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INTRODUCTION

This project was the first of its kind to explore the experiences of para dual career athletes in higher 

education (HE) in the United Kingdom. No research has explored the para-athlete higher education 

landscape, current issues, and challenges that this population face from the perspectives of para-

athletes themselves and those who work closely with them. 

The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape

WHO TOOK PART IN THIS PROJECT?
We spoke to a combination of para-athletes (within a range of para sports, who have competed at 

national and Paralympic level, some who were studying at university and some who had graduated) 

and stakeholders working within para sport (including talent pathway managers, 

performance lifestyle advisors, coaches of para-sports, head of para-sport at university, disability 

sport officers, BUCS staff, HE performance sport managers, and directors of sport.)

KEY FINDINGS
This report summarises the key findings through presenting key questions for organisations to 

consider. The questions posed include a brief introduction, quotes to support and best practice 

suggestions. Best practice solutions are offered as one of the possible responses to the questions 

presented.

These considerations are primarily targeted at the following stakeholders:

National 
Governing Bodies 

(NGBs):
Go to page 3

British Universities 
and Colleges Sport 

(BUCS):
Go to page 16

Universities:
Go to page 9

TASS:
Go to page 20

Recommendations for ALL Stakeholders

Go to page 24

There are some recommendations targeted at just one of the stakeholders outlined above, whereas 

others are targeted at all stakeholders.
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Executive Summary

Based on the findings from this research, the following key considerations have been developed for 

NGBs, universities, BUCS and TASS. The considerations are aimed at continuing and extending best 

practice but also driving positive change within the higher education area.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

• Increase collaboration with other key stakeholders working within the para sport 
sphere.

• Upskill coaches, practitioners and university staff through inclusion of 
disability training/education in coaching courses and practitioner qualifications.

• Establish para-sport specific roles within NGBs and university sport.

• Promote para-athlete networks for peer support and athlete feedback to 
organisations.

• Promote disability sport participation and competition within sport and university 
environments.

• Identify and utilise talent ID and sport development opportunities within higher 
education.

• Maximise para-athlete opportunities that are available when exiting from university.

The main challenges identified in the report 

are illustrated in the diagram.

While recommendations are directed 

towards specific stakeholders, it is clear 

that none of the recommendations can be 

achieved by organisations working in silos. 

It is important for NGBs, universities, TASS 

and BUCS to work collaboratively to 

facilitate positive change.

More detailed recommendations can be 

found in the following report.

Limited number 
participating in 

para sport

Limited number of 
para-athletes going 

to HE

Limited investment 
in HE para sport

Limited 
competition at HE 

level
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Key Considerations for 
National Governing 

Bodies (NGBs)
The following recommendations are directed at national governing bodies of sport.
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SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS FOR NBGS

PARTNER LOGO

• Some para sport NGBs have limited understanding of the 

support, facilities, and opportunities available to athletes 

within higher education.
• Increased collaborations between NGBs and universities 

could be mutually beneficial

• Higher education systems could support talent ID
• NGBs could benefit from formalised talent ID processes 

that utilise the higher education setting.

• A key challenge for many para-athletes was the transition 

out of higher education
• Para athletes could benefit from support in decision 

making for their exit from university, including the 
funding they may/may not receive.
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KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR NGBs
1. Do NGBs fully understand the higher education support network and opportunities available to 
their para-athletes?

Throughout the research, it was identified that some para sport NGBs have limited understanding

of the support, facilities, and opportunities available to athletes within higher education. However, 

developing these links could allow NGBs to utilise the world class facilities based at universities, as 

well as tap into the sport science support and expertise based within higher education institutions.

“We don't really understand what that [university scholarships] really looks like. Whether it's some 

kind of bursary or access too, it's all pretty vague. It's an area that could really improve that whole 

coordination of what institutions offer what scholarships.” (Para Specific Role)

Support for disabled athletes through university sport scholarships can have a significant impact, 

particularly for those who may not be funded by their NGB. This is a great way for NGBs, who may 

be working on tight budgets, to ensure all their athletes with potential are receiving support 

services to continue thriving within their sport.

“I had no idea that the uni that's a 25-minute drive from my flat could help me get better in my 

sport. It's with their support… that I got to Rio. Because I had access to the resources that you can't 

afford unless you're on funding… Even if I wasn't at uni, how can I afford the S&C coach three times 

a week? How can I afford nutrition every- how many weeks? How can I afford sports psychologists? 

Funding is one thing, but it's not masses of money. Uni really is a great avenue to go into.” (Para 

Athlete)

Supporting Para Dual Career Athletes

Best Practice Solution:

A joined-up approach, between universities and 

NGBs.

For this approach to be effective, it requires 

NGBs and universities to be proactive. For 

example, making higher education connections 

and increasing their understanding of what is 

on offer in different universities across the 

country.

5
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KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR NGBs

Equally, it is important for universities to clearly state what they can offer to para-athletes (i.e., what 

sport scholarships are available, what support is included within these scholarships, and what 

facilities are available on-site.)

These links between NGBs and universities will, however, be most effective when clear agreements 

are in place. It is important that arrangements between NGBs and universities are formalised and not 

done on an ad hoc basis.

“For para sports, I think it's really crucial that the NGBs formalize these arrangements and these 

agreements. I agree that the universities have the facilities and infrastructure to have a massive 

impact in that area, but it can't just be as a cost-saving exercise for an NGB. It has got to be 

integrated and it has got to be formalized.” (Non Para Specific role)

2. Are NGBs making use of the talent ID opportunities that sit within the higher education system?

Numerous participants involved within the research referred to the importance of utilising the higher 

education system as a form of NGB talent ID. It is likely that there are many talented para-athletes in 

the higher education setting with untapped potential. 

“We ran an inclusive climbing session every Sunday, and 

we've had a student coming in who was classifiable for 

climbing. She'd climbed a bit before but then she started 

coming to the sessions regularly. She's been selected for 

part of the GB para climbing team. She's won a few medals 

and a few titles, so really excelled.” (Para Specific Role)

Best Practice Solution:

NGBs should strive to create links between their performance programmes and HE institutions. A 

great example of this is wheelchair basketball who are based at Sheffield Hallam University. 

The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape
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KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR NGBs
Best Practice Solution: 

Facilitate talent identification processes with higher 

education.

NGBs could make use of the talent ID opportunities 

that sit within the higher education system. Making 

links with higher education institutions and 

formalising talent identification processes between 

the two stakeholders will help to identify potential 

untapped talent within university settings. 

3. What opportunities are available to para-athletes once they exit higher education?

Throughout the interview process, it became clear that a key challenge for many para-athletes was 

the transition out of higher education. The following routes were identified as possibilities for para-

athletes upon completion of their higher education studies:

• Full-time para-athlete: This route is dependent upon the individual’s level of NGB funding, i.e., 

can they afford to become full-time?

• Retirement from sport to pursue a career: Many people find it challenging to balance an elite 

sport career with full-time work. For some, retiring from elite sport is the only option at this 

stage, particularly if they are not on a funding pathway.

This may include processes such as: 

• Making universities aware of the types of athletes the NGB is hoping to recruit (i.e., event, 

position, or classification),

• Pinpointing certain skills or attributes the NGB are most interested in,

• Highlighting the steps universities can take if they do identify talent within their student 

cohort. 

The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape
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KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR NGBs

Best Practice Solution: 

Clarify opportunities after higher education.

It is essential that NGBs provide more support and clarity on the opportunities available for para-

athletes once they transition out of higher education. Additionally, it is vital that athletes 

understand the funding that is/may be available to them, as in many cases this has a significant 

impact upon the route that they choose to follow. 

• Postgraduate studies: Many para-athletes choose to continue studying at the postgraduate 

level, i.e., master’s degree or PhD. For some, this is the route they will have always chosen to 

take. For others, staying at university provides them with the opportunity to continue 

competing in their sport, something they may no longer be able to do once stepping away 

from university. 

• Unemployment whilst continuing to train and compete: This was identified as a route 

followed by some para-athletes who identified as being ‘full-time athletes’, receiving no 

funding for their sport, but were supported by government disability benefits. 

NGBs should have an awareness of the different routes their athletes are choosing to take, ensuring 

that personal and professional development, alongside sporting development, are factors that 

contribute to an athlete’s decision making.

“Currently to be honest we lose people through the sport because they can't be full-time athletes and 

be paid because there isn't any money to get paid…. The end of the funding stops it's almost like, 

"Oh, well, I need to find some money to do stuff... Some of them will end up being unemployed and 

living off benefits, passing themselves as a full-time goalball athlete." (Para Specific Role)

The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape



Key Considerations for 
Universities

The following recommendations are directed towards universities that support para-athletes.
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SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS FOR UNIVERSITIES

• Some para-athletes described feeling less valued than 

their non-para peers.
• There is a need to ensure that para sport is recognised 

and promoted within the higher education setting

• Very few university sports departments or athletic 

unions have designated para sport leads.

• Para-athletes and NGBs are not always clear on the 

support offered to prospective disabled students.

• Para-athletes can feel isolated or lack a sense of disabled 

athlete community.

• Engagement in disability sport participation and 

competition can be minimal.
• However, opportunities to compete and participate can 

also be minimal

10

The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape



11

KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR UNIVERSITIES
1. Could universities promote designated para sport roles?

During the interview process, the importance of having a ‘para sport lead/manager’ within university 

sports departments/athletic unions was mentioned numerous times. It was identified that there are 

currently only two universities across the country that have an individual in this type of role. This 

role can ensure that para sport is recognised and promoted within the higher education setting and 

para-athletes are supported on their journey.

“Primarily my role is to help disabled students who are at the university access what they need to 

access in terms of sport and physical activity. Whether that be somebody who just wants to go in 

the gym once a week, or whether that's an elite athlete who's training to try and qualify for the 

Paris Paralympics, it's about giving that student the support they need without any other kind of 

barriers that they might encounter.” (Para Specific Role)

It was clear throughout the interview process that some para-athletes did not feel valued or felt less 

valued than their non-para peers. Inclusion of a role within sports departments/athletic unions 

designated specifically for para sport could be an effective way for universities to highlight the 

value they place upon para sport. In addition, this role is key in ensuring all para-athletes are 

receiving the support they require as student-athletes at university. 

Responsibilities of this role included:

• Education of academic staff on the specific needs of and 

support required for para-athletes at university. 

• Education of sports staff/practitioners and ensuring that the 

university sport workforce is suitably qualified and upskilled 

to work with para-athletes (see question 2).

• Ensure elite para-athletes have equal access to sport 

scholarships, performance support, academic flexibility etc.

• Promote participation of social sport amongst disabled 

athletes within the student community and breaking down 

any barriers disabled students might encounter when 

engaging in sport.

• Promote the value of para sport throughout the university 

and beyond.  

• Drive links with para sport NGBs.

The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape
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KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR UNIVERSITIES
2. How could universities more effectively showcase their para sport offer to prospective students and 
NGBs?

Throughout the interview process, the participants indicated that there is limited access to 

information which outlines the support available to para-athletes at different universities across the 

country (i.e., access to training facilities, coaching, and sport scholarship opportunities). This makes 

decision making processes more difficult for para-athletes who are hoping to continue participating 

in their sport whilst at university and receive some support to do so.

“If I'm a para-athlete, what can your university actually offer because sometimes, an athlete might 

say, "Yes, I want to go to University because I like this course." Then you look into it and there's not 

even a swimming club. There needs to be a more accessible way of knowing what universities can 

actually support with the sport.” (Para Specific Role)

Best Practice Solution:

Clearly outline support and facilities that are available to para-athletes.

It is important for universities to showcase their para sport offer to make prospective students and 

NGBs aware of the following:

• The para sports that are on offer at the university (i.e., 

what facilities does the university have and what access 

can para-athletes have to specialist coaching). 

• The sport scholarship opportunities are available to para-

athletes and what criteria must be met to be eligible (i.e., 

is there a para-specific sport scholarship offer).

• The links the university may have with para sport NGBs. 

• The access to competitive opportunities in different para 

sports at the university. 

Enabling para-athletes to easily access the information outlined above is an effective way to draw 

them to the university and support athletes to make higher education choices that meet both their 

academic and sporting needs. This may also support NGBs with decision making around developing 

potential links with higher education institutions. If NGBs have a clear understanding of what certain 

universities can offer para-athletes within their sport, they’ll be more likely to share that offer with 

their young athletes who may be making key post-18 decisions. These NGBs may then wish to take 

these links further and build strong NGB-university connections.

The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape
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KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR UNIVERSITIES

The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape

3. Could universities develop a para sport network for athletes?

A question we asked all para-athletes during their interviews was whether they would welcome the 

opportunity to be involved in a para-sport network of athletes at their university. Many athletes 

explained that this is something they would find beneficial. The opportunity to connect with people 

who are sharing a similar experience seemed to be the major driving force behind athletes' feeling a 

para-athlete network would be beneficial to them.

“I can imagine that if it was done properly, it could be quite good. People that maybe are quite 

individual with their sports and things might be worried about joining societies or socials and stuff, 

so maybe that will be helpful for everyone joining together. You don't want to single them out or 

just say that "you’re the disability group” but at the same time it might be nice because you can talk 

to people that are going through the same thing, and university can be lonely if you've not got 

friends.” (Para Athlete)

“I think especially for para-athletes, being able to talk to someone who has lived experience of having a 

disability either from the same sport or different sport… who else are you going to talk to that has that 

lived experience, if it's not someone who can see the world the way that you do?... It’s really important 

from a sport as well as just a general well-being perspective, that you have a thriving community of para-

athletes." (Para Specific Role)

It is essential that a network such as this is driven by the athletes themselves. It is important for athletes 

to share their thoughts around what would be beneficial for them, what format would be most effective, 

and what structure would work best. If a para sport lead/manager was in post, there is potential for this 

member of staff, alongside a selection of athletes, to begin to shape what this network may look like. 

Best Practice Solution:

Facilitate peer networking for disabled athletes in 

university

Based on their experiences working closely with para-

athletes, stakeholders also explained the benefit that 

would come with developing a para-athlete community.
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KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR UNIVERSITIES

The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape

4. Could universities develop better links with para sport NGBs and the para sport 
community?

As mentioned within point 1 of the NGB considerations section, there is a mutual benefit in 

developing strong links between universities and NGBs. There is also benefit in developing links 

with community para sport teams or clubs. 

• Support recruitment of para-athletes to the university: The more para-athletes that have the 

opportunity to visit university campus, to see the facilities and meet staff, the more likely they 

will consider that institution when they are making their university decisions. 

• Increase the visibility of the university in the para sport sphere: Developing links and increase 

the recognition of the support that the university can provide. 

• Increase practitioner/coach/staff development: Through the development of these links, 

practitioners, coaches, and wider staff may have the opportunity to become involved in a new 

sport, with a different cohort of athletes. 

• Increase the competitive opportunities available to university para-athletes: Through links with 

community para sport clubs/teams, this may provide the opportunity for university students to 

join the club and have the opportunity to compete. In addition, this may provide potential for 

competitive events to be held between the university team and the community team, once 

again providing university para-athletes with more competitive opportunities.   

“I think if the university invited a para sports team to train there, you'll get young people coming 

through the sport who play for that team who will then want to go to that university, and then the 

connection kind of like flows through.” (Para Athlete)

Best Practice Solution: 

Develop links between NGBs and community 

teams  

By developing these links, universities may have the 

opportunity to:
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Key Considerations for 
BUCS

The following recommendations are directed towards the governing body for British 
Universities and Colleges Sport (BUCS)
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SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS FOR BUCS

PARTNER LOGOThe Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape

• Greater communication and collaboration is with universities 
around the para-sport offer. 

• Low participation numbers and a lack of competition 
opportunities present barriers to disabled athletes

• Regional university groups for para team sports 
could facilitate participation and competition 
numbers. 

• There is a need for greater understanding of the spectrum of 
competitors across all para sport that are involved in higher 
education each year 
• This could facilitate targeted competitions and events.

16
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KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR BUCS
1. How could BUCS increase competitive para sport opportunities?

A key finding from the research was the limited competitive opportunities available for para-

athletes at the higher education level. For many athletes, BUCS participation was not possible due 

to limited numbers of competitors, challenges building a team, and limited opportunities for certain 

classifications of athletes in different sports. 

“If you've got one wheelchair tennis para player, then you could just enter them. It doesn't matter 

that you don't have a program or a team but if they want to play wheelchair basketball and you 

don't have a team, that's a different issue.” (Non Para Specific Role)

The main challenge in the competitive space is the density of athletes. It is very challenging for 

BUCS to host a para sport event if there are only a handful of athletes choosing to participate. It is 

also very difficult for universities to enter team events if they are unable to field a full team of 

athletes. 

The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape

Best Practice Solution: 

Increase competitive opportunities for disabled athletes in 

higher education 

From a team sport perspective, a key consideration for BUCS is 

whether regional university groups could be developed. Instead 

of competing for their university, athletes would be able to 

compete as a regional university team (i.e., representing south-

west universities, north-east universities etc.). This could 

increase the likelihood of full teams being fielded, with para-

athletes being given the opportunity to compete for their spot, 

training and playing alongside other para-athletes. This could 

also make for an exciting and competitive BUCS league in 

numerous para team sports. 

“It would be nice to have para-sports in a similar system to BUCS, but you're not going to be able 

to have enough for a wheelchair rugby team at one university to play. What could be really good 

is if you had you know like the England rugby system, the barbarians, so people all come together 

to play and they play it for the experience… if you had a wheelchair basketball player at Exeter 

and one in X, Y, and Z, then you could make them a team.” (Para Athlete)



18

KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR BUCS
When looking at individual sports, there is also a potential to drive competition. This would, however, 

require increased communication and collaboration between BUCS and universities. It was mentioned 

numerous times throughout the interviews that BUCS could add additional para specific categories or 

disciplines to the different events they run. From a BUCS perspective, it is obviously important that 

there is demand for these categories or disciplines. 

“For us, we're very much of the mind that if there is a demand for it, if there is a need to do 

something, then we're very happy to do it because 9 times out of 10, offering a para specific category 

or discipline into an already existing competition is relatively easy.” (Non Para Specific Role)

The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape

Best Practice Solution:

Tailor events to para-athletes in higher education

Prior to the beginning of every academic year, it could 

be beneficial for BUCS to understand the numbers of 

para-athletes, the sports they play, and their 

classifications. These statistics could then be used to 

shape the competition calendar and structure of events 

for that year, ensuring that there is enough demand for 

the different events. The formal competitive offer for 

that academic year could then be shared with the 

universities, allowing each university to feed this back to 

their para-athlete cohort.

Increasing competitive opportunities in the short-term, even with limited numbers of participants, 

has the potential to encourage more young para-athletes to follow a university pathway. Increasing 

the number of para-athletes attending university will consequently increase the number of 

competitors, initiating long-term positive change for HE para-sport. 

“I think it will be a positive thing. I think we'll see more 15, 16, 17-year-olds seriously thinking about 

university as an option if there's that opportunity to compete more regularly.” (Para Specific Role)
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Key Considerations for 
TASS

The following recommendations are directed towards Talented Athlete Scholarship Scheme 
(TASS)
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SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS FOR TASS

PARTNER LOGOThe Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape
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• Best practice in the university network needs recognition to 
support athlete decision-making and NGB links.

• The voices of TASS para-athletes and disabled athletes need 
to be promoted.

• TASS can contribute to workforce development opportunities 
for lifestyle practitioners.

• The TASS education pathway could prepare lifestyle advisors 
to work effectively with disabled athletes
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KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR TASS
1. Could TASS promote higher education best practice for para sport?

Throughout the research process, we identified the need for athletes to have increased awareness 

of which universities provide effective support for para-athletes (i.e., have suitable facilities, provide 

sport scholarship opportunities, have a para sport lead etc.). It is important that athletes have the 

opportunity to make an informed decision around where to study and continue to train/compete.

The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape

An accreditation of this kind could be beneficial for young para-athletes who are applying for 

university, in helping to guide their decision making around which institutions they may wish to 

apply for. It is also a greater incentive for other institutions to increase the provisions they have in 

place for para-athletes.

“Maybe this accreditation is for institutions or individuals within those institutions that have shown 

a commitment and have really supported Paralympic athletes. They get that badge, put it on their 

email signature, share it around, something that can get other sites or institutions going, "Oh, 

maybe we should do that as well, maybe we should help?” (Para Athlete)

Best Practice Solution: 

Promote higher education opportunities for para sport.

TASS have developed a Dual Career Accreditation for HE 

institution, which recognises best practice in this area. A 

review of this accreditation could be beneficial with a 

particular focus on criteria for supporting and promoting 

para sport. In the future to comply with the accreditation, 

institutions would need to clearly outline the support that is 

in place for para student-athletes at their university. This 

could include features such as: the appointment of a ‘head of 

para sport’ or ‘para sport manager’ and equal sport 

scholarship opportunities. 
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KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR TASS
2. Could TASS facilitate and indorse para-athletes' voices?

Aligned to question 4 within the university considerations mentioned above, it is important that 

within the TASS setting, para-athletes are given the opportunity to voice their thoughts and feelings. 

The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape

Best Practice Solution: 

Para-athlete voices are included in TASS advisory 

group.

TASS aims to recognise the needs of their athletes 

through consulting members of the Talented Athlete 

Advisory Group (TAAG). This group aims to represent 

all athletes from diverse backgrounds including 

disability athletes. Representatives can discuss 

relevant issues for TASS to respond to.  This would 

ensure that the work carried out by TASS and the 

wider network meets the needs of the para-athletes 

we support both now and in the future. 

However, further platforms for voicing concerns may 

be needed, for example specific networking events or 

forums for para-athletes or subgroups with a focus on 

disability. 

“Obviously, we have a lifestyle advisory group, we have a S&C advisory group, athlete adviser group, 

but we don't have a para-athlete network or advisory group. Maybe something we could look at 

developing.” (TASS member of staff)

This is also a great opportunity for a selection of para-athletes within the TASS network to develop 

valuable experience, supporting their personal development outside of sport. 
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KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR TASS

The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape

Many athletes discussed the challenges of being supported by practitioners who did not have the 

knowledge or experience of working with disabled athletes.

As discussed above (See university section, question 3), it is essential that all coaches and 

practitioners working within the university setting have access to disability training/education. This 

training should cover the basics of how to work with any athlete that may join a session, regardless of 

their disability. However, practitioners working with talented disabled athletes might also need 

specific training to support athletes to reach their potential (e.g., S&C adaptions, para-specific dual 

career demands, nutrition adaptions).

Best Practice Solution: 

Coordinate workforce development opportunities for NGB and university practitioners.

TASS have developed a network of practitioners (including lifestyle advisors, S&C coaches, 

nutritionists and psychologist) through their work with universities and NGBs. They also support 

these practitioners with regular professional development opportunities. Therefore, TASS is well 

placed to utilise this platform in the management of the training and education opportunities related 

to disabled athletes 

3. How could TASS support NGBs and university practitioners to facilitate the disability 
training/education of practitioners.

I think knowledge around benefit systems, 

mobility, things that help the athlete to get 

around, is important for our role. You probably 

have a lot more connection and links with family 

from a para side because of providing additional 

support, whether they're guided care support. 

You have a bit more of a link and a relationship 

building with them.” (Non para specific role)
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KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR TASS

The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape

TASS delivers several education programs within the topic of athlete lifestyle (ranging from level 1 to 

3). The Level 3 Talented Athlete Lifestyle Support (TALS) course is widely recognised as an industry 

standard for lifestyle practitioners.

As discussed above, it is essential that all coaches and practitioners working within para sport have 

the knowledge to adapt their session to the needs of disabled athletes. Currently, within TALS, there 

is no requirement to discuss the specific lifestyle needs of disabled athletes. While some tutors who 

have experience working with para-athletes might discuss their experiences, it is not currently a 

requirement of the course.

Best Practice Solution: 

Prepare lifestyle practitioners to support disabled athletes through TALS 

TALS level 3 course for lifestyle support should include specific demands that disabled athletes 

might face and key actions that lifestyle advisors should take to ensure inclusive practice. 

Additional CPD (such as anti-doping and safeguarding training) are requirements of TALS. To support 

practitioners in their role, a disability awareness course could also be included in the required CPD. 

4. Does the TASS education pathway prepare lifestyle practitioners for working with para dual career 
athletes? 

“The amount of lifestyle sessions that [disabled 

athletes] get, I would argue that it's not really 

doing much for them. It’s hard for the 

practitioners to get a real understanding of 

someone's life with an impairment. In probably 

two or three sessions you can't do it. Especially if 

you know nothing about disability either.” (Non-

para specific role)



25The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape

Key Considerations for 
All Stakeholders

The following recommendations are directed towards NGBs, universities, BUCS and TASS

NGBs

Universities

BUCS

TASS



SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS FOR ALL 
STAKEHOLDERS

PARTNER LOGOThe Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape

• There’s a need to increase collaboration with other key stakeholders 
working within the para sport sphere.

• A more aligned approach between NGBs, universities, BUCS, 
and TASS could drive positive para sport change within the 
higher education setting.

• Para sport requires additional promotion of para-athletes via various 
channels such as written articles, social media posts, website 
coverage, external media campaigns etc.

• Equal recognition of the sporting and academic success of 
para-athletes and non para-athletes

• Limited participation within para sport impacts the competition 
opportunities at the higher education level.
• The development of regional higher education para sport hubs 

could facilitate this.

• Coaches and practitioners’ skill could be enhanced through inclusion 
of disability training/education in coaching courses and practitioner 
qualifications.

• All coaches and practitioners could benefit from regular para 
sport CPD opportunities delivered by experts in this field.
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Through the research, reports from disabled athletes and from practitioners themselves suggested 

that many practitioners do not receive any education prior to working with para-athletes. In many 

cases, practitioners are relying on the athletes themselves to help them feel comfortable working 

within a para sport environment and provide guidance on how to work with someone with their 

disability (i.e., understanding movement patterns, knowledge of any adaptations to exercises, best 

methods of communication, key challenge/barriers they may face etc.).

1. Are all practitioners appropriately qualified to work with para-athletes? How could 
stakeholders invest in upskilling and educating practitioners and coaches?

“If they're going to work at university, get them 

to do some disability-specific course, whatever 

is out there at the moment… When you see 

someone see you for the first time and the look 

of horror flashes across their face of, "What am 

I going to do with that person?" Eradicate that 

by empowering the coaches who literally have 

just never had any experience, because the 

experience is not created for them in that 

environment.” (Para Athlete)

The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape

“I only really felt confident because they [athletes] were confident in it themselves… If you had an 

athlete that didn't have that same level of confidence or experience transitioning in and out of 

equipment, or onto or off of equipment and you had a practitioner that didn't, it would be an 

incredibly awkward experience because neither would know what is acceptable.” (Non Para Specific 

Role)

There were two key areas of knowledge that require additional education:

•Disability awareness – including using inclusive language and behaviours in everyday situations –

should be a requirement for all practitioners.

•More bespoke and comprehensive training may be required for those coaching disability athletes –

including understanding of different para sport disciplines and adapting sessions for all individuals 

in the group to actively participate
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“I think the biggest problem is that the practitioners within universities that are working with our 

players do not know the sport…. yes, they can go to the gym yes, they have access to S&C, but if you 

don't know the sport then what are you teaching them? What are you showing them if it's not 

sports-related?” (Para Specific Role)

The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape

It is essential that all practitioners, including coaches working at the participation level, and working

within the higher education setting have access to disability training/education, so that they’re aware 

of the basics of how to work with any athlete that may join a session, regardless of their disability. It 

could therefore, benefit all to have more focus on disability in the education programs of coaches, 

S&C coaches and physiotherapists. This could be facilitated and moderated by professional standards 

agencies (e.g., UK coaching, UKSCA and CIMPSPA)

Best Practice Solution:

Mentoring for new practitioners working within para-sport

Some organisations facilitated practitioners transition into para-sport through providing 

mentoring from a more experienced practitioner. This supported them to learn the sport and 

develop their own inclusive practices.

It became clear throughout the interview process that 

there needs to be a drive to enhance the para sport 

landscape within higher education. The key question is 

who is responsible for driving this change… NGBs, 

Universities, BUCS, or TASS? It is important that this is a 

collaborative approach, with all stakeholders contributing 

to developments within para sport in higher education.

2. How could there be increased collaboration between all stakeholders to drive change in the area of 
para sport?
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The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape

3. Could regional organisations collaborate to promote participation and competition?

Throughout the interviews with all stakeholders, many participants described the benefits that 

could come from developing higher education para sport hubs. Linking back to BUCS consideration 

1, there is difficulty in providing para-athletes with effective training and competitive environments 

due to limited numbers of para-athletes at one institution.

Best Practice Solution:

Regional collaboration of universities to support para-athletes.

Developing regional para sport hubs would provide athletes with the opportunity to come together 

to train and compete as a regional group.

“Let’s just take the East Midlands… together we invest or we work together to build up some sort of 

East Midlands hub in X amount of para sports, and so when students are looking to come to 

university and they're making their choices, they know if they go to Loughborough, Nottingham 

Trent, University of Nottingham, Derby, Leicester, for example, within half an hour to 45 minutes of 

them, they could come together and all train as the essential group in whatever their sport might 

be.” (Non Para Specific Role)

This inter-university collaboration could help to support the development of talented para-athletes 

within higher education. There is the potential to link the regional hubs with NGBs to provide support 

through highly skilled coaches and practitioners, as well as driving an effective process of talent 

identification.  

Best Practice Solution: 

Collaboration between all stakeholders.

It is vital that there is greater collaboration between all four stakeholders in this space, with regular 

communication, sharing of information, and an aligned approach working towards the common goal 

of increasing opportunities and improving experiences of para-athletes at university.  
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Supporting Para Dual Career Athletes

Best Practice Solution: 

Equal promotion of para sport and non para sport.

Unfortunately, some para-athletes felt that their successes in 

para sport weren’t valued as much as the successes of their 

able-bodied peers. Throughout the interviews there were some 

very powerful comments from successful Paralympic medallists 

and competitors, including the quotes below: 

“Obviously, there are sports people that get opportunities outside of sport because they are 

Olympians, and the Olympic medal seems to be worth more than the Paralympic one… That's a huge 

disadvantage. Paralympic medals are not worth as much as Olympic medals. They never have been.” 

(Para Athlete)

“It's odd. I've never had any sort of, "Oh, well done and good luck," from the university. Even just that 

recognition, I'd be grateful. For a university that prides itself on its athletic elements, it's able-bodied 

athletic achievement that they're interested in, not para.” (Para Athlete)

4. Do all stakeholders effectively promote para sport and para-athletes?

The findings of this research identified a need for more effective promotion of para sport and para-

athletes on the whole. Many athletes spoke about the need for more media promotion of para sport, 

including increased advertisement of para sport role models.

“Obviously with all para sports, it needs a bit more promotion like TV, adverts and more role models 

in that sense and more opportunities and more money to support to try and get people to realise 

what it's about.” (Para Athlete)
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Best Practice Solution: 

Promotion of para student-athlete role models.

As more para-athletes are effectively promoted in the 

media and younger athletes have more role models to 

look up to, it is likely that there will be an increase in 

para-athletes interested in following higher education 

routes. As more para-athletes attend university, there 

will be increased numbers, providing greater inter-

university competitive opportunities. There is then the 

opportunity to mitigate against some of the key 

challenges that derive from limited higher education 

competitive opportunities for para-athletes.

The Para-Athlete Dual Career Landscape

From a higher education perspective, it is essential that para student-athletes are promoted across 

university and NGB social media channels. Effective promotion of para-athletes is a step towards 

increasing para-athletes' feelings of value within their institution and in their sport. It is also 

important for universities and NGBs to promote para-athletes’ academic achievements alongside 

their sporting achievements. This not only helps to promote para-athlete role models, but also role 

models for people with disabilities hoping to follow a higher education pathway.

“When it comes to promotion and PR stuff, actually promoting more para-athletes by, "They do sport, 

but look, they're studying to be a doctor too. How great is that? We're supporting them in that 

process." Right now, what universities are doing, they're promoting the parasport element without 

the education side. They think that's what make sense when it comes to para-athletes. I think they 

need to treat us the same way they treat everybody else.” (Para Athlete)
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Concluding Remarks

The aim of the report was to highlight some of the key issues in the para 
sport dual career context that arose from research conducted by TASS. 
While the report presents some best practice solutions to these issues, 
we feel that the stakeholders themselves are best placed to decide how 
to bring about positive change within the area. Therefore, we hope that 
this document is not seen as a set of rigid demands for stakeholders, but 
instead acts to initiate discussion on enhancing support for disabled 
athletes within higher education.


