
 
 

Lesson: The Faces of Athleticism 
 
OVERVIEW 
 
In this lesson, students explore the meaning and essence of athleticism as they examine various 
“Olympics” for athletes with a range of physical abilities. 
 
The video clips provided with this lesson are from Niko von Glasow’s My Way to Olympia, a look at 
those who compete in the Paralympic Games (also known as the Paralympics), an international sporting 
event for athletes with physical disabilities. Von Glasow’s perspective journeys from disdain to 
appreciation, not only for athletes with disabilities, but also for their overall approach to sometimes 
tumultuous and unexpected life experiences. 
 
POV offers a lending library of DVDs that you can borrow anytime during the school year—FOR FREE! 
Get started by joining our Community Network.  
 
OBJECTIVES 
By the end of this lesson, students will: 
 

• Assess their perception of athleticism and what it entails 
• Recognize the physical and intellectual capabilities of athletes with disabilities that drive 

athleticism and competition 
• Analyze the role the Paralympic Games play and their impact on sports and society 
• Express their opinions about differentiated sports events, such as the Paralympic Games 
• Prepare ideas for major sports events for athletes with disabilities 

 
GRADE LEVELS 
5-8 
 
SUBJECT AREAS 
Language Arts, Social Studies, Current Events 
 
MATERIALS  

• Internet access and equipment to show the class online video  
• LCD projector 
• Self-adhesive chart paper 
• Multi-colored markers 
• Sports magazines (with images of disabled athletes, if possible)  
• Scissors 

 
ESTIMATED TIME NEEDED 
One 50-minute class period, plus 30 to 50 minutes for the homework assignment (and additional class 
time, if possible, for extended advocacy work) 
 
 

 



FILM CLIPS  
 

Clip 1: The Athlete: Aida Husic Dahlen (Length: 0:41) 
This clip begins at 36:19 with Dahlen playing ping pong with a competitor. It ends at 37:00 with an image 
of Dahlen hitting a ping pong ball. 
 
Clip 2: Hitting the Target: Matt Stutzman (Length: 1:12) 
The clip begins at 43:52 with spectators and then a shot of Stutzman beginning to shoot the arrow. It 
ends at 45:04 with people applauding as Stutzman wins the round. 
 
Clip 3: The Ball of Boccia: Greg Polychronidis (Length: 2:32)  
The clip begins at 50:37 with Greg Polychronidis coming into the arena in the a wheelchair. It ends at 
53:09 with Polychronidis smiling and the crowd cheering in the background. 
 
Clip 4: Hanging Tough: Rwandan Volleyball Team (Length: 0:42)  
The clip starts at 30:33 with a volleyball game starting. It ends at 31:15 with the game ended and the 
players dressing and walking away. 
 
Clip 5: Validating the Paralympics: Greg Polychronidis (Length: 0:51) 
The clip begins at 1:56 with von Glasow saying, “Paralympics is a stupid idea.” It ends at 2:47 with 
Polychronidis in his wheelchair saying, “…best parts of the world where we are living.” 
 
Clip 6: And I Achieved It: Greg Polychronidis (Length: 1:03) 
The clip begins at 23:22 with von Glasow standing in the gym, saying, “I’m still a bit suspicious about the 
Paralympic thing.” It ends at 24:25 with Polychronidis in the gym saying, “And I achieved it.” 
 
ACTIVITY 
 
1. Divide students into small groups. Give each group a sheet of chart paper, a set of colored markers, a 
few magazines and two pairs of scissors. 
 
2. Ask students to list words and phrases that come to mind when they think of athletes and athleticism, 
then draw or cut out magazine images that reflect their perceptions. Tell them to post the words/phrases 
and drawings/images in a designated spot in the classroom.  
 
3. Share this definition of athleticism from Macmillan Dictionary online: physical strength and the ability to 
do sports and physical exercises well. 
 
4. Tell the students they will watch short segments of a documentary that looks at athletes. Instruct them 
to reflect on their lists and drawings/images, as well as the dictionary definition of athleticism, as they 
watch the pieces. Show Clip 1: The Athlete: Aida Husic Dahlen (Length: 0:41), Clip 2: Hitting the Target: 
Matt Stutzman (Length: 1:12), Clip 3: The Ball of Boccia: Greg Polychronidis (Length: 2:32) and Clip 4: 
Hanging Tough: Rwandan Volleyball Team (Length: 0:42). 
 
5. After viewing the segments, ask students: 
 

• What is athleticism? Does the Macmillan Dictionary description mesh with yours? How?  
• Based on your observations and experience, are there qualities that all athletes seem to share, 

whether or not they have disabilities? What are those qualities? 
• How might the definition of athleticism be changed to reflect these shared qualities? 

 
6. Show students Clip 5: Validating the Paralympics: Greg Polychronidis (Length: 0:51) and Clip 6: And I 
Achieved It: Greg Polychronidis (Length: 1:03). Have them consider the perspectives of von Glasow and 
Polychronidis, the Greek boccia player, and offer responses to these questions:  



 
• What is the role of an international competition like the Paralympic Games?  
• Should athletes with disabilities have a separate competition, or should they participate in the 

Olympic Games? (Point out that there are athletes with disabilities who have competed in the 
Olympic Games: http://www.topendsports.com/events/summer/highlights/disabled.htm.) 

 
OPTIONAL: Students might review the commentary “Scrap the Paralympics,” 
http://www.slate.com/articles/sports/fivering_circus/2012/08/paralympics_2012_it_s_time_to_scrap_th
e_paralympic_games_disabled_athletes_should_compete_in_the_olympics_too_.html, which 
explores the idea of merging the Paralympic Games and the Olympic Games. 

 
7. Ask students to name a variety of national and international sports competitions, i.e., the Olympic 
Games and the World Cup. Write their responses. Ask the class to review the list to see whether any of 
the competitions noted have programs for disabled athletes or other types of athletes in specialized 
categories. Note that people with disabilities have participated in the Olympic Games.  
 
8. Share with students other competitions in which people with disabilities or people with other abilities 
compete (project from computer or distribute a list). This is a partial list, as there many sports-specific 
events, too. If time permits, students might research these events in small groups:  

• The National Senior Games (http://www.nsga.com/), launched in 1985, are a 19-sport biennial 
competition for men and women over 50. 

• The Special Olympics (http://www.specialolympics.org/mission.aspx) provide year-round sports 
training and athletic competition in a variety of Olympic-type sports for children and adults with 
intellectual disabilities. 

• National Wheelchair Basketball Association (http://www.nwba.org/) tournaments provide 
individuals with physical disabilities the opportunity to play, learn and compete in the sport of 
wheelchair basketball. 
 

9. Invite students to share their thoughts about specialized national and international competitive sports 
and to come up with local, regional, state, national or international competitions they believe would best 
represent a broad range of athletes with disabilities. Then ask them to consider whether those events 
could be joined with events for athletes without disabilities. Students can work in small groups to discuss 
and design possibilities and then share with the class. The entire class assesses each program’s 
feasibility and perhaps creates a plan for introducing a modified version in the local community. 
 
HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT 
 
Students can spend time fleshing out their event designs for further discussion in class (if time did not 
allow for a full discussion). Or, they can refine their designs with an eye to presenting them to someone 
within the school or external community as a way to promote the possibility of their actual implementation. 
 
EXTENSIONS  
 
Adaptive Sports 
 
Athletes with disabilities and special needs are able to participate in sports and recreational programs 
thanks to adaptive sports, which modify existing sports to meet their needs. Students can learn a bit more 
about adaptive sports by logging onto one or all of the following links:  
 

• Changing Sports, Changing Lives 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S_kKFxaz5DQ  

• Move Along 
http://movealonginc.org/  

• Disabled Sports USA 
http://www.disabledsportsusa.org/  



 
Assign students to think about sports that have not yet have been modified or that could be further 
modified, research one of those sports in terms of adaptation and come up with an adaptive design and 
participation recommendation. 
 
What’s Available in My School? 
 
Ask students to explore whether their school has sports opportunities for athletes with disabilities or other 
special needs. If such opportunities do not exist, assign students to research how they might start such 
programs and make recommendations not only to the school, but also to the regional or district 
educational agencies that would have program oversight. Students should recognize that federal law 
stipulates inclusion (http://www.nj.com/news/index.ssf/2013/01/feds_disabled_students_must_ge.html). 
Students can look at models that support school-based adaptive sports: 
 

• American Association of Adapted Sports Programs 
http://www.adaptedsports.org/adaptedsports/about/about.html  

• The Huffington Post: “Minnesota Adapted Athletics Association Guides Schools In 
Developing Adaptive Sports” 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/01/31/disabled-sports-schools-guidelines_n_2592999.html 

• Onalaska Holmen Courier-Life: “High School Adaptive Sports Leagues Get Rolling” 
http://lacrossetribune.com/courierlifenews/lifestyles/high-school-adaptive-sports-leagues-get-
rolling/article_18b845be-3750-11e3-bd81-001a4bcf887a.html 

 
Pushing Onward 
 
The film not only explores athletes with disabilities, but also looks at other challenges several of the 
featured athletes have faced, including war, abandonment and shortened lives. Invite students to reflect 
on the characteristics the disabled athletes have in common that enable them to work around their 
disabilities and difficult life experiences. What message can students take from this and then share with 
others in their school? How can they support peers of theirs who are moving through difficult times? 
Students can map out an in-school support and awareness campaign that taps into the socio-emotional 
approaches that seem best to help people tackle obstacles or differences and encourages the community 
to rally around students with challenges. 
 
RESOURCES 
 
Achilles International 
http://www.achillesinternational.org/who/overview  
 
Athletes with Disabilities Network 
http://www.adnpage.org/  
 
Directory of Athletes with Disabilities Organizations 
http://www.aapmr.org/patients/resources/Pages/athletes_2a.aspx#Archery  
 
Disabled Athlete Sports Association 
https://www.dasasports.org  
 
Disabled Sports USA 
www.disabledsportsusa.org/  
 
Inside the Games: The History of Parasport 



http://www.insidethegames.biz/history/paralympics/parasport  
 
U.S. Paralympics/Team USA 
http://www.teamusa.org/US-Paralympics  
 
Women’s Sports Foundation 
https://www.womenssportsfoundation.org  
 
STANDARDS 
 
Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts & Literacy in History/Social Studies, 
Science and Technical Subjects  
(http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/CCRA/SL/) 
 
Grade 5 
 

SL.5.1.c Pose and respond to specific questions by making comments that contribute to the 
discussion and elaborate on the remarks of others. 
 
SL.5.1.d Review the key ideas expressed and draw conclusions in light of information and 
knowledge gained from the discussions. 
 
SL.5.4 Report on a topic or text or present an opinion, sequencing ideas logically and using 
appropriate facts and relevant, descriptive details to support main ideas or themes; speak clearly at 
an understandable pace. 
 
W.5.10 Write routinely over extended time frames (time for research, reflection and revision) and 
shorter time frames (a single sitting or a day or two) for a range of discipline-specific tasks, purposes 
and audiences. 

 
Grade 6 
 

SL.6.1 Engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups and 
teacher-led) with diverse partners on grade 6 topics, texts and issues, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly. 
 
SL.6.3 Delineate a speaker’s argument and specific claims, distinguishing claims that are supported 
by reasons and evidence from claims that are not. 
 
SL.6.4 Present claims and findings, sequencing ideas logically and using pertinent descriptions, 
facts and details to accentuate main ideas or themes; use appropriate eye contact, adequate volume 
and clear pronunciation. 
 
W.6.10 Write routinely over extended time frames (time for research, reflection and revision) and 
shorter time frames (a single sitting or a day or two) for a range of discipline-specific tasks, purposes 
and audiences. 

 
Grade 7 
 

SL.7.1 Engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups and 
teacher-led) with diverse partners on grade 7 topics, texts and issues, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly. 
 
SL.7.3 Delineate a speaker’s argument and specific claims, evaluating the soundness of the 
reasoning and the relevance and sufficiency of the evidence. 
 



SL.7.4 Present claims and findings, emphasizing salient points in a focused, coherent manner with 
pertinent descriptions, facts, details and examples; use appropriate eye contact, adequate volume 
and clear pronunciation. 
 
W.7.10 Write routinely over extended time frames (time for research, reflection and revision) and 
shorter time frames (a single sitting or a day or two) for a range of discipline-specific tasks, purposes 
and audiences. 

 
Grade 8 
 

SL.8.1 Engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups and 
teacher-led) with diverse partners on grade 8 topics, texts and issues, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly. 
 
SL.8.3 Delineate a speaker’s argument and specific claims, evaluating the soundness of the 
reasoning and the relevance and sufficiency of the evidence and identifying when irrelevant 
evidence is introduced. 
 
SL.8.4 Present claims and findings, emphasizing salient points in a focused, coherent manner with 
relevant evidence, sound valid reasoning and well-chosen details; use appropriate eye contact, 
adequate volume and clear pronunciation. 
 
W.8.10 Write routinely over extended time frames (time for research, reflection and revision) and 
shorter time frames (a single sitting or a day or two) for a range of discipline-specific tasks, purposes 
and audiences. 

 
Content Knowledge: McREL (http://www2.mcrel.org/compendium/browse.asp) a compilation of content 
standards and benchmarks for K-12 curriculum by McREL (Mid-continent Research for Education and 
Learning). 
 

Arts and Communication, Role of Culture, Standard 4: Understands ways in which the human 
experience is transmitted and reflected in the arts and communication. 

 
Working with Others, Benchmark 2: Works cooperatively within a group to complete tasks, achieve 
goals and solve problems. 

 
Working with Others, Benchmark 10: Actively listens to the ideas of others and asks clarifying 
questions. 
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