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abstract
The purpose of the conducted research was to analyze the processual dimension 
of the transformations of a disabled person’s life which take place under the influ-
ence of experiences related to practicing sport. Therefore, the article attempts to 
discuss the issues related to the influence of sport institutions responsible for the 
organization of sport practiced by physically disabled individuals in their care. 
 In the article, I try to prove the similarity of the sport structure with the edu-
cational system structure where, apart from the strictly educational functions, 
there are also socialization processes taking place, diverse in terms of measures 
and results. 
 The basis for the realization of the purpose mentioned above was the personal 
experiences of the researched individuals. Hence, the research exploits qualita-
tive data collected during participant observations and in-depth free interviews 
conducted among the disabled practicing sports. Analysis and interpretation 
of the research material was performed in accordance with the procedures of 
grounded theory. 
 The article has been prepared as a consequence of research carried out 
between 2012 and 2015 among the society of the disabled who practice profes-
sional sports. The studies are related to the characteristics of a sports career of 
the disabled, which, regarding its specificity, is deeply rooted in institutional-
ized initiation practices regarding inclusion, continuance and the maintenance 
of the main action, i.e., practicing sport. 
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introduction

The subject of this article2 is the matter of the special educational experiences 
of the disabled who practice sport at a professional level. I present this notion by 
referring to Bourdieu’s institutional concept, as well as the theory of interaction 
rites by Goffman, and the assumptions of symbolic interactionism according to 
the Chicago School. As a result of a combination of those perspectives, I dem-
onstrate that the designed conversion, required within the educational system of 
sportspeople with disabilities, corresponds to various experiences that actually 
lead to a complete transformation of an individual. At the same time, I make every 
attempt to prove that the educational influence has been designed in a manner 
that allows the handicapped pupils of sports institutions to perceive themselves 
as independent individuals who break the stereotypes of people burdened with 
disability, and to experience distinction through their involvement in doing sport. 

In my analyses, I do not try to deliberate or reconstruct the personality of 
disabled people engaged in professional sport. I am more interested in the social 
process of activation and the maintenance of a basic action, i.e., practicing sport, 
and the accompanying procedures that are carried out by institutions responsible 
for the organization of that action, rather than in any underlying personality fea-
tures, which are not the subject of analysis in this article. 

The problem to be addressed which is raised in the article is the notion of 
experiencing conversion in disabled people’s lives, under the influence of sport 
that they practice professionally. Therefore, I put forward a thesis that practicing 
sport means continuously working on oneself, which is related to the never-end-
ing struggle to improve as a sportsman. Furthermore, I believe that the process 
of creating this role is usually connected with their entering a new environment, 
which in turn necessitates familiarizing themselves with its principles, while 
the most important element is to gain a specific scope and type of knowledge. 
Finally, I claim that disabled individuals go through various attempts, the inten-
tion of which is to eventually legitimize them as fully-fledged sportsmen. They 
are of a testing character, and they mean reaching turning points in their sport-
ing careers, providing it with an individual character which is, at the same time, 
acceptable by everyone. 

Therefore, the subject of my interests is posed by issues related to the prin-
ciples and rules that accompany the process of including a disabled person in 

2 The article has been drawn up on the basis of research carried out within the scope 
of a project financed by the National Science Center, SONATA 9 (project No. 2015/17/D/HS6/ 
00184).
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a group of members of a given sports institution, the description of initiation 
rituals, and the adoption of the role of a sportsman, as well as the presentation 
of institutional practices that accompany the process of becoming a sportsman, 
or actions consisting in training a disabled person in their struggle to be a ‘fully 
fledged’ sportsman. 

theoretical inspirations and the methodological basis  
for the studies 

For the theoretical framework for the analyzed notions, I chose the approach of 
symbolic interactionism, in a version developed by Blumer (the so-called Chicago 
School) (Blumer, 2007, 1984, 1975, 1969) and his continuators (cf. Hałas, 1987; 
Krzemiński, 1986; Ziółkowski, 1981). According to Blumer, within the course 
of the mutual adjustment of activities of particular entities, joint actions emerge 
which provide the basis for social life. Society is not a permanent structure of rela-
tionships, but a constantly developing process adjusting itself during the interac-
tion of the entities operating within a specific social context. However, it does not 
mean the denial of social structures, rather it suggests that they are included in the 
interpretation and definition process, during which the joint actions are shaped. 

The selection of particular data collection techniques was dictated, as far back 
as the design stage, by the richness and diversity of the researched area, as well as 
the logics and dynamics of the course of the study (cf. Hammersley & Atkinson, 
2000). I would rather call my research a process of generating data than collect-
ing them. The second notion has some positive connotations, as it suggests that 
a researcher can collect information in a neutral way. In the research perspective 
that I assumed, the researcher is seen as an entity actively developing knowledge 
in the field of their interest, and this is the opinion that I feel closer to. 

The greatest emphasis was put on individual interviews. The premises behind 
my decision arise, first of all, from the accepted ontological (human experiences, 
interpretations, knowledge, evaluations, and interactions are significant features 
of the social reality that I researched) and epistemological assumptions (the legal 
manner of data generation on the basis of those ontological assumptions comprises 
interaction, conversations with people, listening to stories and gaining access to 
the knowledge, evaluations, and impressions of the individuals). An interview is 
seen here as “reflecting greater depth than other research techniques,” and this 
is because it is determined based on “a continuous relation between the informer 
and the researcher” (Burgess, 1980, p. 109; cf. Silverman, 1994, p. 95). Apart 
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from that, the contextuality and situational character of the knowledge held by 
the respondents required a specific approach – flexibility and sensitivity to the 
dynamics of interactions, so the questions could be tailored to each respondent. 
What is more, I was eager to obtain qualitative data that could not be provided 
by structured questionnaires, which is reflected well in the words by Rubin and 
Rubin (1997, p. 205): “Qualitative research is applied in the case of notions that 
require deeper comprehension, which is served best by detailed examples and 
expanded narration.” Finally, my choice is supported by pragmatics. The data that 
my research aimed to obtain would be hard to collect via any technique other than 
an interview. 

In my research, I refer to the subjective perspective of the respondents, mak-
ing their own point of view a required reference for development of theoretical 
generalizations (Włodarek & Ziółkowski, 1990). 

The ontological and epistemological assumptions mentioned above that pro-
vided the frameworks for my research dictated the choice of the particular meth-
odology somewhat naturally. Hence, the selected techniques comprise observation, 
applied especially at the initial stage of the studies, and enriched with informal 
interviews. Together with the advancement of the research and the broadening 
of knowledge with notions interesting for me, I  included other techniques in the 
project, first of all unstructured interviews, as well as analysis of existing mate-
rials, mainly articles published in specialist branch magazines and stories with 
sportspeople. They also included biographies and memories, allowing me to the 
reach the perspective of the most recognized representatives of the disabled sport-
speople’s environment, who it would have been hard to establish direct contact 
with in order to perform an interview. 

As for the purpose of the research, I chose to identify the social actors’ per-
spective, and to capture the processual dimension of the observed phenomena, so 
I perceived the grounded theory methodology as being especially helpful (Gla-
ser, 1998, p. 11). It provides possibilities to reach the perspective of the social 
actors and grasp the processual dimension of the researched phenomena, thus, it 
became popular and continues to spread, especially among researchers associated 
with symbolic interactionism (Strauss & Corbin, 1990; cf. Konecki, 2000, p. 25). 
It needs to be mentioned that, in accordance with grounded theory methodology, 
I made attempts not to cover the researched area with a conceptual framework 
in advance. It emerged as the research progressed, and the numerous described 
categories are characteristic of in vivo codes. 
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educational and socializing character of sport 

According to Tomecka (2012, p. 175), the structure of practicing sport and its 
associated culture have an influence on the personalities of those who practice it. 
The internalization of values located in this field of social life takes place within 
the socialization process to and through sport. In turn, the participants, hosts and 
recipients of sport on the market of goods may become ambassadors of the devel-
opment of its new, more humane image. However, the condition for any future 
involvement in the culture of sport is established by previous sport-encouraging 
attitudes, behaviors or dispositions. 

The socializing potential of sport is also expressed, as stated by Heinemann 
(1990, p. 246), in “strengthening the ability and readiness to carry out standard 
social actions.” According to the author, it happens because the applicable stand-
ards and principles, as well as the assumed social roles, are “especially clear 
and unambiguous, they exist within a transparent and strictly determined field 
of operations; other behaviors, violations of rules are met with immediate sanc-
tions, taking place according to a determined scheme” (Heinemann, 1990, p. 246). 
As a result, sport can make a valuable contribution to prophylaxis as well as being 
a therapy of social maladjustment. This was confirmed by Purdy and Richard 
(1983) in their research, showing that sportsmen are characterized with a lower 
degree of social maladjustment and involvement in adverse social behaviors than 
individuals who are not sportsmen. The literature in the field of resocialization 
policy is also very rich. One of its representatives, Sage (1986, p. 24), notices that 

“social competence must be learnt, and a human learns through social experiences; 
some of those experiences have a greater social dimension than others. Regard-
ing the social character of games and activities, they present a useful factor that 
supports social development. Children learn a wide variety of social skills thanks 
to their participation in games. Therefore, they become a condition for successful 
social adjustment during childhood, and they constitute a foundation for adults’ 
functioning in society.” In turn, Collingwood (1997, p. 12), who specialized in 
notions of resocialization through sport, claims that sport should provide “one 
of several spheres of modern life, where we can experience particular and honest 
verification of reality. Thus, an every-day training session becomes an exercise 
of self-control and self-discipline. Exercises provide a daily dose of control over 
one’s environment, even if the rest of life is totally disordered […]. The intensity 
of exercises makes us realize that we are alive. The results convince us that we 
are worth it.” The socializing influence of sport can also be expressed in teaching 
tolerance and developing the feeling of community with representatives of various 
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social groups and categories. The potential of sport in this scope is also seen by 
Heinemann (1990), who lists a series of functions of sport, including those related 
to the socio-integrating function. At the same time, it is emphasized that sport may 
play a significant role in moral education, which is claimed by Bredemeier and 
Shields (1995, p. 2). The same authors suggest that effects in the scope of moral 
education must be seen as the most important category of educational impacts, 
because it is the moral character that dictates how the qualities from the voli-
tional sphere and the social character are used (Shields, 1995, p. 2). Lipiec (2013, 
pp. 16–17) highlights that sport socialization – for sport and through sport educa-
tion – may contribute to strengthening or directing the socialization processes 
also in other fields and in other periods of life. This author also finds that regard-
less the instrumental assets, sport is a domain of natural and primary, thus strong, 
socialization, thanks to which the sport itself can exist and develop. Lipiec (1987, 
p. 6) also states that sport is a discipline where “contradictory tendencies clash.” 
It can support the educational process, but it can also disrupt it, and is some cases 
it can be neutral for the process, or at least for some of its dimensions (that were 
traditionally joined with sport). Which option will prevail will depend, first of all, 
on the conditions in which the process of sport education runs. Hence, as stated 
by Sas-Nowosielski (2004, p. 78), instead of repeating this corny slogan that sport 
educates or shapes your character, we need there to be some educational potential 
in sport that may be triggered or forfeited regarding the socio-moral atmosphere 
that a young person encounters during their sporting careers. As noticed by Clif-
ford and Feezell (1997, p. 94), “we have a lot of possibilities in sport to help young 
people become successful and respected not only in sport but also in life.” These 
are just some possibilities, and if we want them to materialize and be reflected 
in reality, we must give them in such a way that practicing sport is carried out 
according to its laudable aims. This task relates, first and foremost, to PE teachers, 
instructors, and coaches, who are direct representatives of such institutions as 
sport clubs or associations, or foundations led by non-profit organizations (Sas- 

-Nowosielski, 2004, pp. 77–78). 

the role of rules, principles, and rituals in sport  
of the disabled 

Each institution is governed by its own rights, principles, and rules of conduct 
which are obligatory for its members. Hence, all those connected with an institu-
tion are required to be engaged in the process of understanding the principles, 
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rules, norms, and values that stand behind them. All of this to become a member 
of an environment which the given person aspires to. 

The rules and principles related to the behavior of the disabled in sport are 
a kind of formal and informal instruction of a symbolic – and at the same time 
pragmatic – character. They introduce interaction order, but they also provide 
a possibility to control particular people, and are communicated via direct orders 
by more experienced members of a given environment, or they become internal-
ized spontaneously within the course of everyday interactions. 

The group of principles needs to encompass all of those formulas which 
arise from official and formalized guidelines on sport generally, as well as 
from particular disciplines. Since their character is generally known and com-
prehended, they do not provide a topic of interest in this article. For me, what is 
interesting is, first of all, those principles of rules applicable to representatives 
of disabled sportspeople which are of a less official character. Their character-
istic feature is the fact that they are shaped within the course of mutual interac-
tions of the social actors, and they provide the result of their negotiations. These 
principles occurring within the environment of the disabled practicing sport, to 
put it simply, mean transposing the fair play principle from the pitch, stadium, 
or track, into other dimensions of interaction. Despite the fact that they have an 
unwritten and informal nature, they are generally applicable in the social world 
of sport of the disabled, playing a significant educational function. On the one 
hand, they influence the disabled individuals, causing them to behave in a certain 
manner according to environmental expectations, and on the other, they create 
a specific regime of self-control and environmental discipline of the individuals.  
As suggested by Goffman (2006), it happens because “breaking a rule of conduct 
exposes two people to embarrassment: the one that was obliged and should become 
subjected to the rule, and the second who expected something and, according to 
this principle, should be treated properly” (p. 52). Elsewhere, this author adds 
(Goffman, 2006): “generally speaking, an individual sees rules of conduct in two 
ways: directly, as obligations, determining their moral job of behaving in a certain 
manner, and indirectly, as expectations towards how others, morally obliged, 
should behave towards them” (p. 49). At the same time, the people that break 
a given rule are likely to have some problems and are also evaluated negatively 
by the environment. The evaluation and selection of a sanction depends on the 
scale of the occurring problem. It might just be a warning, and the situation is 
determined to be a lesson or simply an element of acquiring experience accord-
ing to the principle of learning from mistakes. In the case of more serious faults, 
the sanctions for violating principles of conduct may be related with temporarily 
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losing face,3 or being described with a specific negative label, together with the 
permanent stigmatization of a given person and their exclusion from the envi-
ronment (cf. Goffman, 2006). Although the rules and principles are not the only 
source of regulations of behaviors, in this context a special role is played espe-
cially by those with ritual dimensions (2006, p. 49). As stressed by Sztompka 
(2006), they are of a conventional character, and they are produced spontane-
ously within a community, being related to the everyday course of a social life. 
The same author (Sztompka, 2006), when writing about rites, presents the follow-
ing definition: “Rituals provide individual or group manners of actions, coming in 
line with a precisely and formally specified scenario which needs to be followed 
by all participants under great pressure” (p. 48). In turn, Goffman (2006) spoke 
about “actions leading to, through their symbolic aspect, actors demonstrating 
the degree to which they deserve to be respected, and the degree to which other 
people, according to them, deserve respect” (p. 19). According to the definition 
mentioned above, rituals functioning in the world of sport of the disabled are of 
a more spontaneous and rewarding character. They also pose an instrument of 
emotional work. Furthermore, the rituals are embedded strongly in the temporary 
dimension of the everyday life and functioning of the disabled. Therefore, they 
may usually be placed in a kind of a renewable scheme of differentiated levels of 
repeatability. 

However, regardless the kind, character, and the manner of celebration, rites 
are of great significance in the process of building and then maintaining the 
interaction order in the social world of sport of the disabled. The significance of 
rituals, customs, and practices is an especially important element integrating the 
whole environment, directly influencing the construction and reconstruction of 
social bonds among its particular representatives. They allow the realization of 
such aspects of their lives as control and submission to specific rigors, which are 
imposed in accordance with practicing sport professionally, but they also express 
the feeling of fulfilment of specific needs and life ambitions of those involved. 
On the other hand, it is also a form of communication and the provision of the 
whole spectrum of information, significant for the interaction order of knowledge, 
and the corresponding standards, values and patterns of behavior. 

3 A person keeps face when the undertaken line of conduct presents his/her imagination 
as internally compact and supported by evaluations and evidence provided by other participants of 
a given interaction (Konecki, 1992, p. 59). 
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initiation as a ritual of adopting a role and becoming 
a member of an environment of the disabled practicing sport 

Initiation of the disabled in sport is realized through entering an existing structure 
– which is usually well-organized – of a particular training team, club, or federa-
tion, and a system of games of various national and international ranks (Lipiec, 
2013, p. 18). As it has been the case since ancient times, when a person was able 
to participate in a tournament only as a representative of a given community, it is 
similar now, when a person may take part in the majority of official sporting events 
through a social organization – especially if it is commonly recognized. Therefore, 
the formal aspect of creating the role of a sportsman comes through participating 
in an institution or an organization which brings the disabled together, providing 
them with conditions which allow for the realization of a given physical activity. 
In other words, the sport activity of the disabled, as a consequence, is of an insti-
tutionalized and group character. In this context, it is worth recalling the words 
by Stanisław Ossowski (1966, p. 156), according to whom a collection of people 
becomes a social group only when they are aware of the social bonds, and when 
they appear in the behaviors of its particular members. Therefore, participation 
of the disabled in organized forms of physical activity forms the basis of their 
consolidation around a given problem. Despite the fact that there are numerous 
differences related to their material situations, support from relatives, or social 
status, regardless the differences of social, economic, or cultural habits, the mem-
bers of a group experience consolidation around a common physical activity and 
practicing sport. Such a consolidation, which de facto distinguishes a group from 
other communities, according to Ossowski (1966, p. 156), is based on the inten-
tional cooperation of its members. This process most of all refers to a set of actions 
involved in being a member of a group. In this context, one of the basic aspects is 
the temporal dimension, meaning the regularity of training and the successiveness 
of participating in any kind of meetings related to practicing sport. The cyclical-
ity emerging in that manner means that a person becomes acquainted with the 

“scheme” of the operation. This poses one of the crucial aspects of the legitimiza-
tion of its membership. 

And it was like I started to find out gradually what all of this is about. I didn’t know 
what to actually do straight away. I mean, I had this very hazy idea, because I think 
everybody knows what it means to be a sportsman more or less. But it wasn’t until 
the training sessions and other meetings when I learnt what it really meant, and that 
now I need to arrange everything differently, subordinate it to what I do [w15.14].
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It is important not only regarding basic requirements related to the commence-
ment of practicing sports, but also in order to demonstrate one’s involvement, to 
get acquainted with the principles and rules that a given discipline is based on. 
Therefore, a given person shows he is broadly interested in practicing sports, which 
additionally makes their involvement more honest (Hughes, 1958). At the same 
time, it becomes especially significant to become familiar with various secrets 
of the game, including the informal ones, which are passed on between members 
of the group as “expert knowledge”. It often constitutes a resource of knowledge 
provided by experienced players to those who have just started their adventure 
with sport. Hence, the transmission of knowledge among the group members takes 
place, which additionally strengthens its internal unity, assuring functioning con-
tinuity. At the same time, this is the principle that governs the reconstruction of 
separate people’s statuses, as on the one hand we deal with people that have the 

“authority” label attached, and on the other with “pupils”. 

I remember that an important example for me was Jarek [name changed by the 
researcher] who already had some great success behind him, and he was also a great 
guy to get on with in everyday contexts. But the thing that really got me was his 
history, which I discovered in the meantime, because he had had some bad experi-
ences, and I think that not everyone would be able to deal with it as he had done. 
So, he was a kind of a pattern to follow for me, and I think he still is. Because I still 
respect him [w25.15].

The acquisition of the status of sportsman means acceptance from the group 
of belonging, and requires proper actions consisting in, among others, a specific 
ritual of “buying one’s way” into the group. It may adopt various characters, but its 
essential purpose is to stress loyalty towards the group. At the same time, belong-
ing to the world of professional sport is related to transformations visible between 
the disabled people and broader social circles. This process is related to the percep-
tion of a disabled person practicing sport as being “different” from other people 
who are categorized as disabled, i.e., deviating from the stereotypes that are com-
monly assumed and deeply rooted within society. The sportsmen themselves care 
to stress this “difference”, demonstrating their status in the manner, and are will-
ing, therefore, to explain to the environment and themselves that they are disabled 
sportsmen. Generally speaking, such an action serves to reconstruct a person’s 
identity, where the definition of sportsman either dominates or it occupies one of 
the leading places. Thus, the perception of being disabled no longer dominates 
their lives. The premise of the “difference” manifestation is behavior in the public 
sphere, related to, among others, playing the role of a sportsman in various cir-
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cumstances. Therefore, belonging to an “elite” group is emphasized, i.e., a group 
distinguished from other groups, created by the disabled individuals. Belonging 
to such a group will be perceived as a significant source of developing a given 
person’s status, which places them in a position that is privileged in relation to 
other disabled people. Here, a distinguishing factor will be above-average physi-
cal fitness, as well as the fact that the people practicing sport professionally may, 
through their activity, create an image of themselves as a person breaking a social 
stereotype, i.e., presenting themselves as someone self-reliant, independent, free, 
but who also has special abilities, thus being distinguished when compared to oth-
ers. Hence, a consecrated elite is created, which, as suggested by Bourdieu (1996), 

“is not only distinguishable and separated, but also recognized by others and by the 
self as worth it” (p. 102).

The adoption of the role of sportsman is also connected with a specific ritual 
of transformation, consisting in presenting publicly one’s own disability, espe-
cially its exposure to others. Here, it is worth recalling the words by Anselm 
Strauss, who believed that each of us presents to others (and oneself) by following 
their judgments (Strauss, 1959, p. 9). Therefore, the moment of “public perform-
ance” is seen to be important by a person with a disability. These circumstances 
include the elements of “facing a challenge”, but it is also connected with “public 
proclamation”.

For me, the first performance in front of an audience was unique. When you see 
all those people observing you, looking at you, and you don’t know what they’re 
thinking, it’s really paralyzing. You have a thought then, ‘wouldn’t it be better to 
run away, to pull the plug on it?’ But it would mean that you give up halfway, you’ll 
be defeated by your own fears [w17.13]. 

According to Strauss (1959), ‘presenting ourselves to others’ is an individu-
al’s statement about their certain views or attributes. It is a particular transfor-
mation in the process of a disabled person’s coming out, which means that they 
have reached a particular turning point in their biography, making a decision to 
expose their dysfunction, but carrying it out in a context that is different than 
the generally known one, where disability is perceived as the powerlessness of 
the body. Through coming out in the physically active convention of a sportsman, 
a disabled person presents himself as a strong, brave, and determined individual, 
therefore stressing those features of their character which can be clearly attributed 
to a “fully-fledged” sportsman. 
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institutional practices that accompany the process  
of becoming a sportsman 

Sport, if it is to be practiced professionally, requires “full” involvement. There-
fore, a person who decides to start their adventure with sport, often understood as 
a professional career path, makes every effort to become successful in that matter. 
In practice, it comes down to the introduction of various, often highly radical 
changes to their life, related to how they organize their day, what food they eat, 
and how they divide their time among various activities. The matter of subordi-
nating the majority of other life spheres to their involvement in practicing sport 
becomes visible at once. 

Yes, it’s completely true. There’s not a chance to get halfway involved. Either you do 
what you need to, you make the effort and get involved, and then you may count on 
results, or you drop out quickly and give up. There’s no choice, you need to roll up 
your sleeves and move forward. Of course, different things happen, but if you don’t 
strive, you won’t succeed for sure. That’s the truth [w.9.14].

From the perspective of my analyses, it is of the utmost importance to draw 
attention to the notion of activating the proper attitude and motivation of a given 
person, to make a specific effort related to training both the body and mind. 
A disabled person practicing sport professionally needs to acquire abilities which 
include achieving a proper level of training, usually representing broad physi-
cal and mental skills, which will allow them to compete with other competitors. 
In other words, they should achieve a state where they are able to control their 
own worries and anxiety, especially in stressful situations (e.g., related to partici-
pating in championships), as well as to obtain the ability to maintain the desire for 
self-improvement and the acquisition of better skills. 

You can have the best coach, great conditions and other assets, but if you don’t 
have enough self-denial, and actually the faith in your own possibilities, you won’t 
achieve much. I saw it many times that different people came and left, not staying 
for too long. And it was not about lack of physical condition, but what was in their 
heads. They had no motivation or willingness to work [w.4.15].

A disabled person who is willing to practice sport professionally goes through 
a certain transformation in the way they live, which, on the one hand, means sub-
ordination to strict training and coaching principles, and on the other, is of an 
ascetic character, which means that such a person is burdened with a series of 
orders and prohibitions, often regulating various spheres of their lives in a highly 
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detailed manner. Therefore, they are not only ordered in what they should and 
what they should not do in order to support their career development process to 
the greatest extent, but also the vital powers and experiences of such people are 
channelled – who should concentrate on practicing sport, understood as the main 
action, which the remaining life spheres become subordinated to. 

‘Concentration, concentration,’ that is what my first coach used to say. And he added, 
‘if you want to achieve something, you need to sacrifice yourself to it. There’s no 
fertility without generosity.’ He was right. I couldn’t understand it at first. When 
you’re young, you’re stupid. But I finally understood this over the course of time 
[w.21.13].

Thanks to the activities described above, a disabled person practicing sport 
should believe that the actions undertaken for and by them, often adopting the 
form of self-sacrifice, are necessary to be able to strive for the greatest trophies, 
to be on the podium, thus enjoying successes, while building the profile of their 
career. Therefore, as already mentioned, a special type of pedagogics is revealed, 
which – according to Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) – can be called camouflage. 
The disabled are instilled not only with the possibility of unconditional self-sac-
rifice as the way to achieving the desired sporting successes, but also with rules, 
according to which the acquired experience is not just a mechanical ability, but 
also a certain way of organizing life. 

Hence, practices related not only to education but also to disciplines which 
are applied within the coaching process (which is described in further section of 
the article) mean that the disabled individuals develop an attitude whose main 
feature is the rational systematization of their own way of living, and a rejection 
of everything ethically irrational from the internal world. 

All the mentioned practices of familiarizing a disabled people with the role 
of a sportsman should activate their capability of symbolic “rebirth”, meaning the 
transition from perceiving themselves through the prism of disability, to devel-
oping a definition of a fully-able sportsman. The constant testing of professional 
qualifications through, among others, participating in tournaments, is focused on 
other attempts with the purpose of continuously confirming and maintaining the 
status of a “real” sportsman. This participation means a given person feels that 
they belong to the circle of the chosen ones, and they experience the guarantee of 
access to the “sacred life”, i.e., full of experiences of people achieving successes 
and successfully realizing their life ambitions. 

Summing up the above deliberations, it needs to be stressed that the influ-
ence that practicing sport has on the disabled consists mainly in the fact that they 
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undergo strict ascetic practices. Therefore, a series of consecration acts takes place 
on the select few who are deemed “the most talented”, forming them into a separate 
group, but also improving their symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1996, p. 102). 

training as a process shaping a disabled person’s role  
as a sportsman 

The attitude of continuously verifying one’s qualifications, or as it was put by my 
interviewees, striving for “perfection”, is a result of pedagogical practices relating 
to the training relationship, which hides motives in the disabled for developing 
specific ethics of practicing sport. A system of prohibitions, which is connected 
to that relationship, suggests a connotation with ascetic practices. Declining, or 
at least decreasing the frequency of contacts with others, they go through a strict 

“school of toughening”, obtaining a component of sacredness and the feeling of 
belonging to the group of “the selected”. Within this process, a key role is played 
by training, the purpose of which is to improve the body’s fitness level as well 
as mental attitude towards these actions. Thus, the result is a grown-up human 
being, not only a trained sportsman. The role of teacher is adopted by coaches and 
instructors, and the place of school classrooms by groups or teams (Lipiec, 2013, 
p. 18). 

And now I’m laughing a little, but I didn’t feel like laughing earlier, actually I hated 
school, and when I started to really practice sport, I actually was out of the frying-
pan into the fire again, because I had my teacher, as previously, but this time it was 
a coach, and I needed to toe the line, to obey his instructions, and generally be so 
nice and easy going, but I had always been a type of a little devil [w.19.15]. 

The description of relationships between a disabled person practicing sport 
and someone making a sort of sign post, pointing to the desired action, may be 
applied to the notion of coaching, introduced by Anselm Strauss. The coach-
ing relationship emerges when “someone strives to shift another person within 
a social space” (Strauss, 1959, p. 94). According to the author, all stages are clear 
only to those who have already gone through them. The “coached” person is not 
fully aware of the path they need to follow, or the significance of the medium 
stages. The main qualities of the coaching relationship are rooted in the fact that 
a pupil, while going through subsequent stages, needs a guide (Niedbalski, 2015, 
p. 37). This is not only about the conventional sense of teaching skills, but also 
about the fact that while the “coached” is moving within the social space, there 
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are highly important processes taking place inside them, requiring an explanation 
of the sense of a particular action, and the whole activity in general. As written by 
Bourdieu and Wacquant (2001), “teaching a profession, craft, trade, […] requires 
a pedagogical approach that is slightly different from the one applicable in edu-
cation. […] There are numerous manners of thinking and acting, some livelier 
than others, transferred in a practical form throughout the exchanges and thanks 
to practices based on direct contact between the one teaching and the one being 
taught” (p. 220). 

My teacher, or I’d say even more, my guide, and the man who shaped me, was my 
first coach, Mr. Kowalski [last name changed by the researcher]. He showed me not 
only how to train, to perform the exercises properly, but first of all, he created this 
positive aura around him, he was like my second father, who listens and advises, but 
also gives a good belting when needed [w.7.13]. 

A highly significant element of “coaching” is the time schedule. The coach 
needs to take care of the balance while going through subsequent stages, and 
they cannot allow impatience in themselves or in their wards, or any sluggishness 
(Niedbalski, 2015, p. 37). Various tactics may be applied while trying to maintain 
this balance. One of them is a “prescription” for how to act, namely the manner 
of self-realization and achievement of success in sport. Therefore, the coach’s role 
is to point out what needs to be done, what you need to do to distinguish yourself, 
which qualities need to be developed and which need to be gotten rid of. In one 
word, it is a formula which may not guarantee success on its own, but the applica-
tion of which may bring a given person closer to their goal. 

What is more, coaches apply schedules which determine the subsequent steps 
that need to be followed by a disabled individual to achieve progress gradually. 
A coach introduces the participant to the subsequent stages of their development, 
not only shaping their career, but also exerting a certain influence on their biog-
raphy. Therefore, they perform continuous work on the participant’s biography 
and identity. Other stages, and their completion, are not only the achievement of 
the next career levels for the disabled, but they also go beyond their own – often 
symbolic – boundaries, related to accepting themselves and their disability (Nied-
balski, 2015, p. 38).

For me personally, the things I do here have a double value. Firstly, I have a chance 
to step out and stop being a poor disabled person, who always needs someone to 
wipe their butt. But secondly, it is a personal thing for me, because it gives me 
a possibility to defeat my worries and anxieties, which are often hardest to face 
[w.10.12]. 
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Another tactic is challenging, which provides markers for development. This 
consists in stressing the proper tests available for a given person at a particular 
time which they are able to complete. It is significant here for these challenges 
to be “dosed” properly, i.e., given at the proper frequency, tailored to the specific 
person, and that it is possible to achieve them with a certain level of involvement 
and effort. Therefore, a coach may not only motivate the participant, but also trig-
ger positive emotions within them related to the achieved successes, which pertain 
to the completion of subsequent challenges. 

Hence, the coaching process of a disabled person should lead to their constant 
improvement, including both the physical abilities of their bodies and the devel-
opment of cognitive skills related to the proper manner of reading and interpret-
ing the changes taking place in their lives. In the personal dimension, it means 
reconstructing the image of self, consisting in the conversion of “I” from the disa-
bled person. It is often based on a stereotype cognitive scheme which is actually 
a product of the internalization of social patterns related to the perception of the 
incomplete capability of an individual. It is also based on the other, proper self-
perception as a fully-fledged sportsman. According to the operational paradigm of 
the institution responsible for training and educating a disabled person for the role 
of a sportsman, it is the transmission of specific rules, principles and patterns of 
conduct, and adapting to functioning within a sport environment.

conclusions 

The issue raised in the article was the notion of experiencing conversion in disa-
bled people’s lives, under the influence of sport that they practice professionally. 
I sought sources of that influence in the organization of pedagogical practices, the 
education system, the ideology of organizations responsible for care over such 
activities, and also the actions of people who carried out particular pedagogic and 
educational tasks on their behalf. However, in order for the conclusions drawn 
from my analyses to have some weight, we need to refer to the broad theoretical-
methodological context where my deliberations are situated. 

While adopting the perspective of the interpretative paradigm in my delib-
erations, I paid attention to those aspects of the world of sport of the disabled 
which were related to the notions of constructing reality. I achieved the depth and 
richness of the content related to that process thanks to the application of “natural-
ist” methodology, including lightly structured interviews and observations. These 
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techniques allowed me to identify a process applicable in the case of individuals 
exposed to the long-standing influence of particular educational institutions. 

I also made an attempt to explain the phenomenon which consists in the 
transformation experienced by disabled people who had decided to practice sport 
professionally, referring to the organization of pedagogical events which are char-
acteristic of the institutions responsible for such activities. In order to research the 
influence of those institutions on disabled individuals, I focused on the analysis of 
the principles, rules, and rituals related to the educational process practices. 

The results of studies prove that practicing sport professionally means constant 
work on oneself, related to the continual strive for improvement in the sportsman’s 
role, becoming better, thus often going beyond other barriers, often both physical 
and mental. The process of creating the role of a person who practices sport is usu-
ally connected with their entering a new environment, which in turn means the 
necessity to become familiar with its principles, and the most important element 
is to gain knowledge of a specific type and scope. 

Those disabled individuals who were accepted by their environment and are 
specified by the coaches as being capable of becoming a professional take part in 
various subsequent trials which should eventually legitimize their role as a fully-
fledged sportsman. They are of a testing character, meaning that they achieve 
turning points in their sporting career, providing it with an individual character, 
which at the same time is acceptable by everyone. It is individual in the sense that 
people practicing sport should be characterized with specific skills, combining 
those features which state their uniqueness and which are acceptable by others, 
thereby fulfilling the “objective” criteria of professionalism. 

Furthermore, the process consists in becoming aware that the activity of 
a disabled person in the case of practicing sport will undergo a trial of social con-
frontation and evaluation in terms of the accepted rules, stressing the primacy 
of their own motivation and plans (cf. Lipiec, 2013, p. 17). Being recognized as 
a sportsman by others requires the completion of a social school of competence 
and the recognition of participants’ rights on a broad scale. This must be related to 
proper certification, confirming their status as a fully-fledged sportsman. 
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