(https://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator), which can be 
used to explore the information of nearly 7,000 U.S. 
colleges and universities. Additional information re-
garding College Navigator and its use in research can 
be found elsewhere (Barnett et al., 2015; Ginder et al., 
2018). A College Navigator search was conducted in 
June 2020 to identify all four-year, public or private 
non-profit, universities that offered bachelor’s or grad-
uate degrees in at least one of four categories (at the 
time of the search): (a) kinesiology and exercise sci-
ence, (b) health and physical education/fitness, gener-
al, (c) health and physical education/fitness, other, and 
(d) physical education teaching and coaching. These 
degree options and categories were selected to repre-
sent programs that may offer undergraduate APA/E 
courses, given the cross-disciplinary nature of the field 
(Gill, 2007). Due to the search engine’s result capacity 
(max 500), two separate searches were conducted to 
capture all universities. The complete search identified 
869 U.S. universities and generated an Excel docu-
ment that included the following information for each 
listing: university name, address, official website, type, 
degree(s) offered, campus setting, total student popula-
tion, and undergraduate student population.

Identification of course descriptions 
To locate APA/E course descriptions, the official 

website of each of the 869 universities were system-
atically audited for key course information. Trained 
research assistants used the university name (e.g., 
[masked for review process]) to conduct an inter-
net search and access each university’s website (e.g., 
[masked for review process]) and the respective 2020-
2021 course catalog. The catalog was manually re-
viewed for APA/E courses. If the 2020-2021 catalog 
was not published or available online, the most recent 
academic catalog was searched instead, back dating no 
earlier than 2018 (e.g., 2019-2020 or 2018-2019). 
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Inclusion and exclusion criteria 
Listed course titles and descriptions were evalu-

ated for APA/E content. All courses that met the fol-
lowing criteria were retained for further analysis: (a) 
the course related to physical activity, physical edu-
cation, physical development, sport or performance 
(keywords include physical education, physical ac-
tivity or terms such as sport or movement), (b) the 
course was specific to disabled persons, disability, 
or individuals with diverse abilities of any age group 
(keywords include adapted, adaptive, modified or 
accessible, disability or terms such as “special” or 
“exceptional”), and (c) the course included a lecture 
component. Upon further review, courses were ex-
cluded if the course: (a) focused primarily on fitness, 
exercise, or exercise prescription, (b) described the 
focus of the course as “special populations,” such as 
pregnancy, osteoporosis, which did not explicitly in-
clude disabled people; (c) referenced “adapting” ac-
tivity but did not focus on APA/E based on the title 

(e.g., Motor Development); or (d) could not be con-
firmed as a course offered in the previous three aca-
demic years (2018-2019, 2019-2020, 2020-2021) via 
the catalog. Courses not listed as recent as 2018 were 
assumed to no longer be offered. These inclusion and 
exclusion criteria were set to identify courses that pri-
marily focus on disability populations and maintain a 
direct focus on courses that align with definitions of 
APA and APE (Hutzler & Sherrill, 2007). 

Based on the catalogs, some universities offered 
more than one APA/E course, such as an introduc-
tory course and an advanced course (e.g., Advanced 
APA, Assessment and Program Evaluation in APE), 
that met the inclusion criteria. To standardize the 
number of courses analyzed per university, only the 
introductory (e.g., “Introduction to Adapted Physical 
Activity”) or general APA/E (e.g., “Adapted Physi-
cal Education”) course descriptions were included. 
This was consistent for all universities except for 
nine cases in which universities offered two separate 

Table 1

Detailed characteristics of universities (n=590) that offer APA/E courses

University Characteristic All 
(n = 590)

Public 
(n = 311)

Private not-for-profit
(n = 279)

U.S. Region: - - -
Midwest 190 (32.2%) 82 (26.4%) 108 (38.7%)
Northeast 72 (12.2%) 43 (13.8%) 29 (10.4%)
Southeast 193 (32.7%) 99 (31.8%) 94 (33.7%)
Southwest 61 (10.3%) 38 (12.2%) 23 (8.2%)
West 74 (12.5%) 49 (15.8%) 25 (9.0%)

Undergraduates: - - -
<1624 (min: 183) 147 (24.9%) 10 (3.2%) 137 (49.1%)
1624 – 3593 148 (25.1%) 49 (15.8%) 99 (35.5%)
3594 – 9937 148 (25.1%) 110 (35.4%) 38 (13.6%)
>9937 (max: 53,743) 147 (24.9%) 142 (45.7%) 5 (1.8%)

Campus Setting: - - -
City 250 (42.4%) 150 (48.2%) 100 (35.8%)
Rural 33 (5.6%) 10 (3.2%) 23 (8.2%)
Suburb 114 (19.3%) 52 (16.7%) 62 (22.2%)
Town 193 (32.7%) 99 (31.8%) 94 (33.7%)

Note. Variables are drawn from the College Navigator database. U.S. Region and Campus setting variables 
levels reflect existing College Navigator labels. Undergraduate population variable levels were created to 
reflect descriptive quartiles across all 590 universities.
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courses that both met the inclusion criteria and could 
not be distinguished as an introductory or advanced 
level based on the title, description, or course number 
(e.g., two courses titled “Adapted Physical Educa-
tion” and “Adapted Physical Activity”). At the end of 
this process, 599 course descriptions from 590 differ-
ent universities were included, indicating 67.9% of 
the 869 universities identified through College Navi-
gator included at least one APA/E course, while 270 
universities did not. 

Data Extraction 
Variables extracted verbatim from the university 

websites included: (a) course title, (b) course desig-
nator, and (c) course description, as reported in the 
official course catalog. All data extractions were re-
viewed manually at least twice and confirmed by the 
lead author. Any remaining disagreements were dis-
cussed with the research team until a final decision 
was made.  

Data Coding and Analysis
A content analysis was conducted to manually 

code all course descriptions in alignment with the 
research questions. Content analysis is a descriptive, 
qualitative approach that can be used to systematical-
ly analyze text and uncover common themes among 
the data (Vaismoradi et al., 2016). Content analysis 
was selected for this study for two main reasons. 
First, at the start of this study, little was known of 
APA/E course descriptions. Content analysis meth-
ods are especially advantageous when research or 
understanding of a phenomenon is limited (Hsieh & 
Shannon, 2005). Additionally, a large amount of di-
verse data (i.e., 599 course descriptions using differ-
ent formats, words, and word counts) were included 
in analysis. Content analysis is an efficient technique 
for describing and evaluating a large amount of data 
in a systematic way (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Vais-
moradi et al., 2016). 

Methods of both directed and summative content 
analysis were used to identify and quantify the use 
of predetermined words and topics within course de-
scriptions (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Prior to the data 
coding process, several keywords and coding cat-
egories were deductively created based on relevant 
research findings in APA/E research, disability stud-
ies, and areas of interest among the researchers. For 
example, to explore how disability was framed with-
in the course descriptions, three general categories 
commonly used to describe or define disability were 
identified (disability model, category, language). To 
initially generate the coding themes for each identi-
fied category, the first and second authors reviewed 

the data, made note of recurring words and phrases 
in the data that aligned within identified categories, 
and discussed common notes and areas of interest for 
coding. Several coding levels that could be used to 
code the data were then derived based on the com-
mon observations. After this process, a codebook was 
drafted that defined each coding theme, alongside 
definitions, coding levels, guidelines, and example 
keywords corresponding to each coding theme (Hsieh 
& Shannon, 2005). During the data coding process, 
the first and second authors revised and refined the 
codes and coding definitions based on new observa-
tions in the data and conversations regarding coding 
disagreements. As observations of new or recurring 
data that could not be clearly coded were identified, 
new coding levels were discussed, added to the code-
book, and applied to already coded data.

Specifically, three general coding categories were 
generated to reflect the specific aims of the research 
question: to describe the (a) course content, (b) dis-
ability frameworks, and (c) course benefits presented 
in APA/E course descriptions. Course content was de-
fined as APA/E topic areas that were directly named 
in the course description (Note: data were delimited 
to published course descriptions and were not verified 
in relation to course syllabi, calendars, or instructor 
practices). Content coding themes included disabili-
ty content, teaching practices, behavior management, 
modifications and accommodations, legal issues, atti-
tudes toward disability, and teacher orientation. These 
final coding themes represent common topic areas 
and recognized gaps in training identified by exist-
ing literature on APA/E course content (Kwon, 2018; 
McNamara et al., 2021; Piletic & Davis, 2010) and 
were selected by the authors to evaluate content (aim 
1). It is important to note that codes were named to re-
flect common terms used in APA/E literature and that 
reoccurred in the data, regardless of alignment with 
contemporary disability discourse. For example, in 
APA/E literature, “managing” behavior is commonly 
described as an area that is missing from pre-service 
preparation. Therefore, the “behavior management” 
code was created prior to coding to reflect this lit-
erature and retained based on course descriptions in 
the sample that also used this term, despite that this 
specific phrasing problematically ignores the need for 
creating accommodating environments and providing 
consistent expectations. Disability frameworks were 
defined as the way in which disability was described, 
viewed, and referred to within the written course de-
scription. Disability framework coding themes includ-
ed disability model, disability category, and disability 
language. These final coding themes represent com-
mon ways in which current literature has defined or 
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categorized disability (Andrews et al., 2022; Rosa et 
al., 2016) and were selected by the authors to evalu-
ate how disability is referenced or conveyed within 
APA/E course descriptions (aim 2). Course benefits 
were defined as potential student benefits or learn-
ing outcomes of the course that were directly stated 
or referred to in the course description, regardless of 
confirmation or evidence of the benefit to enrolled 
students. Coding themes for course benefits includ-
ed experiential component and benefit-based versus 
content-based. These final coding themes represent 
data-driven outcomes or benefits of APA/E courses 
and previous literature conducted on course descrip-
tions and their benefits for prospective students (Lan-
celloti & Thomas, 2009). The final codebook used to 
guide the coding process is presented in Table 2.  

To establish interrater reliability prior to coding 
the full sample, the first and second authors manu-
ally coded a small sample (10%, n = 60) of random-
ly selected course descriptions. Percent agreement 
was calculated as a measure of interrater reliability 
appropriate for coding the data (Feng, 2014). After 
the first round of coding, authors agreed on 405 and 
disagreed on 162 ratings out of 567 possible ratings 
(71.4%). Since at least 80% reliability was not met, 
the authors discussed their disagreements until con-
sensus was met, revised the coding options and defi-
nitions to reflect their discussions, and restarted the 
coding process. After the second round of coding, au-
thors agreed on 514 and disagreed on 86 ratings out 
of 600 possible ratings (85.67%). At this point, since 
at least 80% interrater reliability was reached for the 
first 10% of data (85.67%), the remaining data were 
distributed among the two authors and independently 
coded. Authors flagged any course descriptions that 
they were uncertain about coding; these descriptions 
were then reviewed and consensus coded. Upon com-
pletion of all data coding, descriptive statistics (n, 
%), alongside 95% confidence intervals (CI), were 
calculated for each level within the content (aim 1), 
disability frameworks (aim 2), and course benefits 
themes (aim 3). 

Results

Descriptive statistics for all content, disability, 
and course benefits themes are presented in Tables 3, 
4, and 5, respectively. The most common topic ref-
erenced in the course descriptions was disability (n 
= 572, 95.49%, 95% CI [0.94, 0.97]), followed by 
teaching practices (n = 335, 55.93%, 95% CI [0.52, 
0.60]). The least common topic referenced was atti-
tudes toward disability (n = 6, 1.00% 95% CI [0.00, 
0.02]), followed by behavior management (n = 33, 

5.51%, 95% CI [0.04, 0.08]). One-hundred and twen-
ty-six (21.04%, 95% CI [0.18, 0.25]) courses were 
oriented toward physical educators. 

Among the disability themes, most course de-
scriptions presented disability as a general population, 
without naming specific disability types or groups (n 
= 378, 63.11%, 95% CI [0.59, 0.67]). Language that 
directly named disability, including person-first and 
identify-first disability language, was used most fre-
quently (n = 229, 38.23%, 95% CI [0.34, 0.42]), fol-
lowed by disability euphemisms (n = 165, 27.55%, 
95% CI [0.24, 0.31]), and outdated terminology (n = 
109, 18.20%, 95% CI [0.15, 0.21]). The majority of 
course descriptions did not describe disability using 
a particular model (n = 342, 57.10%, 95% CI [0.53, 
0.61]). However, those using a model use the Medical 
Model (n = 226, 37.73%, 95% CI [0.34, 0.42]) more 
often than the Social Model (n = 21, 3.51%, 95% CI 
[0.02, 0.05]) or both models (n = 10, 1.67%, 95% CI 
[0.01, 0.03]). 

Regarding course benefits themes, 244 descrip-
tions referenced an experiential course component 
(40.73%, 95% CI [0.37, 0.45]). Of these 244, the most 
common experiential component stated was a field 
experience (n = 118, 19.70%, 95% CI [0.17, 0.23]), 
while the least common was a disability simulation 
(n = 3, 0.50%, 95% CI [0.00, 0.01]). The majority 
of course descriptions did not present potential bene-
fits to students for taking the course and instead only 
referenced course content (n = 493, 82.30%, 95% CI 
[0.79, 0.85]). Only 21 (3.51%, 95% CI [0.02, 0.05]) 
descriptions were benefit-based, and 85 (14.19%, 
95% CI [0.11, 0.17]) referenced both content and 
benefits of the course. 

Discussion

This study appraised a nationally representative 
sample of 599 course descriptions from U.S. un-
dergraduate APA/E courses to synthesize the pub-
lic-facing presentation of course content, disability 
frameworks, and benefits. The present findings align 
with previous analyses of APA/E course content while 
offering new insight into the language used to de-
scribe disability and stated course benefits in course 
descriptions. Notably, disability-related content, such 
as “definitions” and “characteristics” of various dis-
abilities, was the most frequently referenced content 
area referenced across the course descriptions. Of 
concern, medical model terminology and nonpre-
ferred disability language are prominent, and only a 
small proportion of course descriptions highlight the 
potential benefits of courses for students, minimizing 
the field’s potential to recruit a large range of kine-
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Table 2

Definition, Levels and Coding Scheme per Coding Theme

Theme Definition Coding Levels Coding Description

Disability Content Words used to indicate 
disability-related content

(1) Yes References disability, generally or 
specifically, regardless of framework

(0) No Does not reference 

Teaching Practices Words used to indicate 
teaching content

(1) Yes References act of teaching or teaching 
strategies

(0) No Does not reference

Behavior 
Management

Words used to indicate 
behavior management 
content

(1) Behavior 
management

References implementing behavior 
management strategies 

(2) Behavior, 
general References behavior broadly

(0) No Does not reference

Modifications and 
Accommodations

Words used to indicate 
the act of modifying

(1) Yes References providing modifications 
and/or accommodations

(0) No Does not reference

Legal Issues Words used to indicate 
legal content

(1) Yes References legal mandates or historical 
perspectives of disability

(0) No Does not reference

Attitudes toward 
Disability

Words used to indicate 
content related to 
attitudes

(1) Yes References attitudes or attitude change 
toward people with disability

(0) No Does not reference

Teacher orientation Content is directed for 
prospective teachers

(1) Yes References content, prerequisites, or 
testing specific to PETE

(0) No Does not reference

Disability 
Model

The way in which 
disability is defined, 
presented, or viewed

(1) Medical Model Disability or disability experiences 
described using medical content.

(2) Social Model Disability or disability experiences 
described using social content. 

(3) Both Medical and Social content used
(0) N/A Disability/ability not referenced

Disability 
Category

The way in which 
disabilities or diagnoses 
are named or labeled

(1) Disability, 
general

References disability, diagnoses, or 
conditions in general or as a group

(2) Disabililty, 
specific

References or provides examples of 
specific disability types or diagnoses

(3) Non-disability 
specific

References needs of all abilities and 
students, not just with disabilities

(0) N/A Disability not referenced



Case et al.; Evaluation of Course Descriptions404     

Theme Definition Coding Levels Coding Description

Disability 
Language

Words used to define, 
describe, or refer to 
disability or population

(1) Offensive Contradicts recommendations for 
respectful language

(2) Ableist Devalues people with disabilities 
compared to those without

(3) Euphemism
Words intended to replace or put a 
“positive spin” on disability, without 
directly naming disability

(4) Direct Person-first or identify-first language 
that directly names disability

(0) N/A Disability not referenced 

Experiential 
Component

Type of practical or 
experience-based course 
component listed within 
the description

(1) Field experience References field-based or practical 
experiences in school-based setting

(2) Practicum, 
formal

References practicum experience, 
school setting not specified

(3) Practical, 
informal

References practical activities but no 
formal lab or practicum component

(4) Simulation References the act of simulating 
disability

(0) No Does not reference

Benefit-based vs. 
Content-based

The way in which the 
course is presented 
through the description

(1) Benefit-based References the benefit, value, or 
importance of the course only

(2) Content-based References content and structure of the 
course only

(3) Both References both content and benefit of 
the course

Table 3

Descriptive Statistics for Course Description Content

Theme Level n (%) 95% CI
Disability Content (1) Yes 572 (95.49%) (0.94, 0.97)

(0) No 27 (4.51%) (0.03, 0.06)
Teaching Practices (1) Yes 335 (55.93%) (0.52, 0.60)

(0) No 264 (44.07%) (0.40, 0.48)
Behavior Management (1) Behavior management 18 (3.01%) (0.02, 0.05)

(2) Behavior, general 15 (2.50%) (0.01, 0.04)
(0) No 566 (94.49%) (0.92, 0.96)

Modifications and 
Accommodations

(1) Yes 219 (36.56%) (0.33, 0.41)
(0) No 380 (63.44%) (0.59, 0.67)

Legal Issues (1) Yes 139 (23.21%) (0.20, 0.27)
(0) No 460 (76.79%) (0.73, 0.80)

Attitudes Toward 
Disabiity

(1) Yes 6 (1.00%) (0.00, 0.02)
(0) No 593 (99.00%) (0.98, 1.00)

Teacher-Oriented (1) Yes 126 (21.04%) (0.18, 0.25)
(0) No 473 (78.96%) (0.75, 0.82)
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Table 4

Descriptive Statistics (n, %) for Disability Frameworks

Theme Level n (%) 95% CI
Disability Model (1) Medical Model 226 (37.73%) (0.34, 0.42)

(2) Social Model 21 (3.51%) (0.02, 0.05)
(3) Both 10 (1.67%) (0.01, 0.03)
(0) Cannot be inferred 342 (57.10%) (0.53, 0.61)

Disability Category (1) General 378 (63.11%) (0.59, 0.67)
(2) Subgroup 146 (24.37%) (0.21, 0.28)
(3) All abilities 48 (8.01%) (0.06, 0.10)
(0) Cannot be inferred 27 (4.51%) (0.03, 0.06)

Disability Language (1) Offensive 109 (18.20%) (0.15, 0.21)
(2) Ableist 47 (7.85%) (0.06, 0.10)
(3) Euphemism 165 (27.55%) (0.24, 0.31)
(4) Direct 229 (38.23%) (0.34, 0.42)
(0) Cannot be inferred 49 (8.18%) (0.06, 0.11)

Table 5

Descriptive Statistics (n, %) for Course Benefits

Theme Level n (%) 95% CI
Experiential Component (1) Field experience 118 (19.70%) (0.17, 0.23)

(2) Formal practicum 85 (14.19%) (0.11, 0.17)
(3) Practical 38 (6.34%) (0.05, 0.09)
(4) Simulation 3 (0.50%) (0.00, 0.01)
(0) No 355 (59.27%) (0.55, 0.63)

Benefit-based vs. 
Content-based

(1) Benefit-based 21 (3.51%) (0.02, 0.05)
(2) Content-based 493 (82.30%) (0.79, 0.85)
(3) Both 85 (14.19%) (0.11, 0.17)
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siology students into the classroom. Our results sug-
gest a critical need for course description updates that 
reflect disability community perspectives and show-
case the value of APA/E coursework for kinesiology 
students more broadly. 

Course Content
Disability-related content was prominent across 

95.5% of course descriptions and is consistent with 
previous reports that APA/E courses center diagno-
sis- or impairment-specific content (Kwon, 2018; 
McNamara et al., 2022). This approach has received 
criticism as it may overemphasize the medical di-
mensions of disability, while underemphasizing the 
personal, social, and contextual factors that create bar-
riers to participation across life domains (e.g., work, 
education, and recreation; McNamara et al., 2021). 
This imbalance can lead to the further stigmatization 
of disabled persons and limit professional preparation 
to confront systematic environmental and sociocul-
tural barriers within physical activity and fitness pro-
gramming. Moreover, the content themes that were 
observed least (e.g., attitudes, behavior, legal issues) 
are areas of content knowledge and skillsets frequent-
ly noted by physical educators, fitness professionals, 
and disabled persons as lacking in pre-service train-
ing programs and among practicing professionals 
(e.g., Healy et al., 2016; Wilson et al., 2020).

Disability Frameworks
Our findings offer new details of how disability is 

defined in APA/E course descriptions. Approximate-
ly one-third of the descriptions used only person-first 
and/or identity-first language in alignment with direct 
language models advocated for by some disability 
communities (Andrews et al., 2022). Of concern, the 
language used in the remaining course descriptions 
does not directly name disability, conflicting with 
contemporary disability discourse. About one-fourth 
used euphemistic language that does not directly 
name disability, including “special needs” and “ex-
ceptional,” that disability advocates deem ineffective 
and likely to become disability slurs (Gernsbacher 
et al., 2016). Almost one-fifth of course descriptions 
used outdated language, including terms deemed of-
fensive or rude. For example, as listed in the online 
course catalogs, sample courses were described to 
include content regarding disabled persons using all 
words listed as examples of “offensive” and “ableist” 
language in the coding scheme (Table 2).  

The use of offensive and outdated language is prob-
lematic for reasons continually expressed within the 
literature and beyond academia (e.g., Bottema-Beutel 
et al., 2021; Rosa’s Law, 2010). This language is also 

disheartening when considering course descriptions 
are outward facing, publicly accessible representa-
tions of APA/E courses and values. Using derogato-
ry and offensive language can negatively influence 
prospective students, promote distrust from disabled 
persons who voice disapproval of such language, and 
largely misrepresent the values and mission of APA/E 
as an academic and professional field. Future research 
is needed to investigate the extent of this impact from 
the perspective of students with and without disabil-
ities. In the meantime, course descriptions should be 
audited for offensive language and, ideally, regularly 
updated to align with direct, preferred, and evolving 
disability terminology. To support this effort, we offer 
examples of course descriptions, scored for varying 
disability model orientations and language that di-
rectly names disability, that may serve as templates 
(see Table 6). We acknowledge that faculty and dis-
ability services officers may be constrained by uni-
versity policies, schedules, formats, or word counts 
when developing or contributing to course descrip-
tions. Regardless, we hope the example templates 
offer support in this process.

Course Benefits
This study examined the representation of student 

benefits and the integration of experiential opportuni-
ties in the course as reflected in its description. APA/E 
scholars assert that hands-on experiential course com-
ponents, especially practicum and field experiences, 
are essential for course effectiveness and key to stu-
dent learning (Hutzler et al., 2019). For example, par-
ticipation in experiential course components has been 
linked to improvements in favorable attitudes toward 
disabled people (Case et al., 2020), self-efficacy beliefs 
among pre-service educators (Taliaferro et al., 2015), 
and the likelihood of working with disabled people 
in the future (Shields & Taylor, 2014). Unfortunate-
ly, less than half of the course descriptions explicitly 
mentioned an experiential component. It is possible 
that some courses include an experience that was sim-
ply left out of the description or requires enrollment in 
a separate course. If accurate, however, the absence of 
experiential opportunities in much of the sample may 
suggest the possibility that a large cohort of pre-ser-
vice kinesiology professionals are not receiving direct 
experiential training with disabled persons.

Researchers have also reported that students may 
perceive a course to be important to their learning or 
professional training based on the course description, 
particularly if possible benefits of taking the course 
are clearly indicated in the description (Lancello-
ti & Thomas, 2009). The majority of APA/E course 
descriptions only presented content (e.g., “Program 
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needs of individuals with disabilities in physical ed-
ucation and physical activity settings”), without ref-
erencing potential benefits to students who take the 
course. Benefits detailed within sample descriptions 
focused on the potential for gaining knowledge and 
skills from the class, including the preparation of 
students to “provide safe, appropriate, and individ-
ualized accommodations” and “meet the profession-
al and legal mandates pertaining to general physical 
education.” Notably, benefits identified in course de-
scriptions were not confirmed through this study, and 
instead may represent views or biases of individuals 
who wrote the course description. In fact, some of 
the benefits identified in the course descriptions used 
ableist language and highlighted the provision of ser-
vices to disabled individuals as beneficial for prospec-
tive students. Moving forward, faculty should aim 
to integrate the benefits of APA/E courses into their 
course descriptions, while critically considering how 
best to frame potential benefits of taking the course. 
Writers of course descriptions should avoid present-
ing course benefits in a way that perpetuates the no-
tion that disabled people are in need of service, and 
instead convey the potential knowledge, awareness, 
and skills that students may gain for improving their 
own ability to create inclusive and accessible spac-
es. Highlighting the development of specific skills 
needed to improve meaningful inclusion and confront 
barriers in the professional field (e.g., creation of ap-

propriate modifications and collaboration; Haegele et 
al., 2021) may be especially powerful toward bringing 
in students who have an interest in building capacity 
for accessible programming in their future careers. 

To display the relevance of course descriptions 
as attractors to APA/E content and the potential cas-
cading impacts of highlighting course benefits, we 
conclude this section with a summary of personal 
communication (November 10, 2022) between the 
first author and Kasia Givenrod, MS: 

Kasia is a well-known Adapted Physical Edu-
cation specialist in California and was selected 
to be the Keynote Speaker at the 2022 National 
Adapted Physical Education Conference. Kasia’s 
keynote lecture began by emphasizing the many 
“bridges” that she crossed since childhood that 
supported her in becoming an accomplished APE 
teacher. One example was Kasia’s discussion of 
how she selected elective course credits in her 
final year of college as an undergraduate Psychol-
ogy major. She spoke of reviewing the course cat-
alog, flipping through countless pages of course 
titles and descriptions. Upon finding the Intro-
duction to Adapted Physical Education entry, she 
perceived it as a beneficial and interesting course 
and decided to enroll in the course. Unbeknownst 
to her, the course experience would influence her 
to change her career path, leading her to attend 

Table 6

Sample Descriptions with Direct Disability Language and Varied Model Orientations

Orientation Sample Course Description with Direct Language
Medical model Kinesiology majors learn to teach physical activity to persons with disabilities. 

Discussed are the etiology characteristics and best teaching practices (i.e., 
inclusion) for persons with mental, learning physical, emotional, sensory, health, 
and/or multiple disabilities

Social model Provides awareness and understanding of the individual differences among 
individuals with disabilities. Pedagogical skills and adapting instruction to meet 
the needs of all individuals in physical education is a primary focus. Assessment, 
individualized educational planning, delivery of services, developmental and 
prescriptive teaching and advocacy for individuals with disabilities are content 
areas. Students are required to participate in work experience

Both medical and 
social models

The study of disabilities encountered in clinical and educational settings, including 
description, etiology, and characteristics of a variety of physical and cognitive 
disabilities. In addition, this course is designed to broaden awareness of disability 
beyond traditional cultural attitudes and norms, emphasizing a social-political 
definition of disability
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graduate school in pursuit of an APE specializa-
tion. Moving forward to present day, Kasia has re-
ceived numerous recognitions, including SHAPE 
America’s 2022 Western District APE Teacher of 
the Year award, for her dedication to teaching dis-
abled students (Givenrod, 2022).

The previous anecdote showcases a genuine example 
of the goal of course descriptions and the possibility 
of recruiting motivated professionals to the field. In 
recent years, concerns regarding personnel shortages 
within school districts and low student enrollment in 
teacher education programs, including APA/E, have 
demanded creative solutions for student recruitment 
(Haegele et al., 2020, 2021; Jung et al., 2022; Zhang, 
2011). All opportunities to market courses, includ-
ing through strategically written course descriptions, 
should therefore be capitalized on. 

Limitations
This content analysis provides new information 

regarding course descriptions on a large scale, and 
findings should be discussed with consideration for 
study limitations. First, course descriptions were ex-
tracted from course catalogs with varying publication 
years. While different results are possible with all data 
extracted from the same year, we chose to represent 
the most-current data by including descriptions pub-
lished within three academic years (i.e., 2018-2021) 
and using each course’s most recent available version. 
As with other content analyses, our discussions and in-
terpretations were limited to the codebook developed 
for this study. Therefore, potential differences in how 
content, disability frameworks (especially language), 
and course benefits are defined and categorized may 
not be captured by the codes selected for this study. 
In addition, because the scope of our content analy-
sis is specific to APA/E course descriptions, our study 
does not reflect how disability may be presented in 
other kinesiology courses, such as Exercise for Spe-
cial Populations. Our research questions were specif-
ic to APA/E; therefore, a focus on those courses was 
most appropriate. Follow-up studies may supplement 
our results by expanding the inclusion criteria to all 
disability-related courses or other subdisciplines. This 
supplement aligns well with “integration models” of 
higher education that advocate for stranding disability 
content across the curriculum (Braga et al., 2018).

In addition, the potential constraints of course 
descriptions must be discussed. First, some universi-
ties may have policies that restrict faculty from freely 
updating their course descriptions, including through 
standardized formats and word limits. It may also be 
possible that course descriptions are not seen as valu-

able, and therefore are not regularly audited. We were 
not able to discern which course descriptions were 
thoughtfully crafted or written without restrictions, 
and thus, our complete understanding of course de-
scriptions may be limited. Similarly, the capacity for 
course descriptions to serve as a complete reflection 
of curriculum must be acknowledged. Publicly avail-
able course descriptions may be outdated or may not 
match current versions included on syllabi. It is pos-
sible that course descriptions reference content that is 
not taught in class, just as it is likely that some course 
content is not stated in the description. Our results de-
picting content should therefore be interpreted care-
fully. Specifically, course descriptions should be a 
preview of course content to prospective students and 
the public, but not necessarily representative of all 
content covered. Nonetheless, the commonalities and 
differences in content across the sample are important 
to reflect on as we make decisions about what topics 
should be previewed in course descriptions. When 
thinking of course descriptions as a direct window 
into course curricula, for example, there are evident 
gaps in the content (e.g., behavior, social model) that 
is currently recommended by APA/E scholars (e.g., 
increased skill building in creating accessible learn-
ing environments, multidimensional views of disabil-
ity). Efforts to ensure courses incorporate specific 
topics are therefore warranted.

Recommendations for Universities and Course 
Instructors 

Course instructors and academic departments 
hold the primary responsibility for updating course 
descriptions and ensuring course materials use re-
spectful terminology. Disability services offices can 
be essential resources for inclusive instruction and 
can contribute to the design of course descriptions 
and the accessibility of other course materials, in-
cluding the syllabi and learning objectives. We rec-
ommend increasing dialogue with and consulting 
disability service offices when revising or developing 
course descriptions for disability-related courses. De-
partments and course instructors should increase this 
dialogue and consult with disability offices, regard-
less of known presence of disabled students within 
their classes, to ensure inclusive language. Support-
ive faculty members, especially those in disabili-
ty-related fields such as APA/E, should partner with 
and advocate for disability services offices to build 
connections between students, providers, and depart-
ments (Lombardi et al., 2018). Consultation with dis-
abled students on how disability is represented within 
course descriptions is an important next step. Such 
collaborations, like surveying students registered 
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with campus disability services about how universi-
ties can better support disabled students (Fleming et 
al., 2017), have previously elicited valuable perspec-
tives and may support diversity, equity, and inclusion 
initiatives at the broader university level. 

Based on our findings and existing literature, we 
recommend that course descriptions (a) include com-
prehensive depictions of course content that align 
with known training needs, (b) use respectful dis-
ability language that reflects views and preferences 
among disabled groups, and (c) promote the benefits 
of enrolling in the course to prospective students. No-
tably, based on our coding scheme, none of the 599 
course descriptions in our national sample directly 
met all three of these criteria. We have therefore mod-
ified existing descriptions to provide disability ser-
vices officers with examples and to guide faculty in 
updating their own course descriptions in alignment 
with our recommendations (see Table 7).

Recommendations for Disability Services Offices 
and Educators

Disability services offices may be key contribu-
tors to the auditing and development of course de-
scriptions by faculty. As “the outward-facing voice” 
of disability services offices (Banerjee et al., 2020, p. 
305), disability services websites often include vari-
ous resources for accommodations, disabled students’ 
rights and responsibilities, and protocols for report-
ing or documenting disability. Websites serve as a 

resource for faculty by providing important guide-
lines and inclusive instructional strategies (Banerjee 
et al., 2020). Disability services offices may expand 
resources for academic units to include examples of 
contemporary and preferred language when generat-
ing course materials, including course descriptions 
and syllabi. They may also provide students and 
faculty with mediums for reporting offensive and 
outdated terminology within course descriptions or 
academic materials for the goal of creating updates.

As a potential mechanism for updating language 
within course materials, disability services educators 
may incorporate information on disability language 
trends and preferences among disability groups into 
existing disability-related trainings and professional 
development across campus. Disability services of-
fices may also build new or foster existing partner-
ships with campus-based organizations that focus 
on instruction and faculty training, such as faculty 
development offices, centers for teaching and learn-
ing, and new faculty mentoring programs, to infuse 
disability-related resources on inclusive language 
within course descriptions and other course materials 
(Lombardi et al., 2018). Although the scope of this 
study was specific to course descriptions in APA/E, 
the contents of this paper may serve as a resource or 
example for confronting problematic language pub-
lished in course materials and by academic units more 
broadly (e.g., program websites).

Table 7

Example Course Descriptions to Serve as References for Revisions

Meets Recommendations This course will provide students with the knowledge and skills necessary 
to effectively teach, support, and design programming for physical activity 
for persons with disabilities. Students will learn important disability 
characteristics, definitions, functions, and behaviors; theories, and 
techniques for adapting physical activities, equipment, and environments 
in inclusive and alternative settings; historical, legal, and contemporary 
trends and issues related to programming adapted physical activity and 
education; and specific safety considerations. Students will gain 10-hours 
of direct, hands-on experiences working with children with disabilities and 
applying course content throughout the course

Does Not Meet 
Recommendations

This course is an introduction to disability and adapted physical activity 
across school and clinical settings. Lab included

Note. Examples have been slightly modified from existing course descriptions to match our 
recommendations and do not represent any course or university.
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Future research
Much remains unknown about the potential in-

fluence of course descriptions on variables like stu-
dent enrollment and disabled students’ perceptions of 
belonging within academic units. Future research is 
needed to assess this impact and understand the con-
tribution of catalog content toward the development 
of culturally responsive professionals. At present, re-
searchers have recognized course descriptions as “the 
most common form of course content” that prospec-
tive students use when deciding to enroll in courses 
(Mourey et al., 2022, p. 100). It is, therefore, essential 
that course descriptions are acknowledged as critical 
to recruiting within the field and serve as updated, 
accurate representations of the course. New discus-
sions are also needed, including answering questions 
like (a) to what extent do course descriptions reflect 
course delivery and syllabi? and (b) what impact do 
course descriptions have on course enrollment or in-
terest in the field? Answers to these questions may 
inform what should be prioritized in course descrip-
tions when university-specific restrictions exist (e.g., 
limited word count, uniformity, scheduled updates). 

Course descriptions serve as a tool for students 
in selecting their courses and require revision across 
APA/E courses and potentially other academic dis-
ciplines. A course description may be a prospective 
student’s deciding factor for enrolling in a course or 
turning away from the major altogether. The use of 
outdated, offensive disability language, and the lack 
of course benefits, may indicate that course descrip-
tions have not been viewed as influential or that reg-
ular revision is not prioritized. We encourage higher 
education faculty, departments, and administrators to 
inspect their own course descriptions for content, dis-
ability language, and benefits, consult with disabili-
ty services offices, and make necessary revisions to 
course descriptions. We offer an example course de-
scription to support faculty with this task. Efforts to 
further delineate and guide how disability discourse 
can be meaningfully included not only in course de-
scriptions, but also within materials across kinesiolo-
gy curricula are warranted.
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