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2. This document 

2.1. Document status 

This document discusses, in broad lines, the vision of the late Ben van der Eng about Special 
Needs Judo.  
There are multiple version of this document, sometimes adjusted by third parties. Starting July 
2016, the only version authorised by Special Needs Judo Foundation is version 2016-01 and 
higher. 

2.2. Versions 

Version Author/Edit Remarks 
2013 Ben van der Eng�, Tycho van der Werff Original 
2016-01 Bob Lefevere, Tycho van der Werff Redacted 
2016-01.01 Bob Lefevere, SNJF Additional corrections 
2017-01 Bob Lefevere, SNJF Translation into English 
2019-01 Bob Lefevere, Tycho van der Werff Edits 

2.3. Document conventions 

Source references are marked in square brackets: [1] 

2.4. Gender declaration 

Where the male form is used, the female form is meant implicitly. 
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3. SN-Judo, a word with a thousand meanings 
Special Needs Judo has become a container concept encompassing children and adults with an 
enormous amount of diagnoses who all practice Judo. All of these people have an individual need 
for help, for example because they have a mental handicap, are autistic, have a food allergy, 
suffer from a terminal or chronical disease, have psychiatric problems, learning or behavioural 
problems. Some are struggling for mobility because they have limited motor function or a body 
that does not cooperate. 

3.1. World Health Organisation (WHO) 

The discussion about correct terminology about Judo for handicapped people remains difficult. 
Is it Judo For All, Judo for the Disabled, G-Judo or Special Needs Judo? 

It is helpful to look at the naming conventions and criteria established by the World Health 
Organisation (WHO). By means of the 'International Classification of Impairments, Disabilities and 
Handicaps' (ICF, [1]) the WHO has clearly defined the concepts of disorder, handicap and 
restriction[2]. 

This document uses the term "Special Needs Judo" or SN-Judo for short. 

Often, the various definitions are not very well understood and are used interchangeably. It is 
therefore important to understand the difference between these terms. 

3.1.1. Disorder 

A disorder characterises itself by a defect or lack of an organ's function or an organ in the field 
of: 

• Cognitivity (brain function) 
• Sensory disorders (Seeing, hearing, feeling, smell, tast and balance) 
• Linguïstic (Speech functionality) 
• Organic (heart, lungs, kidneys, etc.) 
• Motor function (extremities, movement) 

3.1.2. Handicap 

A handicap is characterised by limitations in the social interaction in the field of education, 
labour, social life and leisure activities.  

In the Netherlands, it is assumed that most handicaps are congenital, or at least reveal 
themselves before the 18th year. Such a person is said to be handicapped. Handicaps can have 
severe consequences: Unable to move or only partially, or being unable to properly control 
movement. Apart from physical handicaps there are of course also mental handicaps, where 
reasoning is limited and these people are, in the most severe form, totally dependant on the 
assistance of others. 
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The difference between less-valid and invalid is small in practice and sometimes confusing. For 
example, most people think autism is a handicap. However, some people suffering from autism 
have normal mental capabilities, can move in a normal way and are of good health but have 
sometimes strange quirks that might shock other people. Therefore, autism is a restriction in 
normal life but not necessarily and not always a handicap.  

3.1.3. Restriction 

A restriction is revealed while executing daily activities, and may influence most daily activies in: 

• Communication 
• Personal hygiene 
• Physical activies 
• Skills 
• Behaviour 

3.1.4. Summary 

• The disorder is the cause: for example a car crash, a disease, or a congenital deviation; 
• The handicap is the result of the disorder, for example Down's Syndrome, hemiplaegia, 

missing or malformed extremities or being deaf or blind; 
• The restriction is the consequence of the handicap, for example being paralysed therefore a 

restriction in mobility which is the restriction. 
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4. How do we define a Special Needs Judoka? 
A SN-judoka is a judoka that is in need of personal assistance, indicated through medical 
investigation, and who is entitled to special education and/or assistance based on 
governmental rules. 

It is therefore not desirable (or appropriate) that a regular judoka, unable to compete successfully 
in regular Judo but maybe misses a finger or has a pacemaker, competes in SN-Judo events. 

Of course, it may very well be that a judoka has become handicapped by an accident or disease. 
In that case, a medical investigation may indicate that governmental rules indeed apply to this. 
Think, for example, about the Dutch judoka Wim Ruska who became seriously handicapped after 
a brain hemorrhage.  

Theoretically, it is possible that a SN-judoka turns out to be so good that regular Judo becomes 
an option.  

 
Figure 1: A girl judoka with Down's Syndrome watching the proceedings on the tatami. 
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5. The power of numbers 

5.1. Classification and handicap 

The first tournaments for handicapped judoka in Europe were organised in the 1970s. 

The international rules at the time specified that competition had to be classified by handicap: 
deaf judoka, Downs Syndrome, etc. The problem is that not only poules become very small to 
maintain a serious competition but even worse: Safety is at stake because inside one single type 
of handicap there is an enormous range in Judo skills. 

For example, there are people with Down's Syndrome that can display great Judo but also 
individuals that only master the most basic of skills. Some are great in ukemi-waza, others nearly 
always hurt themselves falling. For some, Judo is a game and the concept of winning is difficult 
to grasp and secundary, whereas others go for maximal results and for victory. By putting those 
groups  together in one poule, potentially dangerous situations are created. This is of course very 
undesirable.  

Reasoning was that judoka should not be classified on handicap but rather on effective skills. A 
unique classification system developed, because nowhere in the world athletes are classified on 
Judo skills. These days this system is called the “Functional Classification System”. 

In the meantime, socially and emotionally-restricted judoka were introduced to the SN-Judo 
tournaments and it became clear that it was still possible to use the Functional Classification 
System to clasify these judoka in an honest and safe way. 

The modern classification system still consists of 5 levels, where level 1 is roughly almost regular 
Judo, and level 5 is playful Judo. See chapter 10 for a more detailed description of the five classes. 

Some countries simplified the 5-level system and converted it into 3 levels. SNJF feels that by 
doing this, the bandwidth of possible skills inside a level is too wide and safety is compromised. 

5.2. Not mentally- but still handicapped 

The obvious question is: Do visually, auditory, socially- and emotionally handicapped judoka 
belong in the SN-competition? We will show in this chapter that it is not always the handicap that 
restricts the competition. 

For most visually- and auditory handicapped, regular competition is entirely feasible, and they 
indeed are participating in regular competition. 

The Royal Dutch Society for Deaf Athletes states: 

Deafness is an environmental handicap for both deaf and hearing athletes. 
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Both deaf and hearing athletes have limited contact: They understand each other badly or not at 
all, language and voice may be confusing. In addition one feels shy or awkward, especially when 
the other does not show empathy or patience and even an interpreter will not solve this problem. 

Even so, there cannot be a separate deaf-competition, simply because the group is too small. The 
same is true for visually-handicapped judoka. 

Usually, judoka of this type try to compete in regular competition. This is possible however it 
often turns out that not their handicap is a problem, but rather the prevailing rules: 

• Blind judoka start a match in kumi-kata. Current Judo rules do not allow this. 
• Judoka with an auditory restriction cannot hear mate and current Judo rules do not allow 

the referee to touch the judoka to gain his attention. 
• The simple request to arrange an extra coach card for an autistic judoka that needed extra 

support was denied because of -again- rules. 
• Judoka using some type of medication (Ritalin, Dexamphetamine, Concerta, etc.) have to 

follow a tedious and usually unsuccessful procedure to as not to break the doping rules. 

 
Fig. 1: Little girl with Down's Syndrome. Her t-shirt says: "I have Down, so what!" 
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6. Parents 
All parents want their child to be happy and healthy. Although laudable, this is not always 
possible. Parents are usually the first to feel that something is wrong with their child. They feel 
that in their head and heart. They realise that their child does not develop the way other children 
do, they see their child stay behind. 

But they are afraid that naming their fear will release a stigma upon their child. Society tends to 
label children that are "different". How does a parent find the strength to change suspicion into 
fact, and not to fall into a black hole after the diagnosis but to accept the simple fact that your 
child is different? To accept that your expectations for the future are different than expected, 
accept the fate of you and your child, and find a new direction? 

Finding a diagnosis for your child is one of the hardest things a parent must ever do. Most parents 
realise that fear and denial will not help their child forward. Finding the proper diagnosis will 
open a path to proper treatment, by the proper experts, and towards therapy, insurance, proper 
education. In short, a place in society where there is tolerance and understanding. 

In some cases, a mental handicap is congenital and one or even both parents are mentally 
handicapped too. They may not have a proper grasp of the situation and therefore are unable to 
properly take care of their child. This is a special situation that needs to be addressed in a very 
specific way which is beyond the scope of this document. This example is only mentioned to show 
how complicated a situation often can become. 

 
Fig. 2: Parent participation can sometimes be helpful or comforting for a new pupil 
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7. Teachers 
Special Needs Judo teachers are often experts too, and more interested in finding solutions for, 
than in putting labels on pupils. Very often, teachers have a long-term relation with their pupil. 
Sometimes the contact is very intensive but more often it is of low frequency and low-intensity, 
in the order of 1 contact per week. Of course, this is very much dependant on the judoka's 
individual possibilities. 

Lately, judoka with a social-emotional restriction are confronted with the (outsider’s) opinion 
that they "do not have a handicap". Indeed, many of these judoka are found in the upper skill 
levels and there is a misunderstanding that having great Judo skills automatically means that 
there is no handicap. 

Still, this is a valid question. A restriction is not necessarily a handicap. It is up to the coach, trainer 
or teacher how to teach handicapped judoka. 

Another nasty tendency lately is that some coaches (mis-)use the Special Needs competition to 
develop their weaker judoka, or to have weak judoka score in the Special Needs competition. 
Whether this is done to make the judoka gain self-confidence or to inflate the ego of the coach 
or parents remains the question, but unfortunately it often appears to be the latter. 

 
Fig. 3: Tycho van der Werff being greeted by some of his pupils. 
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8. Treatment principles 
A respectful treatment is important for everybody, whatever function a person fulfills within our 
society. It is therefore good to take a moment to think about vision, attitude and critical self-
reflection. A confrontation with ourselves, so as to better be able to connect to the perceptions 
and wishes of a judoka with a handicap or chronic disease. 

Through the years, many handicapped people develop what can be called "acquired 
helplessness". This means that they behave the way people expect of them: No trust in their own 
skills. Often, own initiative is discouraged inside institutions but also by parents and others: If the 
handicapped person has to do something by himself it takes too long, he spills things or he does 
not do a proper job so it is more convenient to take the task off his hands. But- what happens is 
that any initiative is slowly but surely repressed, along with the person's self-confidence: the 
person actually becomes more handicapped: Helping does not help! 

On the other hand, challenging a person will stimulate own initiative and self-confidence. It is 
therefore of prime importance that handicapped people are treated in a serious manner. 
National Judo organisations can be of great help in this process. 

8.1.1. Proper treatment is based on four principles:  

• The first principle of proper treatment is to allow a person to make informed decisions by 
himself. The essence of making choices is dependant on the choice of possibilities. This 
choice is in turn dependant on the skill with which these possibilities are presented, and 
therefore on the insight of the person's supervisors and their creativity. It is obvious that 
information on the proper level is of the essence here. 

• The second principle is to allow the person to use his own possibilities, as an inseparable 
part of the person. It must be the role of the supervisors to encourage this natural human 
capability. 

• The third principle is to take part and be part of society without exception or reservation, 
which is of course a basic human right. Without a doubt it is important that people with 
a handicap are integrated in society to the maximum of their abilities. 

• The fourth principle is the right to guidance, controlled by request. In other words, 
guidance needs to be as simple or as extensive as the person wishes. 



 

 

SNJF – What is SN -Judo? -  2019-01/en – © Special Needs Judo Foundation 

Pag. 12 

9. The SNJF vision about Judo for people with a handicap 

9.1. People with a handicap are full athletes  

All people are equal. SNJF perceives handicapped people as fully-fledged personalities. Every 
person, handicapped or not, will have needs, opportunities, rights and duties. For example the 
need for privacy, or the need to perform. People want to be appreciated. A pat on the back or 
receiving compliments is important and even essential for most people. 

People want to be taken seriously; to be treated with politeness and respect. Every person has 
possibilities to learn things, to develop himself. Every person has the right to decide what to do 
with his life and to participate in society. Every person is unique and nobody is better than others. 
All people have the right to be treated equally. And, like others, handicapped people must follow 
rules and have duties. 

Most people do not know a handicapped person in their close circle. Because of this unfamiliarity, 
there are still some strange notions. For example that handicpped people cannot do anything, or 
that they are always dependant on others, or that they are always happy. As long as there are 
still people thinking that way it will be very difficult for handicapped people to live a life as normal 
as possible. SNJF strives to change this by giving information and show that people with a 
handicap have needs, possibilities, interests. People that want to be taken seriously and want to 
be treated with respect, and in an adult manner. 

9.2. Judo must be normal where possible, and adapted where necessary  

Most people live in their own homes. Most people work during daytime. Leisure time, for lots of 
people, means going out, to sport or other hobbies like music, painting, etc. When a person is 
handicapped, he is often reliant on the help of other people. Some need help in their house, 
others need help in finding a suitable job or a meaningful activity during the day. Everyone should 
be able to receive help but as we argued earlier in this document, but never more than strictly 
necessary. 

Therefore, sports activities must be on a normal level as much as possible, meaning that 
modifications are implemented only when necessary.   

In everything: Judo activities, graduations, writing letters, etc. the question must be asked: Is 
what we do here as close to normal as possible? 	

	

Normal where possible, adapted where necessary. 
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10. Appendix A: Divisioning 
Divisioning takes place: 

1. Based on Judo skills (As defined in 10.1) 
2. Based on weight 

Observe that the judoka’s actual handicap has no influence on divisioning. 

10.1. Levels 

The levels are determined by comparing the skill level of the SN-judoka with a mainstream 
competitive judoka (for level 1) or a mainstream recreative judoka (levels 2-5) 

10.1.1. Level 1 is a judoka who can perform in a shiai with a mainstream competitive 
judoka. This judoka is fast and powerful and has an excellent reactivity. He has a strong 
feeling for Judo and an excellent strategic view. This type of judoka has a minimal disability 
and therefore usually attends regular education. In general, these are judoka with a social or 
light physical disability, VI and deaf judokas and the stray mentally handicapped judoka that 
has grown beyond level 2. 

Level-1 judoka can only compete against other level-1 judoka. However a tournament 
organiser can, as an exception, allow good level-2 judoka to compete in a level-1 poule. 
This should always be done in agreement with the judoka and his coach. Safety is always 
the first and foremost consideration! 

10.1.2. Level 2 is a judoka who can perform randori with a mainstream recreative 
judoka. This judoka is fast and powerful  and has moderate reactivity but is usually late 
responding to judo situations. He has a good judo feeling, but usually no effective strategy. 
10.1.3. Level 3 is a judoka who can perform a playful randori  with a mainstream 
recreative judoka. This judoka is reasonably fast and powerful and has a reasonably 
developed reactivity, but is almost always late responding to situational judo. Strategy for 
this type of judoka consists of repeating the same technique over and over.  
10.1.4. Level 4  is a judoka who can romp and play with another judoka of the same or 
comparable level. Reactivity is suboptimal. Usually the only judo technique consists of 
takedown and osae-komi. 
10.1.5. Level 5  is a judoka who can romp and play with other judoka of the same level. 
These judokas are very passive, or respond very slowly. Constant coaching to take action is 
necessary. When they end up in osae-komi, the action to escape can take a very long time. 
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10.2. Further Divisioning Criteria  

10.2.1. Gender: Male / Female 
10.2.2. Weight- The classes described in the IJF rules are only strictly observed with 
levels 1 and 2. The other levels have a much more relaxed weight pooling so as to easier 
combine the various classes and weights, and make the matches more equal and fair. 

10.3. Responsibility of organiser 

The organiser is responsible for the correct setup of the various pools, where a balanced mix 
exists between weight and technical skills. Important are fair game and above all safety. 
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11. Appendix B: References and sources 
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American Psychiatric Association, 2008 
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