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The Mixed Ability model — an innovation in the grassroots sport ecosystem — combines un-
adapted practical participation, education and advocacy to promote the inclusion of, and
interaction between players, regardless of dis/ability, into mainstream sports settings. Central
to the development of Mixed Ability sports is the lived experience of disabled participants
who co-produce and co-deliver training to a wide variety of stakeholders. In this conceptual
paper, I explore how key aspects of critical pedagogy, co-production and prefiguration are
framed within the Mixed Ability model to engender transformative and social justice out-
comes for all involved.

Keywords: sport; disability; Mixed Ability model; co-production; peer education

Il modello Mixed Ability ¢ una recente innovazione nell’ecosistema dello sport di base che
unisce partecipazione pratica non adattata, educazione e difesa dei diritti al fine di promuo-
vere I'inclusone di, e I'interazione fra partecipanti in contesti sportivi convenzionali, indi-
pendentemente dalla dis/abilita. Centrale nello sviluppo del Mixed Ability ¢ I'esperienza
diretta di partecipanti disabili, i quali coproducono e co-erogano formazione a una varieta
di soggetti interessati. Questo contributo teorico-concettuale esplora come i differenti aspetti
della pedagogia critica, della coproduzione e della prefigurazione sono declinati nel Mixed
Ability al fine di generare esiti trasformativi e socialmente giusti per tutte le persone coin-
volte.
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1. Setting the scene: sport as a force for good?

Sport and physical activity (PA) have long been recognised as vehicles for achiev-
ing broader physical, mental and social benefits (Wankel, Berger, 1990; Eime ez
aliz, 2013; Coalter, 2005; Gilchrist, Wheaton, 2017). Amongst these are personal
and community development (Green, 2008), promotion of human rights
(www.ohchr.org, 2024), as well as betterment of the overall quality of life for
underrepresented or marginalised groups, such as women, migrants or people
with disabilities (Beutler, 2008; Yazicioglu ez aliz, 2012; UNESCO, 2024). Par-
ticipation in sport and PA from a very early age can have profound effects on the
‘physical, lifestyle, affective, social, and cognitive’ development of children and
young people (Bailey, 2000). It can also help to ‘achieve a wide range of educa-
tional outcomes for school-age children and youth’ (Kirk, 2013, p. 974). The
same can be said about lifelong participation in sport and PA. From population
health (Khan e alii, 2012) to the attainment and transfer of life skills (Gould,
Carson, 2008), from supporting healthy lifelong journeys (Whitehead, 2001), to
offering a significant welfare mechanism at a community level (Riikkonen, Hed-
man, 2025) sport and PA have evolved to represent a widespread human practice
that fosters educational developments and the promotion of democratic values
(Arnold, 1997). For all these reasons, the United Nations have consistently ad-
vocated for sport to become a ‘catalyst for social change, peace, economic devel-
opment and the empowerment of youth, women, and vulnerable groups’
(UNESCO, 2024, p. 6). Here it is used as a strategic asset for a wide range of ac-
tivities and actors such as international bodies, governments, and the broader civil
society sector (United Nations, 2018) to support the realisation of the 2030
Agenda (www.un.org, 2016) and its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Notably, a growing body of literature has started to question the overly cel-
ebratory narrative of sport, problematizing the many myths associated with ex-
ercise and PA (Adamson ez alii, 2022). In particular, the belief that sport is
inherently good and that this will lead to individual and community development
(Coakley, 2015). This critical analysis challenges the direct link between the pro-
motion of sport and PA and the improvement of public health (Hardwicke ez
alii, 2026). More fundamentally, questions remain about the capacity for sport
and PA to positively readdress systemic inequalities such as those associated with
gender, race and class (Spaaij, Farquharson, Marjoribanks, 2015). Laura Kelly
(2011), for instance, notes how despite the enthusiastic portrayal of sport as a
major contributor to social inclusion strategies, its transformational impact on
exclusionary processes remains inevitably limited.

This seems particularly relevant if we examine the matter of disabled people’s
participation in sport. By and large, disabled people experience poorer health
compared to non-disabled people (Martin Ginis ez a/ii, 2021) and are twice as
likely to be physically inactive (Carr, Atkin, Milton, 2025). It is hardly surprising
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then to discover that disabled people are less represented in organised sports com-
pared to the non-disabled population (Klenk, Albrecht, Nagel, 2019). Disabled
people face stark health inequalities (Smythe ez aliz, 2026), often compounded
with aggravated social disparities and increased barriers to participating in daily
activities (Shandra, 2018). This results in greater risk of comorbidity, social iso-
lation and premature death (Dugravot ez a/ii, 2020). While key pieces of legis-
lation such as the 2006 Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(UNCRPD) recognise the right ‘to participate on an equal basis with others in
recreational, leisure and sporting activities’, the issue of participation of disabled
people in sport remains at least problematic (Fitzgerald, 2018).

Sport thus remains a site of entrenched contradictions and inequalities (Spaaij,
Farquharson, Marjoribanks, 2015; Ryall, 2016), however, there is a growing body
of research highlighting how sport is amongst the social constructs that ‘has con-
tributed, and can contribute, to the pursuit of social justice’ (Darnell, Millington,
2019, p. 176; Long, Fletcher, Watson, 2017). This research line explores whether
sport can help cast a light on existing unjust systems and structures (Lusted,
2024), enabling individuals to actively engage in self-advocacy, emancipation and
transformational change (Whitley, 2025).

To extend this specific debate, I will present the case of the Mixed Ability
(MA) sport model and scrutinise its potential contribution to tackling systemic
inequalities in and through community sports. From a methodological perspec-
tive, this paper adopts a conceptual methodology based on the critical analysis of
the literature and the application of three specific interpretative lenses: critical
pedagogy, co-production/prefiguration, and social justice/parity of participation.
From a broader perspective, the objective is also to bring forward new ideas to
investigate the role sport plays in responding to inequalities (Darnell, Millington,
2019), as well as to highlight a concrete template to implementing people-led,
community-based sports programmes that can help achieve socially just out-
comes.

Next, the Mixed Ability sport model is introduced along with an assessment
on whether the educational component present within the MA can be read
through the critical pedagogy lens. After this, I discuss how the unique blend of
practical participation, co-production and experiential learning might support
transformative and socially just outcomes, providing certain requisites are met. |
then offer some possible inquiry lines underpinned by concepts borrowed from
the social justice debate, namely critical pedagogy, prefiguration and parity of
participation. This will enable me to consider how they may be effectively em-
ployed to analyse the MA model and help gauge whether the model embodies a
transformative understanding of social justice. The paper concludes by arguing
that MA has the potential to represent a transformative approach to achieving
social justice in and through sports, providing that the key tenets discussed are
meaningfully enacted and sustainably embedded.
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2. The Mixed Ability sport model

The MA model represents an innovation in grassroots sports that has been de-
veloped and is championed by the not-for-profit organisation International Mixed
Ability Sports (hereafter, IMAS). MA sports stemmed directly from the lack of
opportunities for disabled people to play full-contact, non-adapted rugby union
at a community level in the United Kingdom (IMAS, 2023). The model enables
disabled and non-disabled participants to play alongside each other in mainstream
sports settings, as equal members, without being separated, classified or graded
according to their abilities, conditions or any other characteristics. MA sports do
not fall under the disability-specific, adapted, special or paralympic provision
(Quinn, 2024), as they abide by the same rules and regulations of the sport gov-
erning bodies for any given discipline, allowing only for minor adjustments
(IMAS, 2024b). From rugby union, the model has been replicated into several
other sports (Dyer, Sandford, 2023; Elipe-Lorenzo ez alii, 2026a), driven by
IMAS’s vision of radically changing ‘the way we think of; join in and enjoy sport,
leading to a fairer and more equal society’ (www.mixedabilitysports.org).

Although MA operates primarily in the grassroots sports arena, its inception
is pre-eminently linked to education. Its founder in England, Anthony Brooke —
a young man with cerebral palsy and learning disabilities — established the first
Mixed Ability rugby team in Bradford in 2008 after being denied regular partici-
pation from his local club because of the perceived risk of injury (IMAS, 2023).
In challenging this judgement, Anthony was supported by his adult social skills
tutor, Mark Goodwin, who utilised the classroom environment and his pedagogi-
cal experience to enable Anthony to self-advocate and seeck guidance from the
Rugby Football Union. The outcome of Anthony’s action was twofold: firstly it
led to the establishment of the Bumble Bees Barbarians as the Mixed Ability sec-
tion of Bradford and Bingley Rugby Football Club, secondly it prompted the
permanent creation of a group of players with learning disabilities — the Inclusion
in Rugby Class — whose primary aim was to promote disability awareness and
the MA model to neighbouring grassroots clubs.

This potential for growth and wider impact was then recognised and harnessed
by IMAS, which retained the original educational ethos, embedding it throughout
its operations (IMAS, 2024a). Central to the promotion of MA is, in fact, the
role of IMAS educators who have lived experience of disability (Corazza, Dyer,
2026). These are MA players across different sports who meet weekly to co-pro-
duce and co-deliver training and education to sports clubs, coaches and governing
bodies, as well as to other community stakeholders such as health and social care
professionals, schools or organisation in the voluntary, community and third sec-
tor (IMAS, 2022a). Their input in IMAS’s day-to-day activities is not purely an
advisory one. The appointment of representatives from the Inclusion in Sport
Co-production Group to the Board of Directors (IMAS, 2024c) also ensures they
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have the opportunity to influence the organisational strategy and be an active
part of IMAS’s decision-making process.

Although current research into the MA model is limited, it has been observed
how the model aligns with article 30 of the UNCRPD, showing potential for
positive impacts from the individual to societal level (Dyer, Sandford, 2023). For
instance, Corazza and Dyer (2017) have demonstrated how MA rugby can foster
inclusion at the personal, club and community level through increased and di-
versified social network, personal development and positive shifts in perceptions,
attitudes and behaviours. The same authors (Corazza, Dyer, 2026) highlight how
MA helps further assess the relationship between the individual and societal di-
mensions of movement, PA and sport. In their work they explore the correlation
between the barriers and enablers that ought to be considered if we want to ensure
everyone can exercise self-determination and gain access to positive and mean-
ingful sport and PA experiences. From a wider viewpoint, it has been articulated
how links exist between the work of IMAS and the UN SDGs (IMAS, 2022b),
especially its contribution to the promotion of health and wellbeing (SDG 3),
quality education (SDG 4), as well as the reduction of inequalities (SDG 10).
Dyer, Middlemiss and Thew (2021) have also argued that the combination of
positive recognition of disability, meaningful inclusion and the diverse represen-
tation that take place within MA settings, can potentially lead to social justice
outcomes. Amongst the results they include improved spatial accessibility, flexible
membership models, and other reasonable adjustments aimed at ensuring mean-
ingful and relevant participation in MA activities.

The real transformation in MA, however, seems to be happening through the
amalgamation of practical sport participation and experiential learning, which
guides participants of all abilities to practise first-hand what inclusion represents
and how it is concretely enacted. This process not only contributes to raising
awareness of the barriers people face to participating in sport and society, but it
encourages shifts in perceptions around disability and social differences (Dyer,
Sandford, 2023). Although further studies are needed, initial findings from the
evaluation of a multi-sport MA programme show how those involved in MA
sports, regardless of their ability or background, take this learning beyond their
sports clubs into their broader communities and places of work, creating ripple
effects around inclusion (Dyer, Sandford, Beckett, 2019).

As Elipe-Lorenzo et alii remind us, though, MA should not be considered as
inherently transformative (Elipe-Lorenzo et alii, 2026) but rather dependent on
specific preconditions and contextual enabling factors without which ‘inclusive
initiatives risk reproducing existing hierarchies or offering only temporary or
superficial forms of integration’ (2026, p. 6). While some of the key factors to
ensure the growth and long-term sustainability of MA activities have been inves-
tigated (Corazza, Dyer, 2017; Dyer, 2018; Da Silva, 2022; Dyer, Sandford, 2023),
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more needs to be said about the educational component of the MA model and
its role in accruing further positive impacts, which I discuss next.

3. The educational component of the Mixed Ability model

To better understand how the MA model can support the actualization of socially
just outcomes in and through sport (Dyer, Middlemiss, Thew, 2021), it is im-
portant to acknowledge the central role that peer-education and co-production
— embodied by the role of the IMAS Inclusion in Sport Co-production Group —
has as the engine of the work of IMAS (IMAS, 2024b).

Peer-education here refers to a flexible, informal, teaching and educational
methodology by which trained individuals transmit their knowledge, experiences
or skills to other peers — or (potential) allies — using their lived experience to act
as realistic role models and change agents (Shiner, 1999; Turner, 1999). In this
context, | define co-production as a collaborative, iterative, continuously evolving
process, where different groups or people with relevant lived experience work to-
gether, with equal status, to address specific inequalities (Smith ez alii, 2023;
Fricker, 2010).

In MA, experts with lived experience of disability — who are also MA sports
players — utilise their direct knowledge of overcoming barriers to participation to
raise awareness of equality, diversity and inclusion with community clubs and
sport governing bodies, so that others can be genuinely integrated into main-
stream settings. While the act of sharing own expertise with a variety of stake-
holders does not automatically lead to an amelioration of individual and collective
conditions (Ahmed, 2010), education does indeed remain a key asset to achieve
social transformation (Desjardins, 2015). Although a more comprehensive under-
standing is necessary to evaluate the model’s specific impact for the wider social
justice debate (Dyer, Middlemiss, Thew, 2021), this educational component
seems to align well with what Shor defines as a ‘critical-democratic pedagogy for
self and social change’ (1992, p. 11).

A critical pedagogy approach (Darder ez alii, 2023), framed as that process of
learning oriented towards achieving social goals (Hinchliffe, 2001), seems thus
appropriate to test the potential systemic impact of MA.

Before exploring whether the educational component within the MA can be
understood as a critical pedagogy approach, a clarification on terminology is
required. Whereas the term education encompasses a variety of accounts and in-
terpretations (Marley-Payne, 2021), critical pedagogy is meant to define the spe-
cific challenge to ‘the social, environmental, and economic structures and social
relations that shape the conditions in which people live’ (Kirylo ez alii, 2010, p.
332). Ciritical pedagogy therefore provides a useful lens to examine transforming
relations of power (Aliakbari, Faraji, 2011) as well as concrete pathways to im-
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plement personal and societal change through subjective and collective actions,
with a wide, tangible and systemic dimension (Lépez, Olivar, 2024).

In this context, the lessons from Gramsci and Freire (Gramsci, 1919; Mayo,
2005) — and their analysis of how a critical pedagogy counteracts hegemonic
forms of power so to generate spaces of agency and freedom — can be adopted to
examine the domain of sport, and used as a lens to test the MA contribution to
social justice.

If in Gramsci’s work (1919) knowledge and critical thinking equip the indi-
vidual to recognise, understand and develop the tools to address systemic inequal-
ities, in Freire the focus is on the causal correlation between education and social
change, with a particular emphasis given to the role education plays in fostering
both personal and collective empowerment (Mayo, 2009). According to Freire
(1970a) large sectors of the existing population who are marginalised and ex-
cluded, can in fact convert themselves into agents of collective change thanks to
the educational process (Lépez, Olivar, 2024), or - in other words - as a result of
developing a critical awareness of everyone’s individual and collective reality,
which the Brazilian educator calls ‘conscientization’ (Freire, 1970a). As a bypro-
duct of this transformative process, injustices are laid bare, hegemonic structures
of power can be deconstructed and spaces for social and political transformation
may start to emerge (Giroux, 2024).

These thoughts of Gramsci and Freire have informed what Giroux calls ‘public
pedagogy’ (2004a). This represents the way by which culture acts as an educa-
tional force in our society, shaping identities, values and agency outside formal
schooling settings (O’Malley, Sandlin, Burdick, 2020). Education thus becomes
a political and cultural praxis that can help explore the educational influence of
cultural forces on different aspects and spaces (Biesta, 2012) whilst providing a
practical framework to foster a deep critical awareness of the social, political, cul-
tural and economic forces that shape people’s lives.

Sport is one of these contexts for civic engagement, and a multifaceted one. It
can provide, for instance, opportunities for promoting personal and community
development, democracy, citenzhip and human rights (Beutler, 2008), nurturing
wider societal change (Andersson, 2022). But it can also impose narratives that
reinforce sterotypes (Adamson ez alii, 2022), forcing, as in the case of disability
sports, schemes of classification and limited modes of identification, leading to
the very negation of ‘the basic conditions for critical agency’ (Giroux, 2004b, p.
497).

Agency here is a key concept. If it is true that the socio-economic system which
constitutes Western societies not only perpetuates injustices but produces ‘narrow
models of individual agency’ (Noguera, Torres, 2008), a critical pedagogy in-
formed by the ideas of Freire can help focus the discourse on freedom, democracy
and critical participation (Gadotti, Torres, 2009, p. 1260). Moreover, Freire’s les-
son can be applied to sport, offering ‘a theoretical framework to enable margi-
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nalised groups to strengthen their agency and defy the status quo’ (Spaaij, Jeanes,
2013, p. 442). In particular, Morgan and Parker (2022) evidence the clear benefits
of adopting a critical pedagogy approach in sport, claiming how the more active
role of the participants in the co-creation is related to an increased sense of agency.

In MA, agency is embodied by sports participants with lived experience of dis-
ability co-producing and co-delivering resources and training through a constant
process of peer-education (Dyer, Middlemiss, Thew, 2021). The co-production
approach (Disability Rights UK, 2025) can be useful in challenging societal
norms around sports participation as well as help shape meaningful change (Dyer,
Sandford, 2023). This is particularly important when we consider the relationship
between sport and disability, where the experience of many disabled participants
remains problematic (Fitzgerald, 2018) and is defined by a series of normative
categories around the nature of sport, narratives and models of able bodies (De-
Pauw, 2022).

The very foundation of the MA model — the co-presence of participants with
different abilities, backgrounds and experience competing together as equals in
mainstream settings (Corazza, Dyer, 2017) — represents a practical and experi-
ential tool to counter the entrenched resistance to inclusion enacted by individual
and sports clubs (Quinn, 2024). The educational action of the IMAS trainers
with lived experience challenges the way grassroots, community-based sport par-
ticipation is intended and delivered. It provides both an alternative narrative and
an example of good practice that can be shared with, and transferred to main-
stream organisations and institutions — for instance sport governing bodies — to
engender a wider societal change. This aligns with what Quinn identifies as the
‘elemental importance of the voice and lived experience of sport of disability sport
participants and athletes to this discussion’ (Quinn, 2024, p. 8). Jeanes and Spaaij
(2015) have also highlighted how aspects related to peer-education represent a
key strategic component to achieve transformative outcomes within the sport for
development and peace sector.

In changing ‘the dominant societal perceptions of dis/ability’ (Dyer, Sandford,
2023, p. 346) as well as addressing ‘the underlying causes of inequality by decon-
structing the relations of recognition within sports clubs and wider communities’
(Dyer, Middlemiss, Thew, 2021, p. 13), MA therefore shows the potential to un-
mask oppressive structures and power relations within the domain of sport, de-
constructing hegemonic narratives (Gadotti, Torres, 2009, p. 1260), and
facilitating transformative action (Spaaij, Oxford, Jeanes, 2016, p. 573).

There is an additional feature that will help assess the potential contribution
of MA to the social justice debate, and that is the provision of realistic role models.
The inclusion of experts with lived experience of disability as ‘champions’ and
‘trainers’ (Corazza, Dyer, 2017) who go on to educate a variety of peers and stake-
holders fulfils that need for relevant, relatable, and realistic representation. This
has been identified as one of the drivers behind disabled people’s successful par-
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ticipation in sport (Bittar ez a/i7, 2025). At the same time, following Giroux’s con-
tribution, this can be recognised as a ‘pedagogy of identification’, which occurs
when educators critically engage with their own lived experience ‘as a means by
which people can be educated about social justice and provided with education
to enable them to move beyond injustice’ (Giroux, 2024, p. 4).

This aspect of using individual knowledge, identities and personal journeys
not just to educate peers and relevant stakeholders in the sport sector but to
prompt a wider societal transformation responds to one of critical pedagogy’s
main objectives. This is to facilitate self-recognition and place exclusionary and
socially unjust issue in the societal arena, helping ‘shape agency, identity and active
citizenship that can hold power accountable’ (Giroux, 2024, p. 2).

4. From sport practice to social action

There is another concept which is useful in assessing the potential contribution
of MA sport to the social justice debate and that is prefiguration. This notion
refers to strategies and practices utilised by activists across different fields to bring
about viable alternatives to the existing social structures without reproducing
them (Fians, 2022). Since the 1960s, prefiguration has come to represent the idea
of ‘realizing imaginaries of radically alternative futures [...] in the present’
(Schiller-Merkens, 2022, p. 67). Far from indicating a mere expression of opposi-
tion or protest to the current situation, prefiguration designates those social in-
novations or alternative solutions (Avelino et alii, 2024) that ‘focuses on the
creation of alternative ontologies: alternative ways of being in the world and, one
might even dare to say, ‘alternative worlds” (Monticelli, 2022, p.3). In doing so,
prefiguration can be seen as inclusive of a wide number of ‘social experiments
that both critique the status quo and offer alternatives by implementing radically
democratic practices in pursuit of social justice’ (Cornish ez alii, 2016, p. 114).
The discussion around prefiguration, however, is not relevant just to the politi-
cal and philosophical debate (Swain, 2019). It helps remind us that radical change
cannot be achieved only through social-economic redistribution, but that political
equality, participative democracy, inclusiveness and horizontality are all important
aspects that need to be addressed (van de Sande, 2018) if we want to tackle
multiple and interconnected systems of oppression (Luchies, 2012).
Prefiguration is closely linked to education in that it fosters the emergence of
a ‘distinctive form of power/knowledge that subverts authoritarian and bureau-
cratized discourse while building collective liberation’ (Luchies, 2015, p. 525). It
also offers a very valuable framework to make theory and practice dialogue, indi-
cating a path to social transformation through the work of activists and the cre-
ation of radical spaces and relationships’ (Luchies, 2015, p. 532). In addition to
presenting a critical tool to investigate how practical idea implementation con-
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nects to societal transformation (Cornish ez alii, 2016; Yates, 2015), prefiguration
offers a validation of how the challenge to existing undesired structures and the
construction of alternatives that replace them can coexist (Maeckelbergh, 2011).
In making explicit the causal link between transformative awareness (Freire,
1970b) and the dismantling of inequalities and oppression (Luchies, 2012), pre-
figuration provides a possible framework to bring about alternative visions for
the future (Jeffrey, Dyson, 2021). At the same time, it can successfully work its
way through contexts marked by injustice and exclusion to deconstruct narratives
and practices, creating space for the surfacing of ideas, models and instruments
that hold the potential to foster liberating and emancipatory themes (De Vita,
Vittori, 2022).

Prefiguration applied to sport is a developing research area. A few noteworthy
exceptions are the discussion of ‘Do It Yourself” (DIY) football (Hoole, 2024)
and the analysis of cycling urban mobility (Silonsaari, 2024). Hoole notes how
DIY football combines ‘concepts such as prefiguration, anti-capitalism and hori-
zontalism’ (Hoole, 2024, p. 3) to create alternative spaces aimed at challenging
the mainstream football discourse and persisting discriminatory traits. Silonsaari,
on the other hand, points out how a transformative and inclusionary research
agenda is needed ‘to practically implement disruptive experiments and social in-
novations; determine and involve the relevant stakeholders and people; analyse
different dimensions of social justice and, finally, direct the attention towards so-
cial mechanisms and phenomena that can trigger change’ (Silonsaari, 2024, p.
14). Other researchers, drawing on political and housing occupation experiences,
have explored how community boxing gyms can act ‘as counter spaces where
sport is experienced as a political practice molded on self-organization, inclusion
and accessibility’ (Milan C., Milan S., 2021, p. 733), whereas some other have
investigated the role the skateboarding philosophy has been harnessed as a force
for social improvements (O’Connor, 2015). Additional work needs to be done
to understand whether prefiguration can indeed be adopted as a working concept
in the domain of sport (Yates, 2015), and whether it can be a useful lens to analyse
the operationalisation of MA sports.

In MA, we can detect several of the aspects that have been outlined above.
Firstly, the aspiration to build a fairer and more equal society (www.mixedabil-
itysports.org) through the practical embodiment of an alternative model of com-
munity sports provision which might be able to expand — if not replace — the way
mainstream grassroots sport (and disability sport in particular) is intended
(Quinn, 2024). Secondly, the creation of safe, welcoming and non-judgmental
spaces and relationships (Dyer, Sandford, 2023) has been reported to lead to chal-
lenging (self) attitudes and behaviours towards traditionally excluded disabled
participant, and towards social difference more in general (Young, 2001). As pre-
viously outlined, this is nurtured through a process of co-production, peer-edu-
cation and experiential learning (IMAS, 2024b) which aligns with the

PAMPAEDIA — Bollettino As.Pe.l.
80 N. 200 - Gennaio/Giugno 2026 - pp. 71-89



emancipatory and horizontal approaches encompassed in the concept of prefigu-
ration (Monticelli, 2021).

On this aspect, Dyer, Middlemiss and Thew (2021) have noticed that the ex-
periential learning inbuilt in the MA offer enables a wide range of participants to
reflect on topics such as diversity and ableism, producing a shift in prejudices and
preconceptions (Corazza, Dyer, 2017; Dyer, Sandford, Beckett, 2019). The in-
clusion of previously excluded voices in the co-production process (IMAS,
2024b), alongside the preeminent role given to lived experience as the main driver
for replication across community sports clubs, not only results in parity of par-
ticipation as intended by Fraser (1999) but also in ‘more relevant, inclusive, in-
novative and creative approaches to tackling problems” (Dyer, Middlemiss, Thew,
2021, p.18).

Fraser’s ideas (2000) help transfer the debate beyond the affirmative level to
recognise how a critical approach to social justice is foundational to address ‘in-
equitable outcomes precisely by restructuring the underlying generative frame-
work’ (Fraser, 2000, p. 82). Fraser also argues that in order to achieve social justice
it’s essential for ‘all (adult) members of society to inter-act with one another as
peers’ (Fraser, 2007, p. 27). This interpretative framework recognises that barriers
and discrimination experienced by different groups are not neutral and unavoid-
able but are instead the byproduct of a precise socio-political-economic context
which therefore require different readdressing solutions in different environments
(Fraser, 2003). Thus, parity of participation becomes a crucial tenet not just to
the social justice debate, but instrumental in attaining it (Fraser, 1999). Practically,
this is expressed by recognising equal worth, value, respect and opportunity to
the representation of diverse voices and the inclusion of all participants (Har-
greaves, Buchanan, Quick, 2025; Fraser, 2007). In enabling participants of all
abilities, experiences and background to interact as equal members (Elipe-Lorenzo
et alii, 2026), the MA model represents an encouraging operational framework
to help achieve parity of participation and, therefore, social justice outcomes in
community sport.

This feature of the model has also the potential to contribute to the wider so-
cial justice debate, and in particular to the work of Iris Young (1990; 2011). She
acknowledges that distributive justice and recognition of diverse social groups in
themselves are not sufficient elements to achieving social justice in the context of
community action; it is also important that those groups have meaningful in-
volvement and say into the design, planning and implementation process. Besides,
the sharing of places, spaces and times between people of different abilities, ex-
perience and backgrounds occurring in MA, moves the focus away from the in-
dividual efforts and responsibility to emphasise the relational element of justice
that arises between persons by virtue of the social processes that connect them
(Young, 2011). Once all these aspects are met, it is likely that parity of participa-
tion is surpassed, and benefits are to be had by all (Young, 2011).
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As per the critical pedagogy approach formerly outlined, the concept of parity
of participation as an analytical lens is so far underutilised in sport. Future lines
of research might prove fruitful in exploring, for instance, whether the inclusion
of self-advocacy and co-production elements in grassroots sports activities and
programmes can give rise to spaces for conscientization (Freire, 1970a) and help
challenge, amongst others societal barriers, ableism and participation disparity
(Carroll et alii, 2026).

5. Conclusions

MA is a development in the community sport sector which has been investigated
in a limited way. The research in this area has so far been circumscribed to specific
disciplines such as rugby (Corazza, Dyer, 2017), rowing (Dyer, 2018) or basket-
ball (Elipe-Lorenzo et alii, 2026b), and time-defined programmes (Dyer, Sand-
ford, Beckett, 2019; Dyer, Sandford, 2023). Even though potential positive
impacts from the individual to the community level have been indicated (Corazza,
Dyer, 2017; Dyer, Sandford, 2023) a more comprehensive understanding is
required to evaluate the model’s contribution to social justice outcomes, and the
social justice debate in general (Dyer, Middlemiss, Thew, 2021). Further studies
are also needed to better describe the model in action, its core tenets, and under-
stand how it might contribute evidence to the development of fairer and more
socially just policies and practices in the field of grassroots sport.

In this article I have charted a possible way forward, outlining how concepts
belonging to the social justice debate can represent promising tools to explore the
potential contribution of MA to reduce social inequalities in and through sport,
challenging the mainstream narrative of sport and the many myths produced by
it. Through the application of interpretive lenses such as critical pedagogy, pre-
figuration and parity of participation, I argued that in the MA model we can dis-
tinguish fundamental features which are key to embodying a transformative
understanding of social justice in and through sport. These are specifically repre-
sented by: the preeminent role given to iterative peer-education and the lived ex-
perience of participants as an agent of change; the provision of an alternative
vision for community sports that can coexist with the existing one while trying
to modifying it from within; the parity of participation within mainstream com-
munity settings for all those involved. If these tenets are respected, MA en-
compasses several of the indispensable features necessary to deconstruct some of
the exclusionary processes inherent to sport and PA, holding the potential to sig-
nificantly contribute to socially just sports policies and practice.
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