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Abstract  
The aim of this thesis is to explore how children with disabilities experience their 

participation in extracurricular physical activities. The thesis closes a gap in literature by 

contributing an in-depth year-long collection of lived experiences of extracurricular physical 

activities which was developed alongside children with disabilities in London Ontario. 

Knowledge was created alongside 10 children with disabilities by utilizing an ethnographic 

methodology. Multi-site ethnography was adapted for each participant’s needs and 

communication methods. The methodology contributes to literature by a creative adaptation 

to interviewing children and having a flexible approach to methods which was chosen by the 

children themselves.  

The thesis answers what inclusion looks like as a lived experience in extracurricular 

physical activity environments, along with how adults and children create opportunities and 

constraints for children’s recognized participation. The analysis identified that there is a gap 

in understanding between literature of participation and inclusion and children with 

disabilities knowledge and preferences. Additionally, findings indicate that children with 

disabilities that communicate non-verbally experience inclusion differently than children with 

disabilities who communicate verbally. The knowledge created builds on literature of various 

attitudes and beliefs of children with disabilities by providing a further in-depth connection to 

lived experience, participation and inclusion opportunities.  

The thesis concludes by emphasizing a flexible approach to creating knowledge 

alongside children with disabilities, and more specifically advocating for more inclusion of 

children who communicate non-verbally in research. The thesis suggests an emphasis for 

continuous communication to understand changing perceptions of participation and inclusion 

from the perspectives of children themselves and how it is shaped by the surrounding 

environment and interactions.  
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Lay Summary  
 

The thesis focuses on the experiences of children with disabilities in extracurricular 

physical activity environments, specifically regarding their participation and inclusion. There 

were 11 physical activity environments, some examples include, horseback riding, hockey, 

skiing, swimming, lawn bowling and baseball.  For data gathering a multi-site ethnography 

was used relying on observations, interviews and fieldnotes.  

Through the experiences of 10 children with disabilities and their coaches, parents 

and volunteers, key themes emerged around participation and inclusion. Ethnography 

allowed for the discussion of the processes regarding choice, participation and inclusion in 

relation to the experiences of children with disabilities in these extracurricular physical 

activities.  

Motivations of key participants, training and understandings of one another played a 

role in the interactions that took place. It was observed that participation happens through a 

process of negotiations.  Based on the observations, interviews and fieldnotes, there are 

findings that will have implications for training of coaches, provision of adaptations for 

children in extracurricular physical activities, and the importance of listening to the children’s 

voices.   

The thesis gathered new data on the perspectives and understanding of implementing 

inclusion. The various perspectives of the stakeholders did not always align, and the thesis 

calls for inclusion to be defined by the participant who is experiencing inclusion or exclusion. 

The thesis found that inclusion and exclusion can co-exist, and at the forefront of any 

analysis should be the views of the person experiencing the inclusion or exclusion. 

The underlying aim of the thesis is knowledge exchange, to bridge the gap between 

theory and practice, by incorporating understandings of inclusion, participation and bringing 
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children’s rights further into society. It is recognized that there may not be a one size fits all 

approach towards inclusion and participation, and the emphasis should be on information 

sharing techniques to improve relationships, based on mutual respect, with a common goal of 

furthering a participation and inclusion agenda.  
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Chapter One: Exploring Literature: 
Participation Theories for Children and 
Young People 
1.1 Reflecting on my experiences that directed 

me towards the thesis 
The thesis takes an ethnographic approach to learning and understanding, alongside 

children with disabilities about participation in extracurricular physical activities. Through 

the various stages of the ethnography, reflexivity allowed me to question my position in the 

knowledge creation process (Berger 2015, Rose 1997). Therefore, before the details of the 

thesis begin, I will reflect on my own life experiences and introduce myself as I will be 

situated in the ethnography. I consider this important as my life experiences invariably have 

shaped my approach to this thesis and the motivations towards researching this topic.  

The journey of my experiences in relation to this thesis began when I was 14 years 

old having started to volunteer at a therapeutic horseback riding centre for people with 

disabilities. I was a horseback rider myself and I needed volunteer hours to graduate high 

school, I saw this as a great opportunity to do something I enjoyed and to be around horses. I 

began at the centre as a volunteer, gradually progressing to coaching and earning national 

certification for coaching therapeutic horseback riding in Canada. Through this process, and 

in many different roles, I observed various was in which the environment of this 

extracurricular physical activity choose to engage with children with disabilities. Starting as a 

child myself at 14, I was perplexed at the difference in how coaches would talk to myself and 

how they would talk to people with disabilities. As a volunteer I was tasked with supporting 

the coaches, coaches would sometimes vent their frustrations about people with disabilities to 

myself. I remember feeling uncomfortable when they would discuss positive or negative 
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developments about people with disabilities with myself as I thought even as a child that the 

person with a disability should be included in this conversation. My passion for improving 

the connection between the coach and participant started, I pursued my certification in 

coaching to hopefully start to close this gap. With over a decade of experience coaching, I 

noticed that an accepted and encouraged top-down approach to the coaching of people with 

disabilities was not effective for all. I observed that many coaches would leave people with 

disabilities out of conversations about their goals for horseback riding, approaches to 

inclusion and adaptability. The approach rarely encouraged the coach to seek the views of the 

athlete regarding their experience which raised my curiosity about the process of 

participation and inclusion. These early observations prompted me to my undergraduate 

interest in childhood studies and social institutions and disability studies. As I started to learn 

more about children’s rights, disability rights, and participation theories, I began making 

links between the literature and practice. I noticed that often when discussing participation 

and inclusion in extracurricular physical environments, the process and perspective of 

children with disabilities was often missing. There was seemingly no desire to include 

children with disabilities in the conversation about their participation and inclusion. When I 

became a coach, I would sometimes encourage them to have conversations with their 

students about their preferences for participation and inclusion, this was often met with a 

push back as coaches positioned themselves as the experts. I was hoping that the research 

could show opportunities for flexibility of coaches, volunteers, parents, and children with 

disabilities and where inclusion and participation is working for all. I wanted to continue my 

exploration and understanding about the gaps between theory and practice, in particular from 

the perspective of children with disabilities which led me to a MSc in Childhood studies at 

the University of Edinburgh, and further to this PhD thesis.  Whilst I explored more academic 
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theory, I became more interested in understanding what the lived experience of participation 

and inclusion was.  

 

1.2 Aims of the Chapter  
 

The initial chapter provides an overview of the literature and theories that are linked to 

the exploration of participation, specifically in childhood. The concept of participation is 

frequently ill-defined, incorporating multiple meanings that result in a “variable construct” 

(Percy-Smith and Thomas 2010a, p.357). The exploration will review participation through a 

rights context, in literature, various theoretical models, and agency. The chapter will not offer 

a single definition of participation, but instead offers differing opinions on what is currently 

known about participation to understand key tensions and recurring themes. 

The starting point for the discussion on the term participation will be through the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1989). The focus on participation rights to 

begin is important as it influences the ‘new sociology of childhood’, which has had an impact 

on literature, implementation, and research. The section will discuss key considerations and 

tensions between the UNCRC and practice. 

The chapter moves onto discuss participation models that have been prominent in 

literature, offering different understandings of how participation is experienced amongst 

children. The models provide insight into different viewpoints on how participation should be 

labelled.  

There will then be a discussion on children’s agency and the interplay of adult-child 

relations. Children’s agency is often talked about in relation to participation and is important 

in understanding why children may act. The section concludes with a discussion on lived 

experiences and how the understanding has further developed this research study.  
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Throughout the chapter I identify gaps and tensions in the literature and understandings of 

participation that have guided the formation of the research questions.  

1.3 Exploring, Implementing and 
Understanding Participation (Approaches 
to Participation?) 

The purpose of this section is to develop an understanding of varying approaches to the 

term participation and its impact on childhood. The focus will be on the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), as it is widely cited in literature, and Canada 

ratified the UNCRC in 1991. For context, I first explored what the UNCRC states regarding 

participation, followed by the links between the UNCRC and literature, specifically when 

discussing views of children.  

1.3.1 Participation according to the UNCRC 
 

The UNRC consists of fifty-four articles, and three Optional Protocols, that 

encompass cultural, civil, economic and social rights (Hill and Tisdall 1997).  The rights 

surround four fundamental elements: best interests of the child, respect for children’s views, 

non-discrimination and right to life and development (James and James 2012). Additionally, 

these rights have been grouped by ‘3P’s’ which are participation in their community and in 

their families, protection against abuse and neglect, and provision of basic needs (Alderson 

2000).  

The UNCRC introduced and recognized participation as a right (UNCRC 1989), 

although the phrase ‘children’s participation’ is not in the text (Sinclair 2004). However, 

children’s participation is not new and can be seen historically in different settings such as 

schools, homes, communities, and work (UNICEF 2003, p.3). Article 12 of the UNCRC is 

often cited in regards to children’s participation:  
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2 “States parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming 
his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all 
matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due 
weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child. 
3 For this purpose the child shall in particular be provided the 
opportunity to be heard in any judicial and administrative 
proceedings affecting the child, either directly or through a 
representative or an appropriate body, in a manner consistent with 
the procedural rules of national law.” 
(UNCRC 1989, Article 12) 

  
The specific requirement to ensure that children’s views are considered, was an 

addition (Tisdall et al. 2014). The ‘participation right’ of the child is significant, as it is in 

addition to the rights of protection that assures the welfare of the child (Quennerstedt 2010, 

p.627), Furthermore, the convention states the importance of children’s perspectives and 

stresses the need to consider when decisions are being made which affect their lives 

(Krappmann 2010, p.512).  

The UNCRC has been debated in the literature as some argue that participation was 

not clearly defined (Tisdall 2014). In response, the United Nations General Assembly in 2009 

clarified the definition of participation in relation to Article 12 of the UNCRC. 

“This term has evolved and is now widely used to describe ongoing 
processes, which include information sharing and dialogue between 
children and adults based on mutual respect and in which children can 
learn how their views and those of adults are taken into account and 
shape the outcome of such processes.”   
(UNCRC 2009, p.3) 

 
The General Assembly comment presents a view of children as a subject rather than 

an object needing help from adults  (Freeman 2011). Cornwall and Coelho (2007) also 

defined participation similarly as “…a process over time, animated by actors with their own 

social and political projects” (Cornwall and Coelho 2007, p.10).  The General Assembly’s 

definition includes respect, learning, and dialogue adding to the importance placed on 

participation. 
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With the relevance of Article 12 of the UNCRC to children’s participation, it will be 

cited regularly within this thesis. There are other articles of the UNCRC that support and 

strengthen Article 12, such as Article 13 freedom of expression, Article 14 freedom of 

thought, Article 15 freedom of association, and Article 17 the right to information (Flekkoy 

and Kaufman 1997; UN Committee on the Rights of the Child 2009, Tisdall 2015b). 

Furthermore, within the preamble the UNCRC states:  

“everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth therein, 
without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, 
religion, political or other opinion national or social origin, property, 
birth or other status.” 
 (UNCRC 1989, preamble) 

 
The preamble provides that the convention covers all children, which is an important 

clarification, that all children have the same rights.  

The UNCRC definition of participation is a good first step to understanding 

participation; however, the UNCRC is “not something to preach, but something to analyse” 

(Quennerstedt 2010, p.239) The following sections of the thesis will start an analysis on the 

UNCRC through key themes and tensions. 

1.3.2 Key Themes 
 

One criticism of the UNCRC is that it ignores a child’s culture by being embedded in 

an “abstract universalism”, meaning it incriminates certain cultures (Nieuwenhuys 2008, p.4). 

This is problematic, because inclusion, from a rights perspective, can be described as every 

citizen having the right to participate, and this right is community encompassing (Jerlinder 

2010). For human rights to be contextually relevant, De Feyter (2007) suggests human rights 

need to be contextual and localized through a bottom-up perspective that reflects the needs of 

the local community. As well, children at this local level would ideally be able to be 

impacted by the international implementation of rights from a rights based perspective 

(Hanson and Nieuwenhuys 2012). The living rights concept is critical, as it takes into account 
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this power dynamic, of a global perspective and a local concern, of what children’s rights 

should be (Hanson and Nieuwenhuys 2012). It challenges the idea that children are rights 

holders  (Hanson et al. 2016) and are granted agency because of universal international 

institutions, which ignores their experiences of exercising their rights prior to knowledge of 

rights (Hanson and Nieuwenhuys 2012). As seen through living rights, the UNCRC can be 

contradictory to specific cultures, traditions, and societies. It has been argued that the 

UNCRC has emerged out of a Westernized, romanticized, developmental and paternalistic 

view of childhood (McNamee 2016, Woodhead 2006). Westernized views of children can be 

problematic, an example being child workers in the ‘Global South’ as the right to ‘protection 

from labour’ may have serious consequences for children’s lives (Liebel 2008). Children may 

then work illegally, or in unregulated work environments, as they may need or want to earn 

(Wall 2016).   

In relation to Article 12 of the UNCRC, it is worth noting the adults’ ability to 

determine a child’s capability of forming their own views (Hanson 2012, p.63) and the 

adults’ ability to define appropriate age and maturity (UNCRC 1989, p.5). The terms of age, 

maturity, due weight, capability of forming their own views, and even what is deemed to be 

matters that affect the child, can be the subject of debate by adults. “Age is frequently used as 

a proxy for competence” (James and James 2012, p.30). This may be a false equivalence, as 

competence can be linked to social experiences rather than a chronological age. It has been 

suggested that competence could be seen as, “the ability, capacity or qualification to perform 

a task, fulfil a function or to meet the requirements of a role to an acceptable standard” 

(James and James 2012, p.29).  There is a tension between the right to express a view in 

decision making and the inclusion of a safeguarding caveat for maturity and age (Majstorovic 

2014, Warming 2017).  The UNCRC decision to leave the decision making power with adults 

in regard to participation has sometimes been limiting, as adults continually underestimate 
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children’s competencies (Lansdown 2005). Age discrimination laws have been implemented 

for elderly populations, although for children there has not been a similar practice (Liebel 

2014).  

The UNCRC is written with a top-down rights based approach, which some adults 

believe is reflecting an acceptable form of childhood (Frankel 2017). McNamee (2016) offers 

the idea that inverting the way the UNCRC is written would offer a different perspective to 

the rights. A visualization of this was created by Frankel which can be seen in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1 Visual of reconceptualizing the UNCRC (Frankel, 2017 p.253) 

Figure 1 highlights that participation has been developed out of provision and 

protection, reflecting adults’ control over child’s engagement in participation (Frankel 2017). 

It has been suggested that participation is often approached in this top-down way (Malone 

and Hartung 2010). In the development of the UNCRC, children had no involvement 

(Wyness 2018). Top-down approaches to participation are often described more accurately as 

‘consultation’ (Thomas 2007b). When moving participation to the top of the triangle, 

children would be in a position of power to develop their protection and provision rights 

offering a new starting point with children’s agency at the forefront (Frankel 2017). This is of 

importance as protection and provision have defined participation and “enables a model in 

which adults maintain control over the nature of children’s engagement in society” (Frankel 

2017, p.254). Additionally, as children were previously excluded from human rights’ 

agendas, children having their own convention, is in itself reinforcing the differences 
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between adults and children (Cockburn 2013).  If the triangle was inverted, children would 

have been involved in the development of the UNCRC.  

“It is only by engaging with the child that we can overcome adult 
assumptions about children’s best interests and start to engage with 
children on a level that really starts to ask them what is in their best 
interests and offers models through which this can be converted into 
practice.” 
(Frankel et al. 2015, p.43-44) 
 

There is a gap noted between the Convention and practice (Blaisdell and Bolger 2020, 

Freeman 2000, Konstantoni and Patsianta 2019), which includes the creation of the UNCRC 

as during the creation, children were not involved. However, there are more implementation 

tensions surrounding the UNCRC which will be discussed in the following section.   

 

1.3.3 Key Tensions  
 

Globally projects, have been developed to promote children’s participation (Percy-

Smith and Thomas 2010a).  There have been numerous activities at local, national, and 

international levels that facilitated children’s participation in the decision-making processes 

(Tisdall et al. 2014). An emphasis has been placed on children’s collective decision making; 

however, children’s participation as a concept also included individual decision making 

(Cleophas and Assim 2015, Taylor et al. 2007, Tisdall 2015b). It has been argued that there is 

a potential lack of reflection on children’s experiences:  

“Participation is generally seen as ‘a good thing’, and different 
participation projects are uncritically accepted as making a positive 
contribution to the (undefined and assumed) purpose.”  
(Cairns 2006, p.218) 
 

The UNCRC is seen as implementing participation into children’s lives; however, “it 

is far from being realised in our actions” (Pascal and Bertram 2009, p.261). One reason 

children’s participation is viewed as being limited is when the discussion is based on just 

“talking, thinking and deciding” (Alderson 2008, p.79). This limitation has been criticized, as 
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it can leave out certain groups of children such as young children and children with 

disabilities (Alderson 2008).  

Ratifying the UNCRC makes it legally binding for the particular country; the 

convention has been ratified by most countries, excluding the United States of America 

(McNamee 2016, Thomas and Stoecklin 2018). Some see the overwhelming rate of 

ratification being due to its lack of effective enforceability (Tisdall and Punch 2012). The 

United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child’s report (2012) on Canada’s progress 

on implementation had various criticisms; it recognized the discrepancies between provincial 

implementations and the call for federal guidelines and support (UN 2012, White 2014). It 

noted a concern that children who contacted institutions for protection and promotion were 

often unaware of the UNCRC (UN 2012). Finally, there was no mechanism for children to 

voice their concerns when they felt their perspectives were not being considered (UN 2012). 

Impact of the UNCRC is dependent on whether it is implemented into countries’ laws, how 

legal systems are shaped, and the effort countries put into ensuring implementation (Lundy et 

al. 2013). It has been argued that governments ratified the convention with little thought and 

consideration given to ‘laws and practices’ that would be needed to implement (Freeman 

1996, p.4). 

In Canada, there was a lack of knowledge of children’s rights (Frankel et al. 2015), 

which is another way to control the implementation in practice. This implementation can be 

done when adults decide what rights are relevant and worthy of importance (Frankel 2017).  

As seen by the discrepancies in Canada across provincial child advocate offices, there are 

different views and priorities for engaging with children (White 2014).  

According to the UNCRC, there is an obligation for adults to ensure the 

implementation of children’s rights (Lansdown 2001), however, children are the subject of 

the rights not an active contributor. The implementation of children’s participation rights has 
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been seen as hard to implement (Tisdall 2015a). Children’s voices, although may have 

legitimacy due to the UNCRC, have little or no effective power (Thomas and Stoecklin 

2018). Participation can become problematic when children and young people are only 

invited to share their views when it suits adults, organizations, and services rather than the 

inclusion of their perspectives when it suits the children and young people (Percy-Smith 

2010). Furthermore, the relationship between adults and children makes implementing rights 

difficult to navigate. As an example, a child’s wish to exercise its right of freedom to religion 

can be overridden by their community and parents. 

Perspectives of the child are seen as important when discussing decisions about their 

lives (Tisdall and Punch 2012). It is important to note a difference in ‘seeking views’ of 

children and ‘the direct involvement of children in decision making’ (Hill et al. 2004). This is 

echoed by Woodhead:  

“Participation isn’t just about adults ‘allowing’ children to offer their 
perspectives according to adults’ view of their ‘evolving capacities’, 
their ‘age and maturity’ or their ‘best interests’” 
(Woodhead 2010, p.xxii) 
 

Participation can perhaps be defined differently from the perspectives of a child and 

adult. When thinking about participation, it should be seen in terms of how power is 

exercised, rather than adults empowering children by ‘giving’ them power (Gallagher 2008). 

The term ‘powerful self’ refers to a situation where there is a realization of a lack of 

power; there are opportunities to demonstrate it by negotiating and acting in their social space 

(Bacon and Frankel 2014), leaving participation in the social process fluid, flexible and 

unending. Another aspect is the public demonstration of agency; this ties in with children 

needing to be heard and visible (Bacon and Frankel 2014). Although the models in section 

1.2 of participation include children having direct participatory practices, one needs to reflect 

about where the amplification of children’s voices is, as it ideally creates greater impact. 
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Children’s rights scholars have been focused on the ‘implementation gap’ between the 

UNCRC and practice while striving to close it (Reynaert et al. 2015). The current thesis is 

also interested in the gaps and successes of implementation of participation in practice 

specifically for children with disabilities. The UNCRC is often discussed in childhood studies 

literature and impacts the field’s view of the child, which will be discussed in the following 

section.  

 

1.3.4 Impact of UNCRC on literatures conceptualization of 
children  

 
The concept of childhood throughout history has evolved and has resulted in changes 

to laws, policies, social practices and how childhood is defined (James and James 2012). 

Debates in the 1970s and 1980s started to question the views of children that were centred on 

developmental and socialisation perspectives (Mayall 2012). The sociology of childhood then 

emerged during the late 1980s and early 1990s, during the time of adoption of the UNCRC 

(Mayall 2015). The “socially constructed child” depends on the child’s lifeworld; childhood 

is not finite, it is variable, and it is shaped by the context of its historical, moral, social, and 

political surroundings (James et al. 1998, p.27).  

The view of children was changing to an understanding of children as social actors 

rather than subjects (Sinclair 2004). A new paradigm was proposed for the subsequent study 

of childhood, the key features outlined are:  

1. “Childhood is understood as a social construction. As such it 
provides an interpretive frame for contextualizing the early years of 
human life. Childhood, as distinct from biological immaturity, is 
neither a natural nor universal feature of human groups but appears 
as a specific structural and cultural component of many societies. 
2. Childhood is a variable of social analysis. It can never be entirely 
divorced from other variables such as class, gender, or ethnicity. 
Comparative and cross-cultural analysis reveals a variety of 
childhoods rather than a single and universal phenomenon. 
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3. Children’s social relationships and cultures are worthy of study in 
their own right, independent of the perspective and concerns of 
adults. 
4. Children are and must be seen as active in the construction and 
determination of their own social lives, the lives of those around 
them and of the societies in which they live. Children are not just the 
passive subjects of social structures and processes.  
5. Ethnography is a particularly useful methodology for the study of 
childhood. It allows a more direct voice and participation in the 
production of sociological data than in usually possible through 
experimental or survey styles of research.  
6. Childhood is a phenomenon in relation to which the double 
hermeneutic of the social sciences in acutely present. That is to say, 
to proclaim a new paradigm of childhood sociology is also to engage 
in and respond to the process of reconstructing childhood in 
society.” 
(James and Prout 1997, p.8) 

 
Notions that children were ‘developing’, ‘incompetent’, and their childhood being 

‘universal’ were all critiqued through the ‘new’ paradigm (Woodhead 2009). The paradigm 

was seen as a “step forward”, as children were being viewed as competent social actors 

(Vandenbroeck and Bouverne-de Bie 2006). The answer to the question of what a child is, 

requires an interdisciplinary approach; the answer is dependent on a contextual understanding 

of the cultural, societal, historical, and theoretical positions (McNamee 2016). Childhood 

experienced across time is impacted by social class, race, gender, ethnicity and disability 

(Konstantoni and Emejulu 2017). It is useful to understand in full the features of the new 

paradigm of childhood studies, as the thesis is rooted in the understanding of children as 

social actors (Sinclair 2004). The paradigm shift changes how research was conducted in 

childhood studies, as it was shifting away from previous understandings of childhood (Tisdall 

and Punch 2012). It offers a context in which to examine everyday interactions, engaging 

with the structural impact and the understandings of how meanings are created (Frankel 

2017).  

The new paradigm of childhood studies views children as social actors. A summary of 

how children are conceptualized is shown below: 
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“Children as Welfare Dependants  
- Children are Dependants 
- Children are incompetent and vulnerable 
- Children need care, protection and control 
- Children’s childhoods are determined by adults 
 
Children as Young Citizens 
- Children are People 
- Children have strengths and competencies 
- Children need recognition, respect and participation  
- Children influence their own childhoods” 
(Neale and Flowerdew 2007, p.26) Also discussed in Neale (2002)  

 
The above notes offer an understanding of childhood from a different perspective, one 

which understands children as dependents and one which views children as young citizens. 

An important difference in perspectives should be noted, the welfare model of children’s 

experience is being applied rather than children taking part. The shift of thinking of children 

has emerged “within a mutual interdependence, recognition and respect for children and their 

views and experiences” (Fitzgerald et al. 2010, p.300). Children’s citizenship takes into 

account the cultural and social negotiations children experience (Warming 2017). Children as 

citizens incorporates the viewpoint that children should be entitled to equal rights to adults 

(Hanson 2012). Importance has been placed on the active roles of participation and 

negotiation through which children assert their citizenship (Cockburn 2013). Previously, 

views of children were shaped by adults; the shift recognizes that children can also be 

“shaping the way in which their community functions” (Miller 2000, p.28). However, 

children’s citizenship has been criticized, as only being accepted when adults are able to 

control it (Frankel 2017).  

The incorporation of the views of children builds on the idea that children create 

meaning in their lives and can shape their experiences. The term co-participant has been 

suggested for children by Frankel. Co-participant has been defined as “not only the 

acknowledgment of children as social agents but also actively create opportunities for their 

participation including change making activities with adults” (Frankel 2018, p.166). 
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Children’s competence goes beyond the opportunities ‘given’ to them by adults but is about 

children being actively engaged. Children are a part of shaping structures, practices, and 

surroundings (Frankel 2017). A social actor has been understood as children being “active in 

the construction of their own lives, the lives of those around them and of the societies in 

which they live” (James and Prout 1990, p.8). The two terms (co-participant and social actor) 

are very similar as children are seen to change and construct their surroundings; co-

participant, however, includes working with adults, as an equal partner, as a next step for 

action in the co-production of meaning.  

1.3.5 Section Summary  
 

This section of the chapter provided an overview of the UNCRC in relation to 

‘participation rights.’ The overview cited key examples from the UNCRC to understand the 

meanings suggested for participation rights. The section continued with themes and tensions 

of the UNCRC in implementation and literature. Key themes included the UNCRC being 

written from a top-down approach, adult and child relations and the impact on participation.  

Themes identified in childhood studies literature started with the ‘new’ paradigm of 

childhood emerging. Additionally, this chapter begins to position children in this thesis as co-

participants whose participation impacts their surroundings.  

As such, the considerations of this thesis are: (1) a critical examination of ‘good’ 

participation practices, (2) an examination to further understanding how participation is 

conceptualized, (3) an exploration of gaps between rights and practice, and (4) an 

examination of the relationships between adults and children. The chapter will continue with 

a discussion of childhood studies literature to further explore the considerations of the thesis.  
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1.4 Models of Participation  
The following section will discuss different approaches and models of children’s 

participation from literature. A critical examination of each will attempt to highlight gaps in 

understandings surrounding identifying and labelling different levels of participation. 

Approaches that will be discussed are; Hart’s Ladder of Participation (1992), Treseder’s 

Degrees of Participation (1997), Cornwall and Coelho (2007) Participatory Sphere, Sheir’s 

Levels of Participation (2001), White (1996) and Wall’s (2008) ideas on where to start 

participation, and Lundy’s (2007) Four Elements to Participation. Although this is a 

comprehensive review of a range of participation theories, with various perspectives that are 

worth discussing, the thesis has not explored all participation theories. 

1.4.1 Climbing the Ladder  
 

In 1992, Hart’s Ladder of Participation emerged; he adapted his ladder from 

Arnstein’s 1969 citizen participation ladder, as this was a useful starting point for thinking 

about children and young people’s participation. The ladder was designed to be a tool for 

children’s participation in community development; however, it has also been noted as a 

useful tool for looking at children’s impact in a variety of decision-making processes (James 

and James 2012). Hart’s Ladder of Participation can be seen in Figure 2 below.  
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Figure 2 Hart's Ladder of Participation (Hart, 1992, p.8) 

 
The bottom three rungs are meant to represent what participation is not 

(“manipulation, decoration, and tokenism”) and the top five rungs are meant to represent 

degrees of participation (“assigned but informed, consulted and informed, adult-initiated 

shared decisions with children, child-initiated and directed, and child-initiated shared 

decisions with adults”) (Hart 1992, p.8). Tokenism is problematic when children and young 

people participate in collective decision-making, as it is not sustainable, and it has limited 
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impact (Tisdall 2017). Hart cautions that the ladder is not “a simple measuring stick of the 

quality of any programme” (Hart 1992, p.11). An example of viewing it as such, is a criticism 

that suggests changing the highest rung of the ladder to ‘children in charge’ (Melton 1993). 

This is also echoed through Franklin’s work with the ladder, as her version changes the order 

as well as placing of children in charge at the top while removing lower rungs to add “adults 

rule, and adults rule kindly” (Franklin 1997, p.53). Although these criticisms or suggestions 

might seem valid, for children to participate fully, they need to be in charge without adults. 

Part of Hart’s reflections later on suggests that having children in charge, as the highest rung, 

may not be correct, because it is appropriate sometimes to invite others into the decision 

making as matters may also affect them as fellow citizens (Hart 2008). With the general 

comments on participation from the UN General Assembly including “information-sharing 

and dialogue between children and adults based on mutual respect” (UNCRC 2009, p.3), this 

supports Hart’s perspective. Hart recognizes that people have used the ladder as a 

comprehensive tool rather than what he meant it to be, a metaphor and a jumping off point 

for individual reflection (Hart 2008). The ladder becomes problematic, because taken 

literally, it suggests the highest rungs are superior to others, which is not always the case, 

especially across different settings and cultures (Hart 2008). The suggestion instead is to 

communicate these options of participation to children to stimulate a discussion (Hart 2008). 

Taking Hart’s Ladder of Participation to open one’s mind about participation results in this 

tool becoming useful. However, if using this tool becomes the only source of information 

about participation, it becomes problematic, as it is doubtful there can be a hierarchy of 

participation that is relevant across all settings. If adults are not engaging in a dialogue with 

children about participation and deciding for them based on a model, it defeats the purpose of 

participation.  
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Within literature there has been an emphasis on children participating collectively in 

decision making, and Hart’s Ladder incorporates individual and collective decision making. 

However, models of participation that are limited to “talking, thinking and deciding” exclude 

some groups such as young children (Alderson 2008), children with disabilities (Martin and 

Franklin 2010), and children with mental health issues (Dadich 2010).  

The Ladder is to be utilized by organizations and adults to gain a greater 

understanding of participation. Critiques of a top-down approach have been discussed in the 

previous section sometimes seen as consultation (Thomas 2007b), however, on the Ladder, 

consultation is labelled as non-participation. Hart recognizes at the top of the Ladder, there is 

an opportunity for children and adults to work alongside each other which aligns with the 

‘new’ paradigm of childhood.  

 

1.4.2 Removing the Foundation  
 

Following from Hart’s Ladder of Participation, Treseder (1997) reframed the 

understanding of the ladder to further promote participation. He suggests five degrees of 

participation being laid out in a circular format which includes: child-initiated, shared 

 
Figure 3 Degrees of Participation (Treseder, 1997, p.7) 
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decisions with adults, consulted and informed, assigned but informed, adult-initiated shared 

decisions with children, and child-initiated and directed (Treseder 1997, p.7). The model can 

be seen in Figure 3.  

Treseder’s work is an adaptation of Hart’s Ladder and his ideas surrounding 

participation. Treseder has developed a manual for the promotion of involving children and 

young people in decision-making. The idea for placing these degrees in a circular layout was 

to transform the ladder proposed by Hart from a hierarchal ranking and a step procedure to a 

discussion about what is best in a particular circumstance. Treseder suggests that child-

initiated is not the best form of participation in every circumstance, thereby modelling 

different types of participation as equal (Treseder 1997). The lowest rungs were also removed 

from the ladder, and the promotion of the levels of participation are meant to ensure that 

practitioners do not feel that they have failed if they do not reach the highest rung (Treseder 

1997). Decision-makers need to be willing to share some responsibility with children and 

young people for this process of participation to create change (Treseder 1997). The bottom 

rungs of the participation ladder were removed (as they are not actually participation), and it 

is important to note that these methods could be used without the realization that they are not 

participatory.  

For a successful project, decisions need to be made at the start about when and how 

children and young people will be involved in the decision-making processes (Treseder 

1997). The idea of the circular format was to show that these forms of participation are equal, 

although different practices of children’s participation (Treseder 1997). To break down 

barriers of participation, Treseder suggests reflecting upon: ensuring real access to decision 

making, awareness of potential negative attitudes, changing work practices to limit negative 

attitudes, providing real access to information, and ensuring financial resources (Treseder 

1997, p.28). 
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1.4.3 Stepping Stones  
 

The section will now offer a participation model that is different from Hart’s Ladder, 

Sheir’s model of participation. Sheir (2001) offers another model of participation that has 

five levels and fifteen questions in a logical order for the planning stages of incorporating 

participation, as seen in Figure 4.  
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The levels include: “children are listened to, children are supported in expressing their 

views, children’s views are taken into account, children are involved in the decision-making 

processes, and children share power and responsibility for decision-making” (Sheir 2001, 

p.107). At each one of these levels, there are questions to help the reader reflect on their 

participation planning and practice. To stimulate this reflection, the questions help to analyse 

how committed a person is to participate through a series of questions about “opening, 

 
Figure 4 Levels of Participation (Sheir, 2001, p.107) 
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opportunity and obligation” (Sheir 2001, p.110). These questions address: opening (at the 

beginning of each stage when or if a person is ready to commit to participation at that level), 

opportunity (including the development of new procedures, training, gathering of resources 

and knowledge), and obligation (operation at this level by policy, and obligation of staff).  It 

is interesting to note here that adults have the choice to include children, rather than asking if 

children are ready. This is a common experience within participation that hierarchical 

constraints can block or hinder children’s choices on participation (Baraldi and Cockburn 

2018). Adults do not always know what is best when it comes to children’s participation 

(Lansdown 2006,2010). To encourage participation, children should be seen as entitled to 

equal participation opportunities and being a part of decision-making processes (Bjerke 

2011).  

A major difference between Sheir and Hart’s participation model is that Sheir has 

nothing equivalent to the three bottom non-participation rungs of Hart’s Ladder. Within 

Sheir’s model, there is a clear indication of meeting the requirements of the UNCRC (after 

level 3 and what is beyond). It is different to Hart’s model in that it is not as rigid a placement 

of where participation practices lie. As Sheir’s model is something that individuals or 

organizations can reflect upon, look back at, re-evaluate, and strive to towards the next 

question or level of participation. For children to be included in the decision-making stages, 

individuals need to be reflecting on the role of the child. They need to be perceiving children 

as experts, knowledge creators and co-producers of knowledge (Tisdall 2017) to understand 

the current hierarchy of knowledge production. At the end of each level, it asks if there is a 

policy in place to sustain that level of participation in decision making. The following section 

will explore participation from a bottom-up perspective.  

1.4.4 Gap of Voices  
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Although theorized in a democratic arena, this emergence of space is relevant for 

empowerment from the bottom-up perspective of participation to include a diversity of 

interests (Cornwall and Coelho 2007). A “participatory sphere” emerged in 2007 through the 

work of Cornwall and Coelho to empower people to participate, as they saw a gap between 

“normative expectations and empirical realities” (Cornwall and Coelho 2007, p.5). The 

participatory sphere is attempting to fill this gap by inclusion and voice representation 

(2007).  In a democracy sense, the ideal result would be to improve public policy through 

citizens and states communicating and negotiating effectively (2007). This bottom up 

approach allows for the implementation across various settings, forms of power and cultures 

(Gaventa 2007). The relationship of this participatory sphere with the government and civil 

society is only partial, because they are outside of the formal political institutions and as well 

as outside of everyday life (Cornwall and Coelho 2007).  Commonalities such as ideas, 

beliefs, social networks, and prejudices may be shared by the state actors within the 

participatory sphere (Heller 2001). These heterogeneous actors (state, civil society, and 

others) negotiate and communicate looking at constraints at local and political levels to 

facilitate an action by opening areas of decision-making and creating spaces in which people 

can take part in political life (Cornwall and Coelho 2007).   

Physical space is not the only thing that children and young people need to participate 

in effectively, young people need space to develop the skills in addition to ongoing support 

(Donoghue et al. 2002). “Children’s ability to participate is limited to clearly defined social 

spaces, most of which are policed and regulated by adults” (James and James 2008, p.92). 

These spaces of power, in which various practices and exercises of power may silence certain 

actors or exclude them from these spaces entirely (Gaventa 2005). People produce spaces, they 

are not pre-existing, and spaces can shape people rather than spaces being neutral (Gallagher 

2006).  



 40 

In order for marginalized and excluded populations to participate, they need more 

than an invitation; they need to recognize themselves as citizens and be aware of what their 

participation is going to be promoted as 

(Cornwall 2004). Children and young 

people can be disempowered before they 

participate, because they have a smaller 

network of knowledge than adults, and 

accessible materials may be filled with 

jargon (Treseder 1997). Children are in 

need of their own space to ensure their 

voices are not overruled by adults (Cornwall 2008). It is not only about having collaboration 

between children and adults but also having an environment where children and young 

people feel comfortable participating with and alongside adults (Wyness 2013). 

Participatory spheres should be open to anyone wanting to participate; however, there 

is a risk that citizens who participate may not be able to fully identify with the questions at 

hand (such as middle class people attending a process on poverty) (Cornwall and Coelho 

2007). There is a danger in respect of creating these ‘invited spaces’ that they will be 

embedded with the power of the people who have created them (Cornwall 2002), although 

these spaces can also be where citizens assert their rights and just not passively accept the 

space by adapting to engage effectively (Cornwall and Coelho, 2007).  

 

1.4.5 Where to Start, From the Bottom or the Top? 
 

Rights need to be re-thought through a perspective of responsibility to one another, 

not necessarily about agency, autonomy or entitlement (Wall 2008). Wall (2008) 

 
Figure 5 Human Rights in Light of Children 
(Wall, 2008, p.540) 
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characterizes participation rights from a bottom- up perspective, versus a top down 

(protection rights) or developmental (provision), see Figure 5.  

The bottom-up approach implies that views of the people at the bottom of the power 

structure are to be considered in decision-making, as they are the people affected, while top 

down implies the imposition of decisions on the lower structure without considering the 

views of the affected people. Children’s rights cannot be simplified to one right alone, as they 

are all intertwined with one another (Wall, 2008). The model is in a circle to reflect the 

responsibility to one another, which is a cycle of “both passive responsiveness and active 

responding” (Wall, 2008, p.16). It is inclusive of children in the way they are able to engage 

and shape their networks and social worlds (Wall, 2008).  

When looking at top-down and bottom-up interests in relation to participation, 

Hanson and Nieuwenhuys (2012) stress that there is a circular process of children’s rights 

with changing and unforeseen circumstances that cannot be translated into a top-down or 

bottom up activity.  

White (1996) provides four forms and functions of participation by looking at the 

relationships, of the different actors involved, as top-down and bottom-up participation does 

not always match up neatly. The four forms that White includes are: “nominal participation” 

(less powerful people want to be involved, top-down actors want legitimization for 

decisions), “instrumental participation” (community members are involved, however the cost 

is on them), “representative participation” (top-down actors have more effective results, 

bottom-up members have a ‘voice’ in decisions), and “transformation participation” (both 

participants aim for empowerment) (White 1996). Participation interests from these 

categories can be seen in Figure 6. 
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Different forms of participation are shown in line with their related interests. 

Participation is a power dynamic through a negotiation and construction of interests which 

has potential to challenge patterns of power, or to reproduce existing ones (White, 2008). 

Participation rights unlike protection policies can challenge power relationships (Tisdall 

2017). Shifting participation in Figure 6 shows that interests can move from being cost 

effective, which does not challenge power relaitonships, to one where empowerment is the 

goal. White suggests that participation needs to be discussed in respect to the desired ways to 

participate, not just about enabling people to participate (White 1996). The knowledge 

exchange between children and adults is important for participatory practices to work and to 

respect everyone’s input needs to be demonstrated, as voice does not equate to inclusion or 

an outcome (Percy-Smith 2006). To solve the problem of just enabling people to participate, 

transformative participation would be the ideal, as it brings both parties together empowering 

one another. However, it leaves a lot of room for different implementations to reach this, and 

it does not include a piece to be reflexive about the process. Although it is important to be 

aware of where a participatory practice may fall, this does not go far enough to ensure 

constant improvement and implementation.  

1.4.6 Participation Elements  
 

 
Figure 6 Interests in Participation (White, 1996, p.7) 
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To conceptualize Article 12 of the UNCRC, Lundy (2007) presents four elements for 

impact: space, voice, audience, and influence (Lundy, 2007, p.933).  The elements can be 

found in Figure 7 as being intertwined with children’s rights. The model is showing elements 

that are interrelated and overlapping and can only be fully understood when it is in relation to 

other elements of the 

UNCRC (Lundy, 2007). 

“Space - Children must be 

given the opportunity to 

express a view; voice - 

children must be 

facilitated to express their 

views, audience - the 

view must be listened to 

and influence - the view 

must be acted upon, as appropriate” (italics added, Lundy 2007, p.933). It is still being 

argued that for meaningful participation, children need to be visible and their voices need to 

be heard (Frankel et al. 2015). Voice has been critiqued further that there is a need to have a 

presence within society (Moosa-Mitha 2005).  Lundy recognizes that a criticism of Article 12 

is that it is easy for adults to not only listen to children, but to also take their views seriously 

(Lundy 2007). Conceptualizing participation in this way means that children may through 

participation decide the issues, at some point children’s views may be the most relevant and 

erase the assumption that adults should always have input in a decision (Lundy, 2007). As a 

good practice, it is important that adults give children feedback about what role their voice 

played in decision-making (Lundy, 2007). This practice would include children, because it 

would show them how their voice and audience assisted in making changes in participation 

 
Figure 7 The Lundy Model of Participation (Lundy, 2007, p.932) 
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more sustainable, because it would feedback into creating a space that encourages children to 

participate.  

It is important to note that space in practice can also be restricting, as seen through 

forbidding spaces, such as staff rooms or floors being blocked off (Gallacher 2005). 

Additionally, children are sometimes required to “be in the right place at the right time” 

(Harden 2012), leaving children’s space to participate and engage as sectioned off time. 

Sometimes space for children with disabilities is inaccessible and it has been mentioned in 

literature that space perhaps should include technology, as it opens potential for expression 

and perspectives of children with disabilities rather than a focus on voice (Lankshear and 

Knobel 2011). 

In Lundy’s model there is no attempt for children to ‘prove’ their capabilities, or 

autonomy which is adhering to the UNCRC preamble, that all children are included. There is 

an understanding of a process of participation that is built on communication and interactions 

(Lundy 2007). However, a piece missing is learning participation, a process of enquiry that 

would make improvements or changes to the participation process itself (Percy-Smith 2018). 

The lack of reflection in the model from children may challenge the understanding of it being 

a ‘good thing’ (Cairns 2006). As enforceability is lacking (Tisdall and Punch 2012), it is 

important to include children’s feedback on the participation experience itself for 

improvements and to ensure implementation expectations are being met.   

 

1.4.7 Section Summary  
 

This section of the Chapter discussed different participation models on how one may 

understand and conceptualize participation. The models discussed were Hart’s Ladder of 

Participation (1992), Treseder’s Degrees of Participation (1997), Cornwall and Coelho 

(2007) Participatory Sphere, Sheir’s Levels of Participation (2001), White (1996) and Wall’s 
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(2008) ideas on where to start participation, and Lundy’s (2007) Four Elements to 

Participation. 

The participation models generally looked at ‘talking, thinking and deciding’ in 

regard to participation that may leave out children with disabilities (Martin and Franklin 

2010), which is of importance for this thesis. Additionally, models were developed by adults 

leaving children out of a participatory process. Furthermore, there is an addition needed for 

feedback for children to discuss potential changes to their participation processes.  

The section is highlighting a need for further understanding of (1) children’s agency, (2) 

relationships between adults and children, (3) the interplay of participation and agency, and 

(4) what does participation look like in the everyday context. The gaps of understanding will 

be explored in the next section of this Chapter.  

1.5 Unpacking children’s lived participation 
experiences 

 
The following section will unpack the role children have in participation as a lived 

reality. The section will start with the understanding of the relationship between adults and 

children. The following is a discussion on agency, as the term is important to understand 

within childhood studies, and for a full understanding of participation. The section will then 

conclude with key themes that have shaped the research questions.  

 

1.5.1 Relationships between adults and children  
 

In 1994, Qvortrup theorized two different ways children were being viewed as a result 

of a social construction of childhood either as a “human being” or a “human becoming” 

(Qvortrup 1994, p.2).  

“…adulthood is regarded as the goal and end-point of individual 
development or perhaps even the very meaning of a person’s 
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childhood. They are however revealing for the maybe unintended 
message, which seems to indicate that children are not members or 
at least not integrated members of society. This attitude, while 
perceiving childhood as a moratorium and a preparatory phase, thus 
confirms postulates about children as “naturally” incompetent and 
incapable.” 
(Qvortrup 1994, p.2)  
 

Adults, defined as beings, place them as competent providers and in control 

(Qvortrup, 1994). Where children, as becomings, are “less than fully human, unfinished or 

incomplete” (Jenks 1996, p.10). Adults are seen as a ‘finished’ being which is often 

associated with autonomy (Arneil 2012, Mayall 2015). This interpretation of human 

becomings can be seen through a developmental psychology lens; a blank slate being filled 

by society with a sense of children needing to adhere to the social norms or to be at risk of 

being labelled deviant (McNamee 2016).  Children are seen as a future being and not yet 

rational (McNamee, 2016). The becoming period of life is protected and ideally free from 

adult responsibilities (Bjerke, 2011), so children can play and enjoy this period of life (Aitken 

et al. 2007).   

Socialization theory, as described by Waksler, “leaves out both what children are 

doing when others are socializing them, and when others are not. It neglects the worlds that 

children design by themselves for themselves” (Waksler 1991, p.21). This exclusion of 

children from adulthood leaves a divide between children and adults showcasing children as 

different and enabling the power divide (Frankel 2017). Contradicting the notion of human 

becomings as a concept has been due to children being “not simply the product of universal 

biological and social processes, but are active participants in their social worlds and in those 

of adults” (James and James 2004, p.24). The belief that adults may know best in comparison 

to children is a hierarchal belief that creates a barrier to children’s participation (Lansdown 

2006,2010).  
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To transition effectively, society should not base competence on age or as being a 

‘complete’ human, but rather it should be about seeing all humans (adults and children) as 

being fundamentally incomplete and dependent (Lee 2001, Prout 2005).  Adulthood should 

not be assumed to be stable, rather it can be changed, adapted and flexible (Lee 2001, Prout 

2011). Instead of separating adults and children with adjectives, such as knowledgeable and 

developing, one can view all humans as both human beings and becomings (Bacon and 

Frankel 2014, Invernizzi and Williams 2008).  Humans are better viewed as both beings and 

becomings working together as collaborators and partners in a co-construction of change to 

the dominant societal structures (Frankel 2017); this creates a meaningful space encouraging 

participation (Cornwall and Coelho 2007).  

Participation in social structures therefore varies “and reflects ambiguities as well as 

uncertainties of what it means to be a child citizen […] moving on a line from being equal to 

being different” (Kjørholt and Lidén 2004, p.64). Viewing children as differently equal, 

responsible beings when participating responsibly in society (decision-making, trusted to be 

unaccompanied) allows them to improve their power, status and autonomy (Bjerke 2011). 

When children do things responsibly (maturely with trust), they are able to access more 

responsibility in their lives, such as being home alone and choosing when to do chores (Such 

and Walker 2004). When children demonstrate their capacity through being responsible, they 

are able to participate in their community (Lister 2008). When not presented opportunities to 

show that they are responsible beings, it leads to further exclusion from being able to 

participate in “doing responsible things” (Bjerke 2011), and learning opportunities to develop 

competencies (James and James 2012). Acting responsibly and being self-reliant can be seen 

as a construction of agency by utilizing power and knowledge (Smith 2012), it increases the 

‘participating child’ which instead of it being liberating, can become a reason for adults to 

justify more surveillance (Smith 2012).   
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The relationship between adults and children is complex, as how they navigate 

participating together is influenced with the wider context. Politics of communities and 

neighbourhoods, social norms, and different views of children all influence how adults and 

children interact (Percy-Smith 2006). Participation literature has left adults out, as it is argued 

that children create their own practices and spaces (Mannion 2007). However, it is argued 

that understanding these complex relationships is important for fully comprehending the 

implications for children’s participation (Mannion 2007). It is important to understand the 

different roles adults and children have in participatory processes for a full picture of the 

children’s worlds (Wyness 2015). The relationship between adults and children is imperative 

to unpack and continue to reflect upon. To further the understanding, the next section will 

discuss structures and children’s agency and their parts to play within these relationships.  

 

1.5.2 Agency  
 
The current chapter highlights participation understandings, which is consistent with 

the sociology of childhood, as it has been a topic of importance for a long time (James and 

Prout 1990). Similar importance has been placed on children’s agency (James et al. 1998), 

which is different than participation, it is assumed to be exercised by children when they are 

participating (James and James 2004, Wyness 2015). However in childhood studies, it is 

often treated as needing limited explanation, as it is a characteristic of humans (Prout 2005). 

Agency can be looked at as children’s ability to act autonomously from their surrounding 

structures (James and James 2008) focused on their capabilities and influences on the 

surrounding environments (Oswell 2013). This view on agency suggests that children are 

able to act in a way that is not determined by adults (Baraldi 2014). The term agency has 

been critiqued and highly promoted in childhood studies which this current section will start 

to unpack.   



 49 

‘The age of children’s agency’ has been of high importance on policy agendas in the 

twentieth century (Oswell 2016). Agency has been seen as a role that children have as social 

actors (James and James 2008). Research looking at children’s agency and participation on 

Western societies has been focused in institutional settings (examples; Thomas 2007b, 

Wyness 2009). It is worth noting that other contexts have been explored such as with sports 

teams (Cockburn, 2017), domestic violence in family settings (Katz 2015) and new global 

society settings (Clemensen 2016, Percy-Smith and Thomas 2010a).  

‘Simple agency’ can be thought of as a basic level of children’s actions that they can 

modify and change sequences of events (Giddens 1984). This view of agency can be seen in 

the context of children’s participation is subordinated to the authority of adults, where 

hierarchical social order is present, and there is a level of cooperation (André and Godin 

2014, Clemensen 2016). Cooperation with the power structures theorizes children as 

accepting the status quo rather than showing the availability of action opportunities or 

choices to make change (Baraldi and Cockburn 2018). It has been argued that children’s 

participation within interactions with their surroundings, and as well as with adults and peers, 

will change future interactions as they navigate various relationships and power structures 

(Hutchby 2007). Additionally, it has been difficult to fully label agency within interactions, 

as sometimes it can be observed as children’s involvement in asking questions or it may be 

minimal signals in their environments (Muftee 2015).  

Participation and agency in childhood studies often go hand in hand. As agency can 

be used to critically look at whether participation is authentic, by looking at access, whether 

children have been a part of the decision-making processes and practices which may or may 

not be driven by children’s interests (Wyness 2018). Additionally, this critical look can 

review the options children have available to participate.  Children’s agency can be based on 

the availability of choices for action, which could then perhaps offer different action 
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opportunities (Baraldi 2014). Availability of choices of action, individual’s judgement to act, 

and the choices one makes to act can be ways to observe agency (Baraldi 2014,2015, Bjerke 

2011, James 2009, James and James 2008, Percy-Smith 2010). Children’s active participation 

can be described as children practising agency rather than just having a voice (Amadasi and 

Ievese 2018, Iervese and Baraldi 2014). This view then suggests that agency can be a 

transformational view of participation (Mayall 2002). In relation to research, children’s 

participation in decision making is ideal rather than children’s consultation (Clark and Percy-

Smith 2006, Hill et al. 2004, Percy-Smith 2006). Children’s agency within the decision-

making process is a direct link to participation (Baraldi and Cockburn 2018). 

The first theory of agency that will be discussed is the Continuum of Agency showing 

a range of actions that may be requested, forced, automatic or self-initiated. Degrees of 

agency have been discussed on a continuum as: no agency, little agency, ‘secret’ agency, and 

‘public’ agency  (Bell et al. 2007). First, no agency can be described as having no choice in a 

matter and being forced to act. Second, little agency is where there is little choice, and one is 

acting on the basis to survive. Third, secret agency is acting to resist adult control subtly. 

Finally, public agency is acting alongside adults. The Continuum of Agency also notes that 

agency is experienced differently by whom and where they are and what they are doing (Bell 

et al. 2007). Moreover, their agency can change throughout the continuum depending on 

different contexts (Robson et al. 2007).  

Understanding agency on a continuum is also discussed in the understanding of thick 

and thin agency (Klocker 2007). Thick agency would be understood as having the ability to 

act through a range of options, and ‘thinned’ is often looked at in everyday contexts which 

have little options to act as they are in restrictive settings (Klocker 2007). Thick agency has 

been implied that there is participation in social change (Baraldi and Cockburn 2018). 

Agency is looked at through ‘structures, contexts, and relationships that can act as dynamic 
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‘thinners’ or ‘thickeners’ of ‘individuals’ agency, by constraining or expanding their range of 

viable choices (Klocker 2007). A thinning of agency can be in relation to poverty, gender, 

and lack of opportunities. Ansell (2009) discusses how children are limited with their agency 

combining this with thick and thin agency, thin would be at a macro level (policies) and thick 

agency could be seen at local levels (Tisdall and Punch 2012). However, agency can still be 

present, as children can “actively negotiate the expectations and power relations that surround 

them” (Klocker 2007, p.85).  

In childhood studies, it has been noted that looking only at individual agency is 

problematic (examples; Frankel 2017, Gallagher and Gallacher 2008, Tisdall 2012), as 

childhood is complex. Agency is often discussed alongside understandings of competence, 

instead of understanding the complex network of actors and shifting relationships (Oswell 

2013). Agency is shaped through relationships, as it is negotiated through constraints and 

opportunities (Leonard 2016) emphasizing the process rather than outcomes (Valentine 

2011). Similarly, a difference has been highlights as an actor “is someone who does 

something; the agent is someone who does something with other people” (James 2011, p.41). 

Children and adults alike do not escape ‘structural constraints’ (Bluebond‐Langner and 

Korbin 2007). Through this resistance, children can gain power over adults by creating 

possibilities, powering themselves (self-respect) and powering by acting in a group as a 

process of empowerment (Samman and Santos 2009).  However, as has been argued, children 

are able to move between hierarches and boundaries  (James and Prout 1995), to do this, they 

use ‘strategic flexibility’ (Bacon and Frankel 2014). Children use strategic actions in their 

everyday lives by engaging with power structures through navigating complex and multi-

layered relationships sometimes gaining identity, power and capital (Frankel 2017).   

Therefore, there is a need to understand agency further through the context of children’s 

environments.  
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1.5.3 Contextual Agency 
 
The previous subsection discussion of agency suggests the need for further exploration 

on how the structure, social, cultural, and environmental factors affect children’s agency.  

The exploration of agency in childhood studies is often reliant on individual notions of 

“authentic choice of self-direction action” (Valentine 2011, p.348). Further the “isolated 

human individual” who is showing “individual agency” is missing the larger context (Oswell 

2013, p.50). The identification of agency can be “by positioning children in their own 

contexts and looking at the micro level of peer interactions” (Vanderbroek and Bouverne-de 

Bie 2006, p.128). This viewpoint has become a “point of departure for many contemporary 

studies of children’s everyday lives” (James 2009, p.11). Additional arguments suggest that 

agency is also “dynamic and constantly shifting” (Robson et al. 2007, p.135) and a more in-

depth understanding is needed.  

It has been argued that agency, as a term in childhood studies, often offers a 

minimalist definition as ‘to act purposively’ and further that the focus is on individuals’ 

choices and actions (Valentine 2011, p.349). Similarly, this is viewed as ‘isolated human 

individual’ and therefore is ‘individualized agency’ (Oswell 2013, p.50). A different view of 

agency is offered that instead of discussing agency, as the individual acting or labelling it as 

such, looking at it more relationally.  

“thinking about agency, not as located within the individual child 
faced against social structure, but as itself distributed across a 
network of agents of actors, both human and non-human.” 
(Oswell 2013, p.69) 

 

The approach to understand agency as between groups and individuals that are 

interdependent is comparable to others (examples; Burkitt 2016, Konstantoni 2012, Moosa-

Mitha 2005). The term agency has been seen as problematic when describing children as 

independent social actors (Gallagher and Gallacher 2008). In the field of sociology, 
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children’s agency is discussed in the context of the significance of diverse experiences 

(Morrow 2006). It has also been noted that there has been a tendency to generalize and group 

childhood experiences such as being ‘all boys’ or ‘all girls’ (Morrow 2006). Children’s 

participation has been modelled in different forms and are associated with ‘lived’ social 

relations (Percy-Smith 2010). It has been clear that agency and participation needs to be 

observed in children’s social and cultural lives (Baraldi and Cockburn 2018). Additionally, 

children’s actions, power, and negotiation of meanings in the lived contexts of social 

relations can show participation as agency (Baraldi and Cockburn 2018). 

First, when promoting children’s agency, it is important to recognize adults are 

“facilitators rather than technicians” additionally “both children and adults are co-

constructors of knowledge and expertise” (Hill et al. 2004, p.84). Taking children’s views 

into account requires a dialogue which is based on “mutual interdependence, recognition and 

respect for children and their views and experiences “ (Fitzgerald et al. 2010, p.300). It is 

important to understand the adults’ role in how they are constraining or enabling children’s 

differing expressions of agency, as this impacts their everyday lives (Leonard 2016). As often 

adults run and develop organizations, the structure of activities are important to acknowledge 

as there are perhaps practices and assessments that may hinder or enable children’s right to 

make choices and participate in their environments (Baraldi and Cockburn 2018). It is 

perhaps important for children’s agency to be recognized in a rights-based approach, as a way 

of looking at how children affirm and achieve specific rights that go beyond an agency and 

protection divide (Alanen 2009). Unavoidable components of social life are hierarchical 

constraints and structures that block children’s participation and choices of action (Baraldi 

and Cockburn 2018). Blocking children’s choices for action may hinder their ability to make 

a greater social change within their environments.  

Second, it is important to view children’s’ experiences as being a part of an 
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interaction of social context within specific environments, prior experiences, and children’s 

life history (Valsiner 1998). Children’s interpretations, purposes and meanings of their 

actions should be analysed in different social contexts (Kumpulainen and Ouakrim-Soivio 

2019).  As children are embedded in generational relationships and social positions that “all 

offer different opportunities and constraints for children to act and, in doing so, exercise their 

agency” (James 2009, p.43).  However, it has been argued that the term agent could be used 

as well:  

“The term agent suggests a further dimension: negotiation with 
others, with the effect that the interaction makes a difference – to a 
relationship or to a decision, to the workings of a set of social 
assumptions or constraints.”  
(Mayall 2002, p.21) 
 

James further argues that “there are any number of understandings, ambiguities and 

difficulties that children need to resolve and interpret on the way” making agency therefore 

“what it means to act” (James 2009, p.41). There is a downside to viewing children this way, 

in that participation can then become over-regulated and put pressure on children (Hartas 

2008). Due to this pressure on children to participate, a choice should always be available, if 

children choose not to assert their agency, or to participate (Tisdall and Punch 2012), and 

there are measures in place to ensure truly voluntary participation (Hill 2006). Tisdall and 

Punch (2012) go on to question this view of children as being agents, because it replaces 

seeing children as vulnerable, and what then happens to those vulnerable populations.  An 

example used, shows tensions of poverty, and government structure through child soldiers, if 

children were agents able to construct their lives (James and Prout 1990) and have the ability 

to push back against power structures (Frankel 2017) should they be responsible for 

committing violent acts? This analysis leaves agency as a double-edged sword for children. 

When children assert their agency, there are “… circumstances in which children’s agency is 

perceived as negative, challenging or problematic” (Tisdall and Punch 2012, p.258).  
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Additionally, children can exercise their agency “by actively using their resources and abilities in 

their relations with others in both positive and negative ways” (Bjerke 2011, p.94). Similarly, 

there is attention needed for when participation becomes challenging, such as when different 

voices collide, and how young people are being responded to, so as to ensure effectiveness of 

conveying young people’s realities (Percy-Smith 2006).  

By examining the literature, children’s agency needs to be viewed and conceptualized 

through a relational understanding of participation. Agency is produced through different 

environments and social relations which is ever changing and can be expressed in various 

ways.  Therefore, there is starting to be a development of the idea that children’s’ lives need 

to be explored through their lived experiences to fully understand their participation.  

1.5.4 Lived experience  
 

The following subsection will suggest understanding participation as a negotiated and 

lived experience for children which can include children’s agency, relationships, social and 

cultural contexts. Childhood is not a fixed concept; children’s rights should also not be a 

fixed concept, as they are constantly changing, incomplete and being reinvented, they should 

be ‘lived’ (Hanson and Nieuwenhuys 2012), by making the most of their daily living 

situation. Through active engagement and confronting challenges faced, they created living 

rights even before laws are implemented (Hanson and Nieuwenhuys, 2012). These lived 

realities and practices of rights means that they are experienced and realized by people well 

before national and international laws, therefore, the experience of rights is alive (Hanson and 

Nieuqenhuys, 2012). When children are viewed as expressing agency, this becomes a lived 

citizenship where children are viewed as citizens (James 2011); this fits with the view that 

children are social actors, as children shape their rights in their social worlds (Hanson and 

Nieuwenhuys 2012). These social practices that children shape in their worlds through action 

become their living rights (Hanson and Nieuwenhuys, 2012). The instability of right and 
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wrong exists through practices and lived experiences, which can be translated into law; these 

translations are not always free from political and legal deliberations (Nieuwenhuys et al. 

2016).  From this position, children are viewed as actors, as they “can make their own lives 

rather than have their lives made for them” (Freeman 2007a, p.8). A living rights example 

showing universal rights do not always reflect specific contexts is street children who have 

been vocal about not wanting to be “rescued” taking actions such as marches asking for safe 

conditions, not the banishment (Nieuwenhuys et al. 2016). This perspective is showing how 

children’s rights are being experienced and received on the ground and how children are 

being challenged (Vandenhole 2012).  Disagreements will happen, as the rights are alive, and 

should not be seen as a weakness (Nieuwenhuys et al. 2016). Social movements are 

visualizations of children being critical of current practices to challenge who is excluded 

from the making of laws and practices (Nieuwenhuys 2009). 

Another relevant position in support of living rights is the concept of “children’s rights 

from below” (Liebel 2012, p.14), which also positions children as social actors transforming 

their social worlds. “Rights thought up and formulated by children themselves have a more 

direct and concrete connection to their lives and their ideas of a just and equitable existence” 

(Liebel 2012, p.14). Rights can only exist through people and people construct their rights for 

a social purpose that is a reflection of the relationships between agency, actors and structures 

(Stammers 2012). There is an understanding that there is variations of children’s lives and 

how different experiences can be interpreted and explored. Therefore, a different viewpoint 

to understand rights is perhaps 

“an imperfect compromise negotiated at a certain moment in time 
and in specific contexts by individuals representing different local 
and organizational interests and possessing different kinds of 
knowledge, skills and power.”  
 (Hanson and Nieuwenhuys 2012, p.10) 
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Exploring children’s’ rights at a local level and how they are actually practised and 

negotiated can give a greater understanding (Desmet et al. 2015, Reynaert et al. 2015). It is 

important for researchers to study different views of stakeholders such as parents, children 

and other key personal  to develop a multifaceted view of participation (Reynaert et al. 2015). 

The living rights perspective aims to develop a “thick understanding” of children’s 

experiences and lived realities (Desmet et al. 2015, p.419). This understanding can create a 

complex interweaving recognition of community, relationships, responsibilities and rights 

(Abebe 2013).  

Lived childhood takes into account intersectionality of their experiences such as 

through social class, ethnicity, gender and disability (Baraldi and Cockburn 2018). Children 

may be categorised into one of these groups, however, lived experience takes into account all 

of the individuals cultural, social and personal identities (Baraldi and Cockburn 2018). These 

identities are ‘multiple and shifting positions’ (Kustatscher et al. 2015) and this perhaps 

affects children’s lived participation experiences. There is a need for a greater understanding 

of children’s identities in interactions (Connolly and Morrow 2006), and in understanding 

exclusionary and inclusionary practices (Devine and Kelly 2006). People are constructing 

their realities, engaging with meaning-making through social interactions, lived experiences 

and understandings (Lincoln and Guba 2000). Ensuring context is incorporated through the 

understanding of the process of participation will create a more in-depth understanding. 

Participation can be understood as through children’s ‘lived’ social relations (Percy-Smith 

and Thomas 2010b) showing children’s meaning negotiations, the complexities of day to day 

life and their process of power and action (Davis and Smith 2012). The thesis is interested in 

understanding this ‘lived’ participation experience, to do so it required the unpacking of 

participation relationships, outcomes, structures and aims (Davis and Smith 2012, p.59).  
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1.5.5 Section Summary  
 

The current section aim was to explore gaps in understanding of children’s agency, child 

and adult relationships, and what participation looks like in everyday contexts. The section 

looked to expand the often-minimalist definition of agency to a relational understanding 

taking into account the entire setting followed by the analysis of lived childhoods taking into 

account the ‘real’ lives of children (Baraldi and Cockburn 2018). Lived realities can give 

insight to the diverse development of voice, agency, participation, everyday interactions, 

practices, and relationships.  

The importance of the section for the thesis is to understand agency, lived experiences 

and adult-child relationships to further explore the topics in the field. Lived experience of 

children’s everyday practices will allow for an in-depth analysis that incorporates all aspects 

of the participation processes.  

 

1.6 Chapter One Conclusion  
 

The current chapter has discussed children’s participation according to the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) followed by participation theories. Participation 

generally has been seen as ‘good’ through policy, literature, and research. As seen in the first 

section of the chapter, there are implementation gaps between theory and practice. The 

UNCRC had impacts on the literature and how children are conceptualized. The section starts 

to discuss the idea of living rights, as a criticism of the UNCRC which has been written from 

a top-down perspective. Additionally, the way in which children are viewed and 

conceptualized has an impact on how children participate in terms of opportunities and 

constraints. It is important for the thesis to understand different views, as in the field there 

will be varying views of children at play.  
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In discussions surrounding participation theory, I illustrated that children’s perspectives 

were not consulted when developing the participation models. The models show what is and 

what is not participation. Furthermore, some include aspects that are needed in order for 

participation to take place. The discussion built on the participation ideals from the previous 

section and gave overviews of models that strive to achieve participation alongside children. 

The models highlight the importance for children’s perspectives on participation, and my 

thesis will utilize the models as a starting point for understanding children’s participation.  

The last section of the current chapter discussed the relationship between adults and children. 

Children’s agency was discussed simply and then more in-depth to understand how 

children’s agency can be relational. The importance was demonstrated by looking at the 

whole picture of children’s actions to understand their position, aims and wishes. The section 

finished with a discussion of lived experience and the importance of context which is 

everchanging and renegotiated between children, adults, and structures. Lived experiences for 

the thesis will offer an interpretation of children’s participation and how it is negotiated in 

everyday contexts through power, and relationships.  

 The following chapter will explore the topics of disability models and inclusion. The 

various disability study models will highlight key themes, tensions, and gaps. Inclusion will 

also be explored through different definitions, including the understanding of inclusion in 

relation to the environment of physical activity. The chapter will also link the topics of 

disability and inclusion to the Canadian context.  
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Chapter Two: An Overview of 
Disability and Inclusion - Key 
Considerations 
 

2.1 Introduction 
This chapter aims to explore key themes, gaps and tensions in which this thesis may 

contribute towards a further the understanding of disability. Disability can be understood 

through various approaches such as the medical, social, human rights and social relational 

along with other models. The chapter will begin with an overview of some disability models 

whilst highlighting key debates in the field. The various disability models discussed provide 

an overview of contrasting views and objectives to begin to understand the vast differences in 

perspectives.  In the first section, the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities (UNCRPD 2007), will be discussed to make links between theory and policy.  

The chapter will then discuss the implications of the context in which this thesis takes 

place. The section will identify considerations of being a child with a disability in a Canadian 

context and in an extracurricular physical activity context. The context has an impact on the 

construction of how the knowledge is created throughout this thesis. 

The last section of this chapter will provide a discussion of inclusion from various 

perspectives, including tensions in definitions of what inclusion means in sport environments, 

the delivery of inclusion, social justice and social inclusion. The overview of inclusion will 

highlight key considerations of this thesis. 

The chapter will conclude by identifying key considerations taken from the literature 

that have shaped the research questions of this thesis. 
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2.2 Approaches to Understand Disability 
 

‘Models’ of disability have shaped human rights for people with disability, disability 

studies and disability politics over the past 40 years (Lawson and Beckett 2021). The 

objective of this section is to develop approaches and understandings in respect of the models 

of disability. The main models discussed will be the medical, social, human rights, social 

relative and relational and critical models of disability. By exploring the contrasting 

theoretical frameworks of disability, the thesis will attempt to address the different 

understandings of social and individual consequences of disability, what should be done and 

where disability originates (Smart 2009). 

 

2.2.1 Medical Model of Disability  
 

The medical model of disability is important to discuss, because historically, within 

the fields of research, disability has been categorized and described through the medical 

model of disability (Smith and Perrier 2014a). Disability viewed through a biological 

understanding has been a dominant view in such fields as rehabilitation and health care 

(Hammell 2006). Additionally, within schools, the medical model is engrained through the 

provision of classification and identification (Benson 2014) and medical explanations and 

resolutions of difference are often embraced by schools and parents (O’Connell 2016).   

The medical model focuses on the individual’s impairment as a defect which needs to 

be changed with an emphasis on society’s desire for diagnosis and treatment (Oliver 1996). 

The focus is on the limitations of the body with disability being typically defined by the 

impairment (Fitzgerald 2012).  Impairment becomes the defining feature of the individual 

(Goodley 2011c) which places the burden of the impairment on the individual, and it is the 

duty of the individual to conform and adapt to society. 
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Within the medical model, disability is seen as something needing intervention and 

fixing, which is a way to other somebody; the disability is seen as a construction deviating 

from the norm (DePauw 1997, Smith and Perrier 2014a,b). Medical views of an individual’s 

body can invalidate them when their body does not conform (Loja et al. 2013); they are then 

seen as deviant, inferior and abnormal (Campbell 2008).   

The individualization of disability is framed by the medical model as “significant 

bodily and/or cognitive variation from those who meet the cultural expectation of embodied 

normality” (Thomas 2004, p.28). People with physical and mental impairments can be 

viewed as not ‘normal’, and less than ideal, which leads to negative stigmatization (Goffman 

1963). The negative stigmatization may result in a preconceived view that these children are 

difficult to communicate with, unknowing, dependant and vulnerable (Richards and Clark 

2018).  Additionally, this view may leave individuals in a powerless position to separate their 

identity from this negative perspective (Davis 1995).  

The construction of disability through the medical model historically has been 

described narrowly, as it is seen as a personal limitation and a biological malfunction (Imrie 

2004).  Other models have argued that the medical model ignores the lived experience of 

impairment and the individuals’ perspective (Owens 2015). There is a gap in the medical 

model, as it leaves the social world and lived experiences of people with disabilities 

unchallenged (Smith and Perrier 2014b). This knowledge gap results in the medical model 

lacking information outside of the medical field.  

Oliver (1983) suggests when introducing the medical (or the individual) and social 

models of disability, the individual model should not be abandoned, because it may add to a 

comprehensive understanding of disability.  The suggestion is that the social model may offer 

a framework that is more all-encompassing where everything happening to people with 
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disabilities may be explained or understood (Oliver 1983).  To close the gap on 

understanding of the social world, the social model of disability will be discussed next.  

 

2.2.2 Social Model of Disability  
 

In literature, the social model is often cited as one of the two key models of disability 

which have emerged through discourse, the medical and social models of disability (Goodley 

2011c). The social model can be seen as the opposite of the medical model (Ayling 2018). 

The main shift from the medical model, where the focus is placed on the ‘deviant, personal 

tragedy’ of the individual’s body, is to an emphasis on the disabling environment through the 

social model of disability (Oliver 2013, Oliver and Barnes 2012). Disability, through the 

social model of disability, is seen as a societal responsibility, not a personal one (Oliver 

1990,2013, Shakespeare 2006b, Shakespeare and Watson 2001).  The social model makes a 

distinction between ‘impairments’ which are biologically determined and ‘disabilities’ which 

occur due to exclusionary practices and discrimination (Oliver 1996, Shakespeare 2006b). 

The British social model originated in the 1970s through the British disabled people’s 

movement (Campbell and Oliver 1996). The approach distinguishes between impairment 

(biological) and disability (social); here disability is a result of the environment, which 

restricts people using barriers placed in their way (Berg et al. 2015).  

The United Kingdom (UK) and United States of America (US) views’ of the social 

model stress that disability is a social construction (Hahn 2001). In the UK, the view is that 

there is an emphasis on ‘oppression’ which highlights conceptual orientation and political 

economy, whilst in contrast the US addresses these similar problems by looking into 

discrimination in laws and through the legal system (Hahn 2001). North America is more 

concerned with issues of “psychology, identity, personal affirmations and moral 

development” where the UK is concerned with the issues surrounding “equality in political 
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and material participation” (Meekosha 2004, p.722). The US social model is challenged when 

trying to add individual experience of impairment, the political struggle becomes diluted 

resulting in a greater struggle to overcome barriers in society (Oliver 2001). In contrast, the 

UK model looks at a ‘risk-management’ state which is designed to prevent problems rather 

than trying to compensate for them afterwards (Giddens 1998). Through this social model, 

the difficulties and barriers (social and physical), restrict participation in society by policy 

and cultural processes (Barnes and Mercer 2006,2010, Oliver 2009). However, it is argued 

that whilst reducing the view of barriers to social ones, the social model may run a similar 

risk as the medical model, by reducing impairment to individual characteristics (Watson 

2012). Experiences of children with disabilities cannot be the sole analysis of environmental 

and social barriers (Watson 2012).  

As the social model views disability as a social construct (Oliver 1996,2013), which is 

not too dissimilar to the social construct argued for childhood. The social model, “... ‘speaks’ 

from the standpoint of disabled people and therefore voices an opinion that has, throughout 

modernity, been silenced by the paternalism of a non-dis-abled culture” (Patterson and 

Hughes 2000, p.35). Children and adults with disabilities are connected in the ways that they 

are marginalized and disempowered. Children and adults with disabilities are not solicited for 

their views on things that affect their lives due to a paternalistic society (Richards 2018). 

Oliver (1996) argues the social model has the power to “transform consciousness” by 

the connection of professional practice to personal experience. This research aims to do just 

that, by connecting the extra-curricular inclusive environments to the understanding of 

participation for young people with disabilities. One of the arguments against the social 

model is its failure to address the realities of impairment, such as illness, body pain and 

dysfunction (Degener 2016, Martin 2013). It ignores the cultural dimensions of disability by 

using a limited view of structural disablism (Reeve 2004). By focusing on the social model, 
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researchers are eliminating the restrictiveness of the medical model allowing for exploration 

beyond the structural oppression of disability. It has been argued that the social model fails to 

recognize that impairments may also directly disable people (Shakespeare 2013). The 

impairment itself is perhaps also socially constructed as determined by a bodily difference 

(French and Swain 2001). Social identities are not easy to define and are complex, although 

society may label individuals as being ‘disabled’, they may not feel that way.   

Beckett and Campbell (2015) suggest understanding the social model as a 

‘oppositional device’ through 

“Foucault’s genealogical approach understood as description of that 
which needs to be resisted and the social model understood as a 
description of a process which needs to be resisted: disablement.” 
(Beckett and Campbell 2015, p.272) 

 
The approach is suggested because the social model is repeating similar goals and 

styles of practice. However, how people with disabilities are resisting practices of 

disablement, and how this repeating needs to be explored (Beckett and Campbell 2015). 

Through resistance practices people with disabilities are engaging in producing subjectivity 

(Proust 2000), and through collective creative forces regulating norms (Campbell 2013, 

Ewald 1990). Foucault rejects transcendental analysis and instead discusses ‘ideas’ described 

as a co-production of knowledge and the process of subjectivation (Beckett and Campbell 

2015).  

“If there was no resistance, there would be no power relations (…) it 
would simply be a matter of obedience (…) So resistance comes 
first, and resistance remains superior to the forces of the process.” 
(Foucault 1996, p.625)  

 
Resistance is not just refusal, it can be transformative (Beckett and Campbell 2015). 

The social model allows for the understanding of barriers, and challenges ableist society by 

asking questions about life conditions (Campbell 2009). Applying the oppositional device to 
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further the model in understanding the present, how being with others is (re)produced, and 

acknowledging injustices to come (Beckett and Campbell 2015).  

“Would rest upon an understanding of knowledge as something 
practiced in mundane and specific situations and power as diffused 
throughout society, being relational rather than centred only on the 
organs of the state.”  
(Beckett and Campbell 2015, p.273)  

 
The medical model and the UK social model may not be able to capture the full 

complexity of disability, as these perspectives offer a limited window in how to examine the 

lives of children with disabilities (Berg et al. 2015). The social model showcases the divide of 

people who are, and who are not disabled (Shakespeare 2006b). There is a complex interplay 

between society and individuals which is not limited to the cause of difficulties or 

impairment (Traustadóttir and Smith 2015). The social model should be seen as a tool (Oliver 

2013) that has challenges, discriminations and marginalization(s) (Owens 2015).  

 

2.2.3 United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disability  
 

The social model has been acknowledged to have played a role in how the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability (UNCRPD 2007) was 

developed (Lawson and Beckett 2021). The UNCRPD was adopted by the United Nations in 

2007 and was ratified in 2010 by Canada. This convention contains a 25 paragraph preamble 

and 50 separate articles. The signatories to the convention undertake to promote and monitor 

the rights for people with disabilities. The introduction of the UNCRPD was met with 

enthusiasm, resulting in one of the most widely ratified conventions (Kaiser 2013). The 

preamble of the UNCRPD defines disability in paragraph 5. 

“Recognizing that disability is an evolving concept and that 
disability results from the interaction between persons with 
impairments and attitudinal and environmental barriers that hinders 
their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with 
others.” 
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(UNCRPD 2007, Preamble)  
 

The UNCRPD approach acknowledges disability as a social construct, as it is created 

when societal barriers interact with impairment (Degener 2016). The UNCRPD approach to 

disability is similar to the social model of disability and the understanding that disability is 

different from impairment (Lawson and Beckett 2021). However, within literature it has been 

noted that there is continual confusion between disability and impairment (French and 

Kayess 2008). 

It has been argued that the UNCRPD will help with the implementation of equal 

rights, promote an inclusive environment, and raise the importance of disability in politics 

(Bickenbach 2009). The most important achievement of the UNCRPD may be that there has 

been a step towards the encouragement of equal participation (Bickenbach 2009). The 

UNCRPD reflects the importance of the rights of people with disabilities to participate in 

decisions that affect them and for this reason has been cited as “one of the most progressive 

developments in human rights law provided by the UNCRPD” (Stein and Lord 2010, p.698). 

The requirement is shown in the preamble to the convention:  

“Persons with disabilities should have the opportunity to be actively 
involved in decision making processes about polices and programs, 
including those directly concerning them.” 
(UNCRPD 2007, Preamble) 

 
The requirement continues in article 4(3): 

 
“Closely consult with and actively involve persons with disabilities, 
including children with disabilities, through their representative 
organizations when developing and implementing policies and 
legislation concerning persons with disabilities.”  
(UNCRPD 2007, Article 4(3)) 

However, others believe that although this is an important advancement, the goals of 

the UNCRPD are far from being met, as there are gaps between policy, and what happens in 

practice and what is being monitored (Groce et al. 2011). This gap is due to three challenges: 

(1) a lack of effective policies for implementing the UNCRPD; (2) a gap between national 
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policies and local community practice; and (3) policymakers not having the desire for full 

implementation (Groce et al. 2011). Additionally, the convention is complicated to interpret 

causing the implementation to be uneven (Aldersey and Turnbull 2011).  Challenges of the 

convention are not unique to the UNCRPD, many UN conventions face similar issues 

(Hoffman et al. 2016).  

In Canada some critics have noted that “there is a gap between this vision [of the 

UNCRPD] and the lived experience of Canadians with disabilities” (Kerzner 2011, p.4). 

Perhaps this gap is related to the inconsistent nature of implementation of the UNCRPD’s 

goal of equality and autonomy for persons with disabilities in decision-making (Wildeman 

2013). Substitute decision making is a practice where a representative or a guardian decides 

or gives consent when a person with a disability is deemed to lack capacity (Caivano 2015), 

contrasting to supported decision-making, where friends, allies, or family help with 

communication and decision-making whilst assuming the person with a disability has 

capacity (Hoffman et al. 2016). Article 12 states that “persons with disabilities enjoy legal 

capacity on an equal basis with others in all aspects of life” (UNCRPD 2007, Article 12). 

Canada has a specific reservation for Article 12, to protect the substitute decision making 

(Wildeman 2013). In practice, substitute decision making has resulted in a lack of respect for 

people with disabilities and negative implications for achieving equality (Hoffman et al. 

2016). As it may not be possible for an individual to obtain rights which are under the 

UNCRPD due to legal capacity requirements (Arstein-Kerslake 2017). Legal capacity 

recognizes the right that a human being has that they can make decisions for themselves 

(O’Donnell and O’Mahony 2017, Quinn 2010). In practice, this disregard is seen in the 

Province of Ontario’s Substitute Decisions Act (Government of Ontario 1992), as an 

example, when persons who seem to lack capacity, there will be a third person appointed to 

make decisions (Bach and Kerzner 2010). It has been noted by academics that this practice 
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does not consider people who have fluctuating capacity in decision making (Cera et al. 2017). 

This practice is possible because of the UNCRPD’s ‘deceptively simple language’; this 

permits each country to interpret the meaning, and in so doing, denying people with 

disabilities autonomy in decision making (Caivano 2015). As shown in this Ontario Act, 

Canadian implementation is inconsistent as the responsibility for upholding the UNCRPD 

principles are at the provincial level, not federal (Walker 2013). In the Canadian federal 

system, the provincial jurisdictions are responsible for: healthcare, support services, 

education programs and accessibility (Walker 2013), although some responsibilities under the 

UNCRPD such as provisions of goods, services, employment, (Canadian Human Rights Act, 

1985), interpreters in judicial proceedings, tax credits (Government Canada 2014b), and 

aboriginals affairs fall under federal law (Hoffman et al. 2016). There are often battles 

between the federal and provincial governments over who has jurisdiction which complicates 

issues when changes are needed (Hoffman et al. 2016). In Chapter Three (Methodology) of 

this thesis, there will be discussed decisions about consent, thesis methodology, and the data 

analysis. Therefore, it is important to recognize the autonomy and capacity of children with 

disabilities; this should become a main priority in practice, rather than deferring to parents 

and caregivers.  

 

2.2.4 Human Rights Model of Disability 
 

The human rights and social model of disability have been utilized synonymously 

(Kanter 2003), however, have also been presented to contrast each other (Degener 

2016,2017, Stein and Stein 2007). A definition of the human rights model is: 

“The human rights model focuses on the inherent dignity of the 
human being and subsequently, but only if necessary, on the 
person’s medical characteristics. It places the individual centre stage 
in all decisions affecting him/her and, most importantly, locates the 
main ‘problem’ outside the person and in society.”  
(Quinn and Degener 2002, p.13) 
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The human rights model highlights disability as a society constructed concept, similar 

to the social model; it is society’s responsibility to remedy exclusion on the basis of disability 

(Stein and Stein 2007). The human rights model builds on the social model, as the human 

rights model is interested in key elements of procedures, practice and policy (Lawson and 

Beckett 2021).  

Degener (2016) outlines six differences between the social model of disability and the 

human rights model of disability. Degener outlines these differences as seen below:  

1. “Disability is a social construct, but human rights do not require a 
certain health or body status. 

2. Human rights are more than anti-discrimination. 
3. Impairment is to be recognized as human variation. 
4. Multiple discrimination and layers of identity are to be 

acknowledged. 
5. Prevention policy can be human rights sensitive. 
6. Poverty and disability are interrelated but there is a roadmap for 

change.” 
(Degener 2016, p.3-13) 
 

First, human rights are unconditional rights (Degener 2016); the human rights model 

is applicable to everybody who is experiencing a denial of rights (Lawson and Beckett 2021). 

In the preamble of the UNCRPD, the rights are affirmed for all people with disabilities 

(2007). The human rights model extends the social model’s concern with relations in society 

(Oliver 1996) and into anti-discrimination legislation and civil rights (Degener 2016).   

Second, the human rights model of disability would extend the anti-discrimination 

policy and encompass human rights, political, civil, social, cultural and economic (Degener 

2016), with the understanding that people with disabilities are right-holders that perhaps need 

support. An example is in Article 30 of the UNCRPD (2007), the right to participation in 

recreation, sport and leisure with access to support information in accessible formats.   

Degener’s third proposition is:  
 

“the social model of disability neglects the fact that disabled persons 
might have to deal with pain, deterioration of quality of life, and 
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early death due to impairment (…) the human rights model of 
disability acknowledges these life circumstances and demands them 
to be considered when social justice theories are developed.”  
(Degener 2016, p.6)   

However, Oliver, an advocate and founder of the social model, denies that pain has 

been disregarded and rather:  

“(…) it has been a pragmatic attempt to identify and address issues 
that can be changed through collective action rather than 
professional and medical treatment”  
(Oliver 1996, p.42)  

Fourth, there is value in diversity identity; it allows space for cultural and minority 

identification. A disability factor may be a congenital or an acquired impairment which 

results in unique experiences.  Women have criticized disability studies for excluding other 

features of identity (Fine and Asch 1997, Morris 1991, Thompson 1997) and people of colour 

with disability (Bell 2011). The reflection of different identity features are acknowledged in 

the UNCRPD (2007) in the preamble to the convention including gender, race, religion, 

language, ethnic, political, social origin, indigenous and age. Support for participation in 

impairment related culture is recognized: “specific culture and cultural identity, including 

sign languages and deaf culture” (UNCRPD 2007 Article 24).  

Fifth, in public health policy, prevention of impairment has been criticized, as it can 

be seen as discriminatory or stigmatizing (Oliver 1996). It has been noted that impairment 

prevention policy for people with disabilities may be needed, and it is not all bad 

(Shakespeare 2014). Although the UNCRPD does not discuss primary prevention,  it 

suggests secondary prevention to “prevent further disabilities including among children and 

older persons” (UNCRPD 2007 Article 25(b)).  

Finally, there is a link between disability and poverty (Oliver 1996). The human rights 

approach suggests that people with disabilities are rights-holders and should have a say in 

how resources are distributed (Degener 2016). There is a need for people with disabilities to 
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have access to equal and active participation in programs and development strategies to 

mitigate the discrimination on people with disabilities (Degener 2016).  

The human rights model of disability adds to the social model, the models are both 

valuable for achieving participation, inclusion, equality, dignity and quality of life for people 

with disabilities (Lawson and Beckett 2021).  However, the various models of disability have 

been deemed confusing rather than helpful (Oliver 2009). The human rights model values 

human beings with rights to be included in the community, education, family life and leisure, 

with value placed on their preferences and choices (Lawson and Beckett 2021). The social 

model is a model exploring disability, and the human rights model is exploring disability 

policy resulting in the two models being complementary (Lawson and Beckett 2021).  

 

2.2.5 Social Relative and Relations Model 
 

The social model divides impairment and disability; however, the Social Relative 

(Nordic Model) and Relations model sees impairment and disability as interacting 

(Traustadottir and Egilson 2009), This model sees impairment and disability on a continuum 

posing a relationship between the environment and the individual through interaction or an 

exchange (Owens 2015). The understanding of disability in the Nordic model has its focus on 

the interplay of the societal surroundings and the person through interactions between “the 

individual and the socio-cultural, physical, political and institutional aspects of the 

environment” (Berg et al. 2015, p.21). The Nordic approach may have a similar 

understanding to disability as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities (2007). Thomas (2007a) argues that disability studies should:  

“engage both with social structure (order) and social agency (action) 
and should therefore accommodate analyses of social relations and 
social forces that construct, produce, institutionalise, enact and 
perform disability and disablism. The lived experience of both 
disablism and impairment should have its place.” 
(Thomas 2007a, p.181-182) 
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Illness and impairment are portrayed as separate in the UK social model of disability, 

thereby perhaps neglecting the social relational nature of illness and impairment (Owens 

2015).  The social relationship between people expands the knowledge of impairment and 

disablism (Smith and Bundon 2018, Thomas 2007a). People can experience multiple forms 

of social oppression including indirect, direct and structural disablism (Smith and Bundon 

2018). The model incorporates lived experiences of people with disabilities, exploring social 

oppression, wellbeing and impairment whilst understanding the body as social, cultural and 

biological (Smith and Bundon 2018). 

The understanding of disability in the Nordic model has its focus on the interplay of 

illness and impairment. The Nordic relational approach may sometimes explain experiences 

of people with disabilities better (Mallett and Runswick-Cole 2014). This model understands 

disability through three main assumptions:  

1. “Disability is a person-environment mismatch that occurs because the 
environment is not adapted to accommodate the whole range of 
people;, 

2. Disability is situational or contextual thus specific impairments can 
become disabling or not due to concrete situations and  

3. Disability is relative, as the cut-off point in impairment based 
definitions of disability to some extent arbitrary.” 
(Berg et al. 2015, p.22, Gustavsson et al. 2005, TØssebro 2004) 
 

An individual may be ‘impaired’, but they may not receive a diagnosis of ‘illness’ 

until later on or the individual may have an ‘illness’ for an extended time before they receive 

a diagnosis which may be defined as an ‘impairment’ (Charmaz 2010). Similarly, in the 

human rights model, disability did not require a health status (Degener 2016). 

The Nordic model explores the relationship of interactions and exchanges between 

people with disabilities and their environments (Owens 2015). Some interactions may 

include: societal attitudes, cultural constructions of disability, oppression, classification, 

impairment effects, opportunities and access, and well-being (Breslin et al. 2017). There is an 
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understanding that barriers to participation can include individual barriers such as lack of 

time and physical strength, social barriers which can be seen in the social model of disability, 

and societal assumption of disability can play a role in how an individual behaves (Breslin et 

al. 2017). The model accounts for internalized (negative feelings of oneself) and external 

(access) forms of oppression (Thomas 1999).  

Impairment effects are described as impairment directly affecting the restriction of 

activity for a person living with impairment (Smith and Bundon 2018). Restriction of activity 

can also be due to social oppression undermining participation (Thomas 2007a).  An example 

being a person with a disability experiencing pain due to their impairment, and a coach 

disregarding the impairment effects to ‘push through’ or leave the team  (Beacom and 

Brittain 2018, Smith and Sparkes 2008, Wendell 1996).  

A gap of knowledge noted for this thesis to explore is within disability physical 

activity research, coaches’ learning has been explored in isolation from their participants’ 

(Culver and Duarte 2014, Culver et al. 2012), specifically from the athletes perspective 

(Culver and Werthner 2018, Townsend et al. 2015) . Coaches have been shown to have 

knowledge as an able-bodied coach or athlete (Bloom et al. 2012, Cregan et al. 2007). The 

complex interactions between the coach and athlete shape the experience of participation 

through a relational process (Allan et al. 2019). Social-relational understandings of how 

coaches’ shape experience in physical activity is important and the thesis will explore the 

effects coaches’ actions and words have on participants’ (Shirazipour et al. 2017).  

The social relative model has been seen as complicated when used for analysis 

(Owens 2015, Smith 2013a,b), although it has been found useful when applying with other 

disability approaches (Smith 2013a,b). Martin (2013) specifically calls for more discussion 

linking the social relative model and physical activity, as it highlights the complexities of 

impairment, disability and disablism (Goodley and Runswick-Cole 2015, Martin 2013).  The 
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exploration of lived experiences of children with disabilities participating in physical 

activities to produce understandings of wellbeing, impairment and social oppression in 

relation to internal and external relational factors will close a knowledge gap.  

 

2.2.6 Critical Model of Disability  
 

The critical model of disability is the next and final theoretical model to be discussed.  

The critical model of disability emerged in the mid 2000s which aimed to produce 

accountable action(s) addressing inequalities (examples include; Flynn 2017, Goodley 

2012,2014,2016, Goodley et al. 2019, Mallett and Runswick-Cole 2014, Moeller 2015, Peers 

2017, Slater 2015). The critical model has an emphasis on understanding the complex 

cultural, economic and social conditions that underpin the experience of exclusion for people 

with disabilities (Runswick-Cole and Goodley 2016). Importance is placed on an individual’s 

own subjective experience and how that then connects to the wider understandings of social 

meanings, cultural and political discourse (Milton 2014).  

The field of critical disability studies is interested in action to destabilize ideas 

surrounding disability whilst acknowledging power dynamics and questioning how 

assumptions are created (Vehmas and Watson 2014). Beliefs and assumptions of disability 

are reflected in policies, practices and actions, that if questioned and exposed, would create a 

possibility for action toward change (Eakin et al. 1996).  In doing this, there is an exposing of 

how people with disabilities are marginalized and excluded in everyday life (Curran and 

Runswick-Cole 2013). The importance of this questioning is to recognize that there is a norm 

of power and privilege towards people without disabilities in cultural, political and social 

environments (Campbell 2009, Goodley 2014).  

Not only is the understanding of how people with disabilities are excluded, the 

understanding of multiple identities (examples may include: ethnicity, gender, race, 
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sex/sexuality, class, age and disability) and the process of multiple exclusion processes  

important to explore (Crenshaw 1991, Moodley and Graham 2015). In navigating various 

identities, Goodley asserts that the purpose of critical disability studies is “to start with 

disability but never end with it: disability is the space from which to think through a host of 

political, theoretical and practical issues that are relevant for all” (Goodley 2016, p.157). An 

aim of critical disability studies is perhaps emancipation (Meekosha and Shuttleworth 2009) 

rather than a narrow focus on disability (Campbell 2009).  However, it is argued that 

“disability obtains its meaning through its relationship to the Other” (Campbell 1999, p.77), 

and through ableist practices, ‘able’ bodies are preferred and deemed ‘normal’.   

There has been a call for a focus on the interdisciplinary nature of disability 

(Annamma et al. 2019, Castrodale 2019, Yoshizaki-Gibbons 2019). The significance of this 

can be seen in the following explanation:  

“Critical disability studies uses the tools of disciplines that at first 
sight seem to have nothing to do with disability, including 
philosophy and anthropology, history and sociology, ethnology and 
archaeology, literary studies and linguistics, medica studies and 
religious studies. They have opened new worlds of knowledge that 
have changed our understanding of dis/ability.” 
(Waldschmidt 2019, p.71) 
 

Dis/ability is split as disability/ability, always reliant on each other, and although 

people with disabilities are often compared to what they lack, ability should be at the 

forefront (Goodley et al. 2019). In addition to critical disability studies being an 

interdisciplinary field, there is a reflexive and self-critical component to navigate multiple 

components of experience (Goodley et al. 2019).  It has been highlighted that some studies 

have minimized understanding of impairments without an understanding of impacts to the 

body and mind leaving out psychological and physiological realities (Shakespeare 2013). 

Furthermore, people with disabilities who lack a diagnosis are perhaps excluded from critical 

disability studies which “both reflects and reinforces their marginalised position in a variety 
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of forms” (Holt 2016, p.148).  The importance for this thesis is to be aware and understand 

the lived experience of children with disability from an interdisciplinary perspective.  

 

2.2.7 Defining Disability  
 

The previous subsections in this chapter discussed different ways to theorize 

disability. There have been attempts to define disability, although attempting to define the 

true meaning of disability can be at times a problematic and confusing task (Thomas 2014). 

This section will compare and contrast a few definitions of disability to highlight a gap in the 

universal understanding, including the United Nation Convention on the Rights of Persons 

with Disability (2007), International Classification of Functioning Disability and Health 

(2001), and definitions found within disability studies literature.  

First, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability (2007) 

understands disability as an interaction between people with impairments and environmental 

and attitudinal barriers that hinder full participation in society (UNCRPD 2007, preamble).  

The definition is also comparable to the Nordic model where impairment evolved and is 

context specific (Berg et al. 2015) and the social model of disability (Oliver, 1996). 

Furthermore, the UNCRPD definition has similar goals to the human rights model of 

disability as it strives to address key elements such as policy, procedures and practice 

(Lawson & Beckett, 2021). However, the UNCRPD definition of disability contrasts with the 

medical model understanding of disability.  

Second, the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) 

(2001) takes a different approach to the UNCRPD (2007). The terms ‘impairment’ and 

‘disability’ have been defined in different ways.  ‘Impairment’ defined by the International 

Classification of Functioning (ICF) refers to “problems in body function and structure as a 

significant deviation or loss”; the body structure is defined as “anatomical parts of the body 
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such as organs, limbs and their components” and the bodily function is stated as “the 

physiological functions of body systems (including psychological functions)” (ICF 2001, 

p.9). The definition of impairment is similar to the definition of disability as seen through the 

medical model in subsection 2.2.1, above.  Similarly, in Canada disability can be defined as 

“any severe and prolonged condition that inhibits a person from performing normal and 

routine daily activities” (Government of Canada 2014a, p.1). Through definitions such as 

this, disability highlights a ‘deficit’ where there is an implied sense of ‘normal’ for 

individuals into which people with disabilities do not fit. This is the category of different that 

often people with disabilities are identified as (Harris and Roulstone 2011).  

However, it has been argued that disability encompasses much more, including 

barriers as seen in the following definition:  

“… disability is always the combination of a certain set of physical 
or mental attributes, in a particular physical environment, within a 
specified social relationship, played out within a broader cultural and 
political context, which combines to create the experience of 
disability for any individual or group of individuals.”  
(Shakespeare 2006a, p.58) 

 

Similarly, Thomas (2012a) further argues that:  

“the social imposition of avoidable restrictions on the life activities, 
aspirations and psycho-emotional well-being of people categorized 
as ‘impaired’ by those deemed ‘normal’” 
(Thomas 2012a, p.211)  
 

The above definitions found within disability literature fall in line more with the 

UNCRPD (UNCRPD 2007) definition than the ICF (2001). The definitions go further by 

including that definitions and experience of disability can vary across institutions and 

agencies (Laudan and Lorprest 2012), which is in line with social relation theories of 

disability. There is also a recognition that there is significant diversity to the disability 

experiences across domains such as physical, psychological and cognitive impairments 

(Susman 1994). Although there is literature that cautions neither the social nor medical model 
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of disability are absolute, the applications of each model can be used to describe disability 

(Shakespeare 2006a).  

To understand social agency, structure, forces and relations that construct and produce 

disability, there is a need for the understanding of lived experience (Thomas 2007a).  The 

definition of disability is diverse and varies; it can be argued that the full understanding of 

disability experiences is dependent on the individual’s philosophical view (Michailakis 

2003). Impairment can affect individuals in different ways; therefore, it is important to note 

that disability is not a homogenous group and it may be experienced differently by adults and 

children (Sherry 2016). Importance should be placed on the individual’s subjective 

experience which complements critical disability theory (Runswick-Cole and Goodley 2016). 

It should be noted that children with disabilities were not consulted in the creation of these 

definitions. This thesis will aim to understand what disability means for the participants in 

this study to further knowledge by adding the voices of children with disabilities and 

therefore, I will not necessarily be adhering to any definition of disability.  

 

2.2.8 Approaches to Understand Disability - Section 
Summary  
 

The aim of the section is to understand different theories of disability and the 

implications that they have on the individual and society. The medical model, social model, 

Nordic model and critical models of disability were discussed, including a comparing and 

contrasting of several definitions of disability. The analysis of the disability theories and 

models in this chapter have shown that there is a gap in the universal understanding of 

disability. This gap has significant implications for this thesis, as during the research, there 

may be different perspectives and experiences.  

The chapter started with the medical model of disability which has a focus on the 

individual’s impairment and how they can change to fit into society. The social model 
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followed with a contrasting view that society is the one that needs to change to include 

people with disabilities. The Nordic model of disability was then discussed adding that 

disability is an evolving concept which can be experienced differently across various contexts 

(Berg et al. 2015). Critical disability studies were then discussed, and an emphasis was placed 

on individual experiences and how it is connected to wider cultural, political and social 

meanings (Milton 2014).  

Then there was an exploration on the definitions of disability and the difference 

between impairment and disability. International definitions of disability from the UNCRPD 

(2007) and ICF (2001) were discussed and linked to the disability models. The section argued 

that disability is diverse in experiences and understandings, and experiences should be 

explored from the individual’s viewpoint (Michailakis 2003).  

To summarize, the section developed an understanding of disability theories and 

definitions which helped to develop the research questions of this thesis. Children with 

disabilities’ perspectives were left out in the creation of these theories and definitions; these 

perspectives should be included as seen through participation rights in Chapter One. Key 

considerations for the thesis are: (1) factors that contribute to disability formation through 

lived experience; (2) power relationships; and (3) tensions when various perspectives co-

exist. Additionally, it is important to explore if the theories discussed are still relevant 

through lived realities or if a more updated understanding is needed. The following section of 

this chapter will discuss the context in which these models will be explored.  

 

2.3 Context 
 

The aim of the following section is intended to develop an understanding of the 

context within which the data collection has taken place. The section will begin by linking 

childhood studies and disability studies, followed by a discussion of the Canadian context 
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and an exploration of the different understandings of the term ‘voice’, as it relates to children 

with disabilities. Finally, this section will explore the context of physical activity for children 

with disabilities.  

 

2.3.1 Childhood Disability 
 

Childhood can be viewed as a life stage, where children move through and develop 

from vulnerable and immature on the way to adulthood (Boggis 2018a). Children who do not 

progress through these stages are often seen as ‘atypical’ (Boggis 2018a). Children with 

disabilities often experience increased surveillance from adults denying them the ability to 

develop the attributes of competence and agency (Richards et al. 2016). The view of children 

as dependent on adults and vulnerable is often similar to the view of people with disabilities 

(Priestley 1998). Contrasting to discussions in Chapter One, children in childhood studies are 

being recognized as being active participants, and having agency (James and James 2004).  

A child with disabilities is often characterized with a single term as being a ‘disabled 

child’ or a ‘child’ rather than a child with agency and individuality (Boggis 2018a). Social 

categorization has been argued to be flawed as a “focus on group membership, instead of 

personal qualities” (Jones et al. 2014, p.28). Embracing a simplistic view of individuals and 

diversity perhaps has “consequences for the identity formation of young people” 

(Papatheodorou 2007, p.43-44). The categorization of children with disabilities is common, 

as there is often a focus on “identification, categorisation” and then suggestions to “repair” 

children with disabilities (Penketh 2014, p.1487). As a consequence, children with disabilities 

are viewed as inferior to able-bodied children which “distances one group from another, sets 

up barriers of ‘them’ and ‘us’ and serves to undermine notions of community and 

togetherness” (Greene, 1991 in Cassidy and Jackson 2005, p.446). An alternative would be to 

view children with disabilities as diverse. Diversity is a celebration of “difference” and 
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acceptance incorporates diverse people in different groups such as disability, lifestyle, age, 

race, social class and gender (Ayling 2018).  

Research of children with disabilities has found that children with disabilities have 

been shown to have fewer friendships, are less accepted and have lower self-esteem than 

peers without disabilities (Koster et al. 2009, Koster et al. 2010). Additionally, children with 

intellectual disabilities experience less social support, more social isolation and weaker social 

networks in comparison to children with physical disabilities (Lippold and Burns 2009). In 

context specific research, children with disabilities participating in physical education have 

been shown to be recipients of bullying and negative peer interactions (Fitzgerald 2005, 

Goodwin and Watkinson 2000, Haegele and Sutherland 2015, Healy et al. 2013, Moola et al. 

2011). A research study in Canada found that children with disabilities felt that having 

friends, the feeling of being a legitimate participant and a fun activity were the most 

important factors in the development of self-worth and feeling included (Spencer-Cavaliere 

and Watkinson 2010). For children with disabilities, having friends was found to decrease 

their feelings of being lonely, improve feelings of self-worth and enhance independence 

(Goodwin and Staples 2005, Price and D’Eloia 2018). Children with communication or 

speech impairments were found to participate in fewer activities outside of school with 

friends than other impairment types (Raghavendra et al. 2011). It has been noted that 

inclusive physical education can increase social interactions between children with and 

without disabilities leading to potential friendship (Bloom et al. 2009). Although the focus of 

the research is not negative experiences of children with disabilities, the thesis recognizes 

that children with disabilities may experience some negative interactions during the research 

process. 

It has been acknowledged in the academic community that there is often a passive 

acceptance that children with disabilities are victims of bullying (Mepham 2010). “Indeed, 
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bullying can be represented as one of the means by which children with impairments or 

particular needs become “disabled”” (Chatzitheochari et al. 2014, p.4). Bullying has been 

suggested in qualitative accounts of children with disabilities to be an unwelcomed daily 

experience (Connors and Stalker 2002, Liddiard et al. 2018, Norwich and Kelly 2004). When 

children with disabilities are labeled as ‘different’ or ‘special’ the ‘othering’ language can 

lead to further social exclusion, because they are being viewed ‘with strangeness’ (Stevenson 

2008). A suggestion has been to replace negative connotation language such as ‘special 

needs’ (Martin 2011), as in an educational context it leads to exclusionary practices (Hodge 

and Runswick-Cole 2009). Instead of the words ‘needs’ and ‘rights’ could be used (Sayers 

2018). The word ‘rights’ is important, as it values the rightsholder and identifies that the 

individual is entitled to rights, respect and dignity (Freeman 2007b, Sayers 2018).  

It has been suggested that “disabled children should first and foremost be viewed as 

children” (Berg et al. 2015, p.27). Rather than viewing children with disabilities through 

medical concepts which previously took preference, there is an emphasis to prioritize 

childhood concepts (McLaughlin et al. 2008, Runswick-Cole et al. 2018b). The previous 

medical view in research resulted in little attention to the lives of children with disabilities, as 

they are often excluded from “the expectations, opportunities and aspirations afforded to the 

so-called typically developing children” (Goodley et al. 2015, p.6). Additionally, research has 

been preoccupied with the presumption of dependency, service use, impairment and 

vulnerability (Avery 1999, Curran 2010). Furthermore, parent and professional voices have 

been the focus while the voices of children with disabilities have been frequently excluded 

(Berg et al. 2015). Recently there has been an increase in research involving the perspectives 

and views of children and youth with disabilities to enhance the understanding of their 

experiences and lives (Examples: Allan et al. 2019, Brien 2018, Einarsdottir 2007, Phelan 
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and Kinsella 2013, Shirazipour et al. 2017, Stalker 2012, Whitburn 2016, Wickenden 2018, 

Ytterhus 2012). 

 

2.3.2 Canadian Context 
 

The current thesis will conduct research in a Canadian context, specifically the City of 

London, Ontario and surrounding area. During the 1970s and 1980s, people with disabilities 

in Canada were represented in law and statutes expressing that they were entitled to the same 

rights as all other people (Tardif-Willams et al. 2009). In 1982, equal rights were enshrined in 

the Charter of Rights and Freedoms which included equal rights for people with physical or 

mental impairments (Tardif-Willams et al. 2009). Prior to recognition of equal rights, 

children with disabilities were often educated under a separate curriculum, and often in 

different schools away from non-disabled populations (Weber and Bennett 2004). There was 

a push to ‘mainstream’ children with disabilities into schools, but success was questionable, 

as the children with disabilities were “in their neighborhood school, but not really of it” 

(Weber and Bennett 2004, p.14). Specific criticisms noted that children with disabilities were 

in segregated classrooms and experienced isolation from non-disabled students.  

The Government of Canada has created the Accessible Canada Act (ACA) 

(Government of Canada2019) which aims to protect rights and dignity of people with 

disabilities, to ensure full inclusion and citizenship. The ACA came into force in 2019 with a 

vision of a barrier-free Canada by 2040 through identifying, preventing and removing 

barriers. However, with the last national data set of Canadian Participation and Activity 

Limitation Survey being in 2006, there is no recent national quantification of barriers. This 

2006 survey concluded that amongst children under the age of 15, 10.9% had a disability 

(Statistics Canada2006b). Children in Canada have experienced inequalities such as unequal 

access to education, healthcare and social services (Green et al. 2005, WHO 2011). It has also 
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been found that children with disabilities participate less in social leisure activities within 

their community in comparison to children without disabilities (Engel-Yeger et al. 2009). 

More specifically, for children with disabilities, participation in various leisure activities gets 

even more reduced as they get older (Law et al. 2006, Majnemer et al. 2008, Shikako-

Thomas et al. 2012).  

The Policy on Sport for Persons with a Disability was created with the vision of 

people with disabilities being able to have access to full participation at “all levels and in all 

forms, to the extent of their abilities and interests” whilst contributing to “social inclusion 

through these activities” (Heritage Canada 2006a, p.2). Participation has been deemed 

important in sport as “children acquire skills and competencies, achieve physical and mental 

health, and develop a sense of meaning and purpose in life” (Standing Senate Committee on 

Human Rights 2012, p.6). With 4.4 million Canadians having a disability, one study 

estimates that 3 percent of these individuals are participating in organized and regular 

physical activities (Heritage Canada 2006a). Some barriers noted were: a lack of accessible 

programs, a lack of information about sporting opportunities, the costs for transportation and 

equipment, attitudinal barriers and a lack of people who knew how to assist people with 

disabilities in sport (Heritage Canada 2006a). In addition, in Canada “37 percent of children 

and youth with disabilities never take part in organized physical activities compared to just 

10 percent amongst those without disabilities” (Geoffery et al. 2016, p.128). Therefore, it is 

important to understand the perspectives of children with disabilities regarding their own 

participation, in an effort to perhaps contribute to the understanding of this participation gap.  

In Canada there are specific barriers to physical activity such as the logistical 

challenge of distance from facilities which results in parental choice of activity based on 

“how far is too far” (Loitz and Spencer-Cavaliere 2013, p.1130). Additionally, weather is a 

logistical barrier found especially during winter months when transportation becomes 
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difficult (Loitz and Spencer-Cavaliere 2013). It is more likely that children with disabilities 

are living in poverty in comparison to their peers (Petrenchik 2008) which may result in 

unmet needs and opportunities (Law et al. 2007, Petrenchik 2008). Parents of children with 

disabilities have reported difficulty with accessing special education for their children 

(Statistics Canada 2008b). Some children with disabilities require assistive technology; 

however, over half of the children do not have access to this technology due to barriers such 

as costs (Statistics Canada 2008a).  

Person-first language for ‘people with disabilities’ rather than ‘disabled people’ 

suggests that people should be first rather than their impairment (Lawson and Beckett 2021). 

There is a divide between identity-first and person-first language, the goal is the same which 

is to ensure access and rights for people with disability (Collier 2012, Davis 1995). Person 

first language is used throughout policy in Canada such as the Accessible Canada Act 

(Government of Canada2019), and The Policy on Sport for Persons with a Disability 

(Heritage Canada2006a). A review of “people-first” language in Canadian society in 2001 

identified the terminology as the dominant linguistic formulation (Eales et al. 2014, 

Titchkosky 2001, Withers 2012). The thesis will use context specific person first language, 

until directed by participant preferences. 

 

2.3.3 Children’s Voices 
 

In Chapter One, the emphasis was placed on ensuring children’s voices in matters are 

heard that affect their lives. Engaging with the ‘voice’ of the child has been examined in 

childhood studies literature (James 2007, Moran-Ellis 2010, Tisdall and Punch 2012). This is 

a result of the stance that children are experts in their own lives and can contribute valuable 

knowledge (Clark and Moss 2011). However, there has been an exclusion of children who do 

not communicate verbally and perhaps a privileging to verbal communication (Tisdall 2012).  
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Children’s ‘voices’ as positioned in research has been questioned, and a caution has 

been placed on ensuring that linguistic, textual or verbal communication is not privileged 

(Komulainen 2007). Non-normative voices such as actions and noises are perhaps more 

revealing voices (Komulainen 2007, MacLure 2009, Rogers et al. 2005, Spyrou 2018, Tudge 

and Hogan 2005). The approach was developed with an understanding that ‘voice’ is socially 

constructed which results from social interactions (Komulainen 2007). Arguing that “ideals 

of ‘normal’ and good communication that prefer rational, abstract thinking and actions, 

discriminate between different groups of people even through the aims were to meet the 

needs and individual rights of children” (Komulainen 2007, p.23). Komulainen (2007) draws 

on the work of Bakhtin to suggest voice is co-constructed instead of fixed, clear, linear or 

straight forward. This contrasts to the suggestion of ‘literal listening’ focusing on audible 

communication (Schnoor 2012). Schnoor (2012) suggests that from a very young age, 

children are able to communicate their needs and perspectives; children’s voices are present 

rather than needing to be constructed.  

The concept of children’s voices can be understood through spatial elements 

(Mannion 2007), which suggest a wide lens when discussing children’s voices as adults’ 

intergenerational relationships with children, and different practices, contexts and cultures, 

shape children’s voices. An example can be seen in highly structured schools where children 

may choose to use more official voices to provide a ‘correct answer’ rather than how they 

choose to interact in the neighbourhood or with their friends (Spyrou 2018). Voice is viewed 

as being produced through social spaces and relations which should not be ignored (Mannion 

2007). Haw (2008) states that “in different relationships different voices are articulated, 

prioritized and privileged” (Haw 2008, p.195). 

Similarly, children’s voices have been described as “evolving in dialogue with adults” 

(Graham and Fitzgerald 2010, p.350), rather than the researcher ‘giving’ voice to children 
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which is perhaps viewing children as objects. The process is a multidimensional construction 

that is messy rather than the child voice being a fixed concept (Elden 2012). Extracting 

quotes from children quickly to collect data for analysis perhaps does not produce meaningful 

insights into children’s life worlds (James 2007, Spyrou 2018).  

Warming has suggested that “some children’s voices and perspectives are heard and 

recognized, while others are not even acknowledged” (Warming 2011, p.48). Children with 

disabilities who are non-verbal or who experience communication difficulties have been 

excluded from participating in research (Alderson and Morrow 2008). The non-voiced or 

silent are often ignored and deemed to be non-data but should be viewed as purposeful, 

meaningful and an aspect of voice (Mazzei 2003,2004,2007,2009). However, children who 

are non-verbal may experience difficulty in self-advocating, as they may have been taught 

instead of initiating conversations to respond to prompts (Potter and Whittaker 2011). This 

emphasizes the importance of understanding space and relations of the construction of voice 

(Mannion 2007).  

Non-verbal communication is important: “respect for non-verbal forms of 

communication including play…. through which very young children demonstrate 

understanding, choices and preference” (UN Committee on the Rights of the Child 2009, 

p.7). The approaches to voice and communication can be seen as an “interdependent and a 

mediated coproduction between persons and, in some instances, technologies” (Teachman et 

al. 2018, p.38). The production of voice is complicated and an entanglement of humans, 

materials, linguistic, visual and oral dimensions (Elden 2012). It is important to note in 

research that there is often a focus to clarify and confirm meanings from voice which requires 

a performative aspect (Mazzei 2009). A different approach is to go beyond ‘voiced’ or verbal 

language and explore the understanding that if one does not audibly voice their opinion, 

perhaps they are communicating in a different way (Mazzei 2003,2009).   
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Voices and competencies of children with disabilities have been questioned for 

factors, such as presumed lack of maturity, communication clarity, and misconceptions 

(Richards et al. 2015). Additionally, voices of children with disabilities have been excluded 

because of the unconventionality of expression and adult’s perceptions of capacity (Boggis 

2018c). Although the UNCRC suggests that children with disabilities should be heard, often 

their social position regards them as vulnerable leaving them with a limited opportunity to be 

heard (Thackray 2018). As an example, parents of children with disabilities may believe that 

their child does “not have sufficient understanding or communication to take part, or they 

would be too anxious to interact with a researcher” (McNeilly et al. 2015, p.270). Exclusion 

of children with disabilities from research, and being reliant on parental perspectives, perhaps 

means that the voices of children remain unheard (McNeilly et al. 2015, Meerwald 2013). 

  

2.3.4 Sport  
 

A gap in current literature exist as research to date on understanding participation in 

sport by people with disabilities has often focused on physical education in school 

(Examples, Coates 2012, Fitzgerald and Stride 2012, Healy et al. 2013, Moola et al. 2011, Qi 

and Ha 2012, Reuker et al. 2016, Wang 2019). This thesis aims to start closing that gap by 

focusing on physical activities outside of school.  

Children with disabilities should have the same rights and opportunities to join 

activities as their peers per Article 31 of the UNCRC (UNCRC 1989). People with 

disabilities can experience social exclusion in sport (Kay and Collins 2014, Misener and 

Darcy 2014, Spencer-Cavaliere and Kingsley 2015) as indicated by organized sports having a 

lower participation rate for people with disabilities as compared to people without disabilities 

(Finch 2001, Klenk et al. 2018, Si et al. 2017, Sotiriadou and Wicker 2014, Ullenhag et al. 
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2012c). Barriers cited in literature for people with disabilities accessing physical activities 

include:  

(a) intrinsic barriers (lack of motivation, lack of energy);  
(b) resources (cost, lack of knowledge of available programs); and  
(c) structural barriers (accessibility and knowledgeable instructors). 
(Adapted from, Bedini and Thomas 2012) 
 

Additionally, other factors may be a lack of transportation, and not knowing how to 

do an activity (Jackson and Scott 1999, Rimmer et al. 2010), staff training issues, policies and 

procedures being out of date in the facility or community, equipment and information barriers 

(Rimmer et al. 2004), limited inclusive sport groups (Howe and Kitchin 2014), and fear of 

getting hurt or being teased (emotional and psychological barriers) (Moran and Block 2010). 

Children with disabilities may experience more barriers due to parental fears or concerns 

(Bedini and Thomas 2012). It has been argued that a main barrier for children to participate 

in physical activities in misperceptions of what participation would entail from the participant 

and service provider (Bedini and Thomas 2012).  

Structured community programs for children with disabilities were found to promote 

and develop attachments amongst children with similar impairments through their 

participation (Willis et al. 2016) and similarly suggested by Parkyn and Coveney (2013) in 

their research with boys diagnosed with muscular dystrophy, where in a familiar 

environment, children of similar age and impairment reacted positively to skill and social 

development. This finding may support the argument that children with disabilities, whilst 

participating in segregated activities amongst other children with disabilities, perceive the 

interactions as safe, comfortable and non-threatening (Goodwin et al. 2004). The increased 

attachment to a disability community and skill building can result in the transfer of attitudes 

and skills to other environments such as school and home (Willis et al. 2016).  

In a community of sport, it was found that children with disabilities experienced great 

pride when having success (Anderson 2009, Anderson et al. 2008, Heah et al. 2007, Lyons et 
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al. 2009). These experiences have a positive effect on children’s activities by increasing their 

sense of pride, activity choices, development of competence, persistence and overall 

enjoyment (Anderson 2009). On the other hand, children with disabilities and adolescents 

may try to separate themselves from the disability community to fit within society, whilst 

denying their disability identity and adopting society’s negative attitudes towards people with 

disabilities (Dunn and Burcaw 2013, Smart 2001, Tajfel and Turner 1979, Thornicroft et al. 

2007). 

Formal activities have been described as organised and structured, having goals or 

rules directed by an instructor or coach which differs from informal activities with no or little 

prior planning (King et al. 2006, King et al. 2003). Formal activities include clubs, groups, 

skill-based activities, organized sports and organizations (King et al. 2009).  Physical activity 

can be organized or spontaneous (Jakobsson et al. 2019). Sport generally is an exercise by a 

team or individual where there is a defined goal (Khan 2011). However, Suits (2007) 

suggests various elements that are needed for sport. It is suggested that sporting games adhere 

to rules and are goal-directed, the game requires skill, specifically physical skill, and sports 

have a following becoming institutionalized (Suits 2007). Physical skill separates games such 

as chess from a sporting game (Kobiela 2018). A contrasting view is that sport is defined by 

rules only, as they are “embedded in overall theories or accounts of sport as a practice” 

(Simon 2000, p.7). Rules perhaps make sport possible but agreeing to follow them is just as 

important (Brittain 2018, Fraleigh 1984).  

The Canadian Sport Policy (2012) sets out a framework for sport in Canada which 

incorporates 5 goals:  

1. “Introduction to sport: Canadians have the fundamental skills, 
knowledge and attitudes to participate in organized and unorganized 
sport.  

2. Recreational sport: Canadians have the opportunity to participate in 
sport for fun, health, social interaction and relaxation. 
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3. Competitive sport: Canadians have the opportunity to systematically 
improve and measure their performance against others in 
competition in a safe and ethical manner. 

4. High performance sport: Canadians are systematically achieving 
world-class results at the highest levels of international competition 
through fair and ethical means. 

5. Sport for development: Sport is used as a tool for social and 
economic development, and the promotion of positive values at 
home and abroad.”  
The Canadian Sport Policy, (Government of Canada, 2012s.2.1.1)  

 

The policy for sport in Canada contrasts with literature such as having to be 

institutionalized (Suits 2007), as sports can be unorganized. Additionally, there is not a 

requirement of a game (Suits, 2007). The policy does seem to compare in the understanding 

that there is a need for rules in sport (Fraleigh 1984, Simon 2000, Suits 2007). To understand 

the different levels or categories of sport engagement potentially available a Sport Integration 

Continuum presented by Winnick in (1987) is helpful, as shown in Figure 8 below. 

 

Figure 8 Sport Integration Continuum (Winnick, 1987, p.158) 

1. Regular sport is where children with disabilities would participate without any 
support alongside able-bodied participants. 

2. Regular sport with accommodations is where a person with a visual 
impairment horseback riding with ‘live letters’ whilst riding around the arena 
while someone tells them where they are. A challenge may be to find 
reasonable adjustments to the physical extracurricular activity for children 
with disabilities to permit safe enjoyment (Pickering 2018). 
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3. Regular and adapted sport is where there is flexibility for both able-bodied 
participants and participants with disabilities to participate in sports, such as a 
person with a visual impairment participating in goalball and ‘regular’ 
bowling. 

4. Adapted sport integrated is looks like reverse integration where able-bodied 
and people with disabilities participate in an adapted sport, such as sledge 
hockey.   

5. Adapted sport segregated is where people with disabilities separated from 
able-bodied participants, such as in the Special Olympics.  

 

Participation in disability sport has been described as being “about choice across a 

continuum” (Misener and Darcy 2014, p.3). per the Inclusion Spectrum model seen below in 

Figure 9.  

 

 

Figure 9 The Inclusion Spectrum Model (Misener & Darcy, 2014, p.3) 

The Misener & Darcy model is similar to the Winnick model but with different 

terminology. The models have evolved with people of disability being integrated and 

included in mainstream sports (Howe and Kitchin 2014). Sport for people with disabilities is 
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often segregated, as there is discrimination from mainstream sport (Jeanes et al. 2017, Patel 

2015). When children with disabilities experience success in activities, there is perhaps a 

positive effect which may contribute to overall enjoyment, choice of activity, and persistence 

(Anderson 2009).  An individual’s choice of physical activity is an important part of the 

process, rather than selection of these activities by professionals (Kiuppis 2018). People with 

disabilities choosing their own sport, how they want to participate and with whom should be 

the goal (Misener 2014). Applying the UNCRC and the UNCRPD rights of children with 

disabilities to have a say in matters that affect their lives, this should include which sport they 

participate in and where on the inclusion spectrum they participate. This thesis will extend 

this work in investigating the role choice has in physical activity for children with disabilities.  

 

2.3.5 Context - Section Summary  
 

This section of the chapter provided insights into the context in which this study will 

take place. It has discussed the intersection of childhood and disability experiences and 

highlighted tensions of exclusionary practices and lived experiences that participants perhaps 

live through. Knowledge creation will be led by children’s experiences. Second, the Canadian 

context was discussed including policies and research that has been conducted in Canada 

providing a background knowledge of national goals and tensions discovered in research 

findings. Barriers to participation were discussed, along with Canadian participation 

considerations. Third, the concept of voice was discussed where themes were identified.  

The understanding gained moves beyond participation of children in matters that 

affect their lives and how voice is constructed. Voice was understood to be a construction 

that is not a linear process, and where value should be on all communication rather than 

preference to verbal communication. Finally, the context of sport was discussed through 

different models defining integration, inclusion and segregation within physical activities. 
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The thesis will expand research into physical activities that take place outside of a school 

setting.  

Considerations for this study can be identified as: (1) the construction of children’s 

voice across different contexts; (2) relationships between children, adults and environments; 

and (3) understanding of children’s agency and navigation through context. The next section 

of the chapter will discuss definitions and theories of inclusion.  

 

2.4 Inclusion 
 

The aim of the current section is to establish key themes and gaps within inclusion 

literature. Inclusion is a popular term widely used in practice, policies and international 

discussions. The importance of this section is to highlight that people with disabilities can 

face barriers to participation in society such as psychological, sociocultural and structural 

(Halder 2008, Halder et al. 2017).  

 

2.4.1 Defining Inclusion  
 

The goal of full inclusion for people with disabilities has been disseminated through 

international documents (UNCRPD 2007; ICF, 2001). People with disabilities in Western 

society have been often regarded as a highly marginalised group (Hall 2005, Koh 2004, 

Overmars-Marx et al. 2014, Pitonyak 2007). The term ‘inclusion’ is difficult to challenge, as 

the term strives for an ideal acceptance of what is morally ‘right’ within society. The Western 

world views inclusion as almost universally agreed upon as a goal that should be worked 

towards. 

The term inclusion is a primary focus and area of discussion in the field of education 

(Kiuppis 2018). Inclusion is “about the participation of all children and young people and the 

removal of all forms of exclusionary practice” (Len Barton, as quoted in Armstrong 2003, 
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p.3). Allman (2013, p.1), criticizes the view of inclusion, as inclusion benefits those who 

already included more than those who are in need of inclusion.  The social model of disability 

is represented in this definition, as it has the aim to remove barriers.  A similar definition, 

inclusion is where: 

“special education programs are placed in general education classes 
(also known as ‘integration’). For others, it is a process of 
identifying, understanding and breaking down barriers to 
participation and belonging often by addressing institutional factors 
and work generally on school development. Inclusion is about the 
quality of children’s experience; how they are helped to learn, 
achieve and participate fully in the life of the school.” 
(Devecchi 2014, p.955) 
 

This philosophical approach believes in the capability of the individuals, and responds 

to their needs appropriately (Farrell 2017). It has been argued that this approach is dependent 

on the capabilities and understanding of those staff that work with children with disabilities 

(Rioux 2014). Additionally, there is a need for staff to “appreciate the child, before the 

difference” (Elvidge 2013, p.144), as contributions by children with disabilities in reality are 

rarely valued (Qvortrup 1994).  

Inclusion, in education has emerged as the opposite of special education (Thomas 

2013). Although some education practices are perhaps labeled as inclusive, children with 

disabilities may be separate from their peers without disabilities (Norwich 2014). The Figure 

10 below is a visual example of inclusion, exclusion, segregation and integration.  
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Figure 10 Inclusion Diagram (DeBeco, 2016, p.46) 

Figure 10 shows ‘exclusion’ as people with disabilities being separate, ‘integration’ 

people with disabilities are interacting with people without disabilities but are regrouped 

together, and ‘segregation’ people with disabilities are separate from people without 

disabilities but are grouped together (De Beco 2016). Integration of children is seen in 

practice as being put into a pre-existing environment (Ainscow et al. 2006, Booth and 

Ainscow 2002). A state of ‘perfect’ inclusion in education perhaps does not exist; however, 

instead of identifying problems of children with disabilities, recognizing abilities, adapting to 

all needs and embracing human differences (De Beco 2016).  

Adults with disabilities define social inclusion as being able to participate on their 

own terms and having the freedom to choose (Hammel et al. 2008). Inclusion is the idea that 

people with disabilities feel valued, incorporated and welcomed into society without any 

limitations (Price and D’Eloia 2018). This is similar to the definition as “a sense of 

belonging, feeling respected, valued, feeling a level of supportive energy and commitment 

from others so that you can do your best” (Miller and Katz 2002, p.7). However, notions of 
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inclusion that are ‘warm and inviting’ overlook present and past lived experiences, as they 

are future-orientated (Edwards et al. 2001).  

It is fundamentally important that inclusion practices, inclusion lived experiences, and 

the processes of inclusion are critically examined from the perspective of people with 

disabilities (Spencer-Cavaliere and Watkinson 2010, Susinos 2007). It has been highlighted 

that inclusion is ‘iridescent’ as it is “something that looks quite different depending on the 

viewpoint of the observer” (Roulstone 2000, p.428). Rather than thinking of inclusion as a 

unidirectional journey by disabled people toward mainstream contexts, these scholars and 

researchers call for decentring inclusion so that “instead of being either included or excluded, 

we are all, at once, both half in and half out” (Titchkosky 2011, p.21).  

Critical scholars suggest that radically rethinking inclusion requires deconstructing 

the normative centre from which exclusion processes are derived, where the normative is 

naturalized, and the ‘other’ is named and excluded (Cook and Swain 2001, Slee and Graham 

2008).  

Other research with women living in poverty in the health sector demonstrated 

inclusion is not experienced as a simple binary of inclusion or exclusion, nor is it stable or 

necessarily desirable (Ponic and Frisby 2010). Instead, women said they experience 

‘moments’ of inclusion that co-exist alongside experiences of exclusion. The women’s 

account challenged portrayals of marginalized groups as passive recipients of inclusion 

processes (Ponic and Frisby 2010). The process of inclusion included various elements such 

as relational, psychosocial, organizational and participatory dimensions (Ponic and Frisby 

2010). The process of inclusion cannot be oversimplified, as it incorporates active agents 

participating (O’Reilly 2005), as the relationship of inclusion and exclusion is complex, 

contradictory, and fluid (Labonte 2004, Ponic and Frisby 2010).  In line with “people’s 
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interpretations and their resulting actions must become the core subject of empirical 

research” (Vobruba 2000, p.609).  

 

2.4.2 Inclusion in Sport  
 

Sport has the potential to foster opportunities for belonging and connection, whilst 

engaging young people to perhaps lessen social exclusion (Kay and Collins 2014). The terms 

‘disability’, ‘sport’ and ‘participation’ are often referred to when discussing inclusive 

physical education (Coates and Vickerman 2010, Goodwin 2009). The term inclusion in 

physical education is all encompassing covering all levels of access, participation and 

achievement (Slee 2006).  

Youth with disabilities often experienced sport in three common settings. First, 

disability sport which is a segregated setting comprised of a homogenous setting with youth 

with disabilities or a setting with children without disabilities (Goodwin and Peers 2012). 

Second, integrated mainstream which includes youth with and without disabilities (Goodwin 

and Peers 2012). Third, alternative settings which is perhaps reverse integration (Goodwin 

and Peers 2012), although mainstream environments may attempt to promote inclusion, 

exclusion and marginalization are more common (Spencer-Cavaliere et al. 2017).  There has 

been criticism towards segregated settings as inclusion values all participants (DePauw and 

Doll-Tepper 2000). Segregated settings have reported findings of experiencing a sense of 

belonging, learning new skills (Wynnyk and Spencer-Cavaliere 2013), developing an athletic 

identity and developing relationships with their peers (Shapiro and Martin 2010). In regard to 

youth sport, segregated settings are commonly practiced (Goodwin and Peers 2012). 

Segregation is not the same as separation, segregation has the potential to be away from ablist 

assumptions and values (Campbell 2008, Hodge and Runswick-Cole 2013). Unlike in school 

settings where a professional will choose what a person with disabilities will be entitled to in 
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regard to segregated, integrated or inclusive settings sport, segregation is perhaps about the 

right of choice (Kiuppis 2018). The goals may include supporting people with disabilities in 

making independent choices of where, how and with whom to participate (Misener 2014).  

Facilitators and sport providers have been criticized for failing to translate inclusive 

policy into practice (Fitzgerald et al. 2003). Coaches have a significant role in shaping sport 

environments, to be inclusive or exclusive (Spencer-Cavaliere et al. 2017). Inclusive 

practices facilitated by coaches were the result of authentic connections, expectations, views 

of disability being competitive and adaptations and diversity (Spencer-Cavaliere et al. 2017). 

Similarly, when people with disabilities were asked their preferred characteristics for a coach, 

the answers included: trustworthy, patient, prepared to share ideas, good communicator and 

listener, knowledgeable and flexible (Black 2011). Sports instructors can be seen as positive 

role models for children with disabilities in formal sport activities (Willis et al. 2016). 

Sport inclusion and exclusion can be represented on a spectrum, and exclusion can be 

seen as a process of othering an individual (Macdonald et al. 2012). Inclusion when observed 

may view children simply being put ‘in’ the game, which resulted in not always leading to 

inclusion for the individual (Spencer-Cavaliere and Watkinson 2010). The representation that 

sport is a level playing field is not accurate of the ways in which sport has the potential to 

exclude (Evans and Bairner 2013). For example, children from lower income families 

participate in less organised sport than children from higher income homes (Hylton and 

Totten 2013, Kay and Collins 2014, Spencer-Cavaliere et al. 2017). Peers is another factor, as 

children were found to interact with children with disabilities in social activities, but in 

athletic and academic contexts it was less likely (Gasser et al. 2014). Children may base their 

inclusive practices on how they perceive children with disabilities which may impact or 

interfere with their activity (Diamond and Tu 2009).  
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2.4.3 Delivery of Inclusion  
 

Inclusion as a pedagogical approach was presented in 1994 at the World Conference 

on Special Needs Education in Salamanca as a promising new approach (UNESCO 1994). 

Following the conference, there was a global movement of ‘Education for All’ (UNESCO 

2000). The movement believed in education not being segregated (O’Brien 2002), and all 

children being a part of the school community regardless of ‘weaknesses’ (Judge 2003). The 

attendance of all children in mainstream schools was stated to be an effective way to meet the 

inclusive education goal and counteract discriminatory attitudes (Krischler et al. 2019). The 

agenda of inclusion has been seen to be a political process (Allan 2008), which is often 

pursued through a top-down approach (Coles and Hancock 2002), that is seen as a component 

of government planning (Corbett 2001). 

This movement called for ‘full’ inclusion, arguing all students should be grouped with 

their same-aged peers regardless of any differences. Full inclusion was set out as a basic 

human right, and as morally superior to the provision of segregated classrooms within 

mainstream schools. This stance on full inclusion was considered radical by many, and 

continues to be vigorously debated in relation to which types of ‘placements’ are in the best 

interests of disabled children (Tardif-Williams et al. 2009). The adoption of the inclusion 

discourse attempts to conceal the exclusion of children with disabilities in special education 

(Best et al. 2019). Some educators have advocated for ‘meaningful inclusion’ rather than ‘full 

inclusion’ as children with disabilities although having access to the space of a mainstream 

classrooms, do not necessarily achieve belonging, acceptance, interdependence or a sense of 

community (Tardif-Williams et al. 2009). The mainstream schools that children with 

disabilities were placed into were not designed for inclusion, and all-encompassing 

provisions (Slee 2008).  
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Inclusion practices have been criticized, for example, when attempting to implement a 

standard one-size-fits all approach (Gordon 2006, Slee 2008, Warnock 2006). These 

approaches increase pressure for children with disabilities to fit into the societal perception of 

‘normal’ whilst promoting homogeneity (Valeo and Bunch 2004). The burden to ‘fit in’ is 

perhaps causing harm, especially if children with disabilities are expected to fit into these 

environments on their own (Cook and Swain 2001). Although children with disabilities may 

be physically in mainstream social spaces, it does not automatically result in positive 

interactions (Holt 2003, Milner and Kelly 2009). Instead, classrooms and schools should be 

adapting to “meet the needs of all children” to begin the process of inclusion (Loreman et al. 

2005, p.2). Additionally, there is limited choice for children with disabilities when being 

obligated to fit into standardized procedures. Encountering inclusion as one of the “paradoxes 

of forced choice” and “of freedom to do what is necessary”, so long as pupils “do exactly 

what they are expected to do” (Žižek 2009,p.25). Here, inclusion is not located in choice, it is 

not a human right, but rather is forced participation (Hodkinson 2011).  

Generally, inclusion is a sought after ideal; however, in practice, it is sometimes 

found that integration is taking place (Jahnukainen 2015). ‘Inclusion’ could be argued as 

symbiotic, as it is presented by the show of children with disabilities being in attendance 

(Hodkinson 2011). Over time the ideological commitment to inclusion became an 

administration project (Žižek 2009). Definitions of inclusions that are broadly used in 

literature continue to lack clarity (Armstrong et al. 2011, Nilhom and Göransson 2017). 

Differing definitions are important to explore as different approaches to inclusion will result 

in differing attitudes towards it (Kruse and Dedering 2018, Nilhom and Göransson 2017), 

resulting in differing teaching behaviours (Fazio and Roskos-Ewoldsen 2005).  

An approach to inclusive education has been suggested that emphasizes everyone has 

access to quality education (Florian 2019), as a problem with equity is raised:  
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(…) equity demands that differentiated approaches are needed to 
accommodate individual differences between learners, such 
approaches create problems when the inherent bias within bell curve 
thinking produces and reinforces school structures that are designed 
for ‘most’ students on the ground that something different can be 
available to ‘some’. 
(Florian 2019, p.695) 
 

Florian (2019) argues the logic of special needs education is a process of repeating 

exclusion, as it is targeting individual difference and treating them differently. Florian’s 

‘rights-based notion of inclusion’ is reliant on teachers’ practices, decision making and shifts 

of thinking to educate for all (Florian 2008,2019). The removal of difference by Florian has 

been criticized, as it ignores positive features of diversity and identities (Ravenscroft et al. 

2019). Further, the generic ‘education for all’ (Florian 2019), fails to engage with notions of 

difference (Ravenscroft et al. 2019). Children with disabilities have been noted to provide 

knowledge on the promotion of fairness, equity and restructuring learning environments 

(Bizas et al. 2014, Deponio and Davis 2014, Ravenscroft et al. 2019), although Florian 

(2019) suggests a rights-based approach. There is tremendous disregard of Article 12 of the 

UNCRC and the UNCRPD preamble in which children and people with disabilities have a 

right to participate in matters that affect their lives. 

 

2.4.4 Social Justice  
 

The social justice movement believes that people who are oppressed have the right to 

share the benefits of society and receive fair treatment on the premise of equality for 

everyone, as a human right (Loewen and Pollard 2010, Longmore 2003, Miller 2001, 

Waddington and Diller 2000). Social justice can be extended to all parts of life to ensure 

opportunities are being fairly distributed (Cunningham and Lee 2019). Some of the various 

issues social justice literature incorporates are racism, heterosexism, ableism, classism, agism 

and sexism (Johnson 2006). Once injustice is recognized, there is a obligation to change 
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towards ensuring equity (Toporek and Williams 2006). Social justice incorporates the 

principles of social equality and meaningful roles in communities for everyone (Goodley and 

Runswick-Cole 2014).  

Social justice goals include inclusivity, fairness, equity and effective participation 

(Pham and Molla 2019). There are different approaches to equality, and whether the focus 

should be on opportunity, process or outcome (Riddell 2009). Equality as a term has been 

used “to refer to the approach of treating people with fairness” (Arshad 2008, p.225). This 

contrasts with the idea of ‘equal treatment’ (Arora 2005, p.6). Arshad continues to state that 

offering  

“equal access and rights but does not always take into consideration 
the additional steps required to obtain, as far a s possible, equivalent 
experiences that might allow for equal outcomes” 
(Arshad 2008, p.225) 
 

Understanding diversity, different requirements and various needs as equality results 

in treating people with fairness (Arshad 2008), there are several challenges to equality for 

people with disabilities, as problems may go beyond social oppression and exclusion (Badar 

and Kauffman 2014a,b, Kauffman and Anastasiou 2011,2012,2013). Additionally, equality of 

outcomes, access and the process of equality are changing (Valli et al. 1997). Sapon-Shevin 

(2003) stated that “[b]y embracing inclusion as a model of social justice, we can create a 

world fit for all of us” (Sapon-Shevin 2003, .p28). Social justice continues to challenge 

practices and policies for fairness (Miller 2001). 

A two-dimensional model of social justice has been called the status model (Fraser 

1997). Fraser describes social justices playing out through cultural norms and social 

institutions. Injustice happens when social actors are excluded or seen as unequal through 

misrecognition or social interactions (Fraser 1997, p.107). Second, Fraser argues for 

resources to be distributed fairly in a way to ensure individual voice and independence 

(Fraser 1997, Fraser and Honneth 2003). The model calls for recognition of social actors, and 
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distribution of resources that is equal with all needs met (Fraser 1997, Fraser and Honneth 

2003). Research has excluded children with cognitive impairments, as researchers may not 

have the skills or training to incorporate their views (Franklin and Sloper 2009). When 

applying this to Fraser’s model, children are excluded and misrecognized into a lower status 

position, resulting in inequalities and injustice.  

Disability rights movements were able to identify access and attitudinal barriers 

which are now described as a socio-political issue (Waddington and Diller 2000). The 

understandings of social barriers were outlines in the social model of disability (Oliver 1990). 

The social model of disability is comparable to the social justice understanding, as the aim is 

to remove barriers. However, through the social model, if the barriers were removed, people 

with impairments would no longer be disabled (Riddell 2009). Additionally,  

“because of their unique social and personal needs and special 
interests, many exceptional people become part of a cultural group 
composed of individuals with similar exceptionalities. For some, this 
cultural identity is by ascription; they have been labeled and forced 
into enclaves by virtue of the residential institutions where they live. 
Others may live in the same communities or even neighborhood by 
their own choosing” 
(Gollnick and Chinn 2013, p.174) 
 

Difference in ability, race, language, gender, religion, ethnicity creates diversity 

(Anatasiou and Keller 2014). Critical disability studies’ main concern is social justice for 

people with disabilities and being inclusive from their perspective (Van Aswegen and 

Shevlin 2019), which is frequently linked to political and moral transformation, justice and 

power issues (Goodley 2014).   

 

2.4.5 Social Inclusion  
 

The term ‘social inclusion’ is mainly a subjective construct which is multifaceted 

(Croucher and Le Boutilier 2010). Social inclusion has been explained as the opposite of 

‘social exclusion’, specifically marginalization or stigmatization associated with groups 
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which are based on, but not limited to, gender, race, disability, origin or socioeconomic status 

(Koller et al. 2018). Social inclusion for children with disabilities often means dealing with 

hurdles of economic, political and social barriers to achieve meaningful participation in 

society (Hill et al. 2004). A definition offered for social inclusion from the UN states:  

“social inclusion is defined as the process of improving the terms of 
participation in society, particularly for people who are 
disadvantaged, through enhancing opportunities, access to resources, 
voice and respect for rights.” 
(UN 2016, Leaving No One Behind Report, p.17) 
 

A similar definition from the Commission of the European Communities states: 

“social inclusion is a process which ensures that those at risk of 
poverty and social exclusion gain the opportunities and resources 
necessary to participate fully in economic, social, political and 
cultural life and to enjoy a standard of living that is considered 
normal in the society in which they live. It ensures that they have 
greater participation in decision making which affects their lives and 
access to their fundamental rights”  
(European Commission 2003, p.9) 
 

The second definition added that social inclusion should lead to an overall well-being 

of an individual which is a basis for being a contributing and valued member of a society 

(Mâsse et al. 2012, Murray and Greenberg 2006). Disability barriers through social inclusion 

see the disabling being caused by the environment rather than the individual’s body (Purdue 

2009), which is how the social model of disability views barriers. Understanding the process 

of social inclusion acknowledges that attitudes and experiences change due to the setting that 

they are experienced in (Fisher and Purcal 2017, Murfitt et al. 2018). Social inclusion is 

acceptance of marginalized groups in various contexts, but it also explores how those 

individuals experience and control their own involvement (Cobigo and Martin 2011, 

Cummins and Lau 2003). 

A study conducted that explored how adults with disabilities view social inclusion 

described that there was not a specific definition, however social inclusion was referred to as 

freedom to choose and being able to participate on their own terms (Hammel et al. 2008). A 
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similar study found adults with disabilities saw social inclusion as being included beyond a 

disability label, participating in activities, being employed, appropriate housing, reciprocal 

relationships and receiving support (Cobigo and Martin 2011). Although these are views 

from adults with disabilities, according to my search, I did not find any studies discussing 

how specifically children with disabilities would define social inclusion, but if there are any, 

they are few. Whereas there is research about children with disabilities experiencing social 

exclusion which often cite reasons as lack of adaptation and lack of awareness (examples; 

Hamilton 2005, Houghton and Taylor 2008, Humphrey and Symes 2010, Krull et al. 2014, 

McPherson and Lindsay 2012, Pijl and Frostad 2010, Rotheram-Fuller et al. 2010). 

Specifically, children with disabilities in Canada in integrated activity settings did not feel 

included despite the promotion of social inclusion (Spencer-Cavaliere and Watkinson 2010). 

Further research into the perspectives on inclusion in activity settings of children with 

disabilities is important for the understanding of inclusion (Block 2007). Social inclusion has 

been stated to be a critical component of physical activity for children with disabilities (Taub 

and Greer 2000).  

Impairment specific variables play a role in social inclusion and how children with 

disabilities experience social inclusion (Kobal Grum and Seničar 2012). Children with 

disabilities who have multiple impairments, and behavioural/emotional impairments 

generally experienced more difficulties than children with impairments that were physical, 

hearing, visual or speech (McCoy and Banks 2012). Other factors relating to social exclusion 

that are child specific include shyness (Frederickson and Jones 2010), predicted aggression 

(Kemp and Carter 2005, Odom et al. 2006), and social withdrawal (Odom et al. 2006). North 

American studies show that social exclusion is experienced by children with disabilities more 

than their peers (Hanvey 2001, Snowdon 2012). Peer relationships and participation in 

activities in the community are valued by children with disabilities, although it is reported 
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they have experienced low levels of social integration (Frazee 2003). Social integration and 

close proximity of children with and without disabilities does not guarantee social inclusion 

(Alant et al. 2017).  

 

2.4.6 Inclusion - Section Summary  
 

This section has discussed the concept of inclusion through the examination of 

definitions, in the context of sport, delivery of inclusion, social justice and social inclusion. 

People with disabilities are generally excluded from conversations about inclusion, despite an 

emphasis on the need for people with disabilities’ views and experiences of inclusion and 

exclusion. Inclusion is complex and is different depending on the viewpoint and experiences 

of the observer. In the context of sport, various participation opportunities were discussed 

including a spectrum of choice. The delivery of inclusion has been shown to need to move 

past a ‘one size fits all’ approach. Social justice in relation to inclusion was discussed as 

striving for equality for everyone, by redistributing the resources, as inclusion is a human 

right. Finally, social inclusion was discussed as it relates to economic, social, cultural and 

political rights. 

Key considerations to be explored are: (1) how children with disabilities view 

inclusion; (2) how children with disabilities act within various segregated, integrated and 

inclusive contexts; and (3) broader social and environmental factors. The key considerations 

will shape the research questions for the thesis.  

 

2.5 Chapter Two Conclusion  
The chapter has provided an overview of disability models, the context of the thesis 

and inclusion. The chapter started with an overview of disability models including the 

medical, social, Nordic, and human rights models. Factors that were highlighted for the thesis 
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were further exploration of factors contributing to the understanding of disability through 

lived experiences, power relationships and the tensions of disability perspectives in practice.  

The second section of the chapter discussed the context where the thesis takes place. 

Canadian policy, terminology and barriers to participation were considered. The non-verbal 

communication of children was understood as a non-linear construction and the context of 

sport was considered. Key considerations were understanding the negotiation of contexts, 

relationships of children, adults and environments and the construction of children’s voice in 

various contexts.  

The chapter closed with a section focused on inclusion, starting with various 

definitions of inclusion. Inclusion is complex and the views and experiences of people with 

disabilities are needed to co-construct further knowledge. Key considerations for the thesis 

will explore relational factors, participatory actions or inactions, and the lived experience of 

children with disabilities in physical activities. 

The chapter identified key considerations taken from the literature that have shaped 

the research questions for this thesis. The interplay of power, environment, participation, 

policy, practice and relationships will be explored through lived experiences to (re)produce 

meaning.  

 As a result of this review, research questions were developed alongside the review 

from Chapter One. The following Chapter will illustrate the research methods utilized, ethical 

considerations, and how the data was analyzed. Furthermore, the introduction of the 

participants the research was conducted alongside of will occur. The Chapter will conclude 

with a clear understanding of how the data was gathered.  
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2.6 Literature Review Conclusion: Linking 
Participation, Disability, and Inclusion 
Models  
The section aims to link models of participation, disability and inclusion to create a 

clear understanding of the links between theories and their importance of these theories in 

navigating the thesis. The various models are vital to understanding the full lived experience 

of children with disabilities in extracurricular physical activities.  

Hart’s model of participation (1992) is useful in understanding what would be labeled 

participation and non-participation. The participation understanding is furthered by Lundy’s 

elements of participation (2007) in exploring the various factors at play which could create 

opportunities or constraints for participation such as audience, influence, voice and space. As 

the participation models help label and guide participation forward in the research, agency 

and strategic flexibility are important to acknowledge within these. The thesis will analyze 

participation in various environments and seek to explore experiences of the agency 

continuum and where agency experiences are thickened or thinned by their environment 

(Klocker, 2007). Children with disabilities co-participate in their experiences whilst 

navigating boundaries and hierarchies through strategic flexibility (Bacon & Frankel, 2014); 

this will be important in the analysis of the process of inclusion and participation. Whilst 

utilizing strategic actions, children with disabilities in their everyday lives can navigate 

power structures and complex multi-layered relationships (Frankel, 2017). Exploring the 

lived experiences of agency and strategic flexibility make for a rich understanding of 

participation. 

For this research, the importance of participation models is clear, especially in 

relation to disability models. The medical model of disability is important for this thesis, 

although has been critiqued when viewing people with disabilities through this model as 
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abnormal or inferior (Campbell, 2008). For this thesis it is important in extracurricular 

physical activities and in the research process to acknowledge that certain supports and 

adaptations for some impairments are required. The medical model in extracurricular 

physical activities has been shown to be important, as coaches need an understanding of what 

supports and what adaptations are required. Additionally, parents and children felt more 

comfortable if the coaches and organizations took the time to really understand their 

impairments, abilities and limitations. Although the medical model does not show the whole 

experience, it is an important piece to be acknowledged. Building onto the medical model 

understandings of impairment, the Nordic model incorporates the lived experience of people 

with disabilities and explores the exchanges and interactions between the environment and 

people with disabilities (Owens, 2015). The models together assist in understanding 

participation barriers such as social, physical strength, and assumptions others may have 

about disability (Breslin et al., 2017); social barriers are also understood in the social model 

of disability (Oliver, 1996). The understanding of other potential barriers to inclusion and 

participation regarding disability experience is important and is acknowledged.  

 

An understanding of inclusion as the “removal of all forms of exclusionary practice” 

(Len Barton, as quoted in Armstrong, 2003, p.3) is also represented in the social model of 

disability with the goal to remove all barriers (Oliver, 1996). Removing barriers is important 

for the understanding of inclusion; however, it is important to understand what inclusion 

experiences may look like in practice. DeBeco’s (2016) Inclusion Diagram is a visual 

representation of inclusion, exclusion, segregation, and integration which can be found on 

page 97 of the thesis; this will be helpful in labelling the various practices occurring. The 

diagram clearly shows from an outside perspective what inclusion might be in relation to 

people with disabilities. However, there is an important perspective being left out when 



 112 

discussing inclusion, people with disabilities. This missing perspective is highlighted by 

participation understandings that children should be included in all matters that affect their 

lives (Tisdall and Punch, 2012). The understanding will also seek to include the participation, 

agency, choices, and strategic flexibility utilized by children with disabilities themselves to 

navigate the inclusion opportunities and constraints.  

The critical model of disability is important, as it will reframe the understanding of 

knowledge alongside children with disabilities as it places the importance on the individual’s 

experience (Runswick-Cole and Goodley, 2016). Placing the importance of understanding 

from the participant viewpoint will reshape how participation and inclusion are understood. 

Understanding the complexity of these interactions will be through an understanding of lived 

experience where children are viewed as shaping practices, social worlds, and their rights 

through their actions (Hanson and Nieuwenhuys, 2012). This understanding is important as 

the process of participation and inclusion are navigated by children with disabilities and to 

fully understand the individual social, cultural and personal identities (Baraldi and Cockburn, 

2018). There is a vast amount of theoretical literature discussed in the first two chapters, 

because the literature is important to understand the complexity of the lived experiences in 

extracurricular physical activities.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology and 
Research Design 
 

3.1 Introduction  
The current chapter will discuss the ethnographic methodology that has been utilized 

for this research study. To start, the chapter will discuss the research questions that will be 

explored, following the key themes from Chapter One and Chapter Two. The chapter will 

then begin with a general discussion surrounding children, and children with disabilities in 

research.  

There will then be a review of what is ethnography and why is it being used to answer 

the specific research questions. In this chapter, there will be an in-depth look at how the 

multi-site ethnography was conducted. The multi-site ethnography tool was utilized to 

explore the lived experience of extracurricular activities which provided a thick description 

of participation and inclusion. A thick description was achieved in the field as I actively 

participated in the lives (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007) of children with disabilities in 

extracurricular physical activities.  

The chapter then shifts to understand the study process that will be described in detail 

including discussions of recruitment, consent, rapport, and the data collection process. There 

is a discussion on how knowledge was produced through the ethnographic approach. The 

section will look at observations, fieldnotes, interviews, data validity and analysis. The 

section will describe exactly where and how the data was produced for this thesis, including 

an understanding of the different contexts and spaces that knowledge was created in. Through 

this description the section provides reflexive accounts of how knowledge was produced.  

The fourth section of the chapter is an introduction to the findings that looks at 

participant group descriptions and research settings in general. Participants’ views on how 
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they would prefer to be described is discussed. The section is followed by children’s 

biographies, which discusses demographics and routines children have in the research 

settings. Children’s biographies are important as they shape children’s lived experiences in 

the data analysis which provides for an in-depth look into their lived realities. The chapter 

then comments on what took place after data collection including feedback, dissemination 

and reflection on the methods utilized. Finally, the chapter will conclude with an 

understanding of how knowledge was produced for the purposes of this thesis.  

3.2 Research Questions  
The key themes that were identified through the literature review were used to develop a 

broad aim for this research study which is to explore how children with disabilities navigate 

their participation in extracurricular physical activities with an emphasis on their lived 

experiences.  The goal is to contribute to knowledge by providing a detailed understanding 

and description of lived experiences of children with disabilities in extracurricular physical 

activities.  

To guide the exploration of the broad research aim, the following research questions were 

developed:  

Question 1: How do adults and children create opportunities and 
constraints for children’s recognized participation? 
 
Question 2: How do children with disabilities navigate (or live 
through) the process of inclusion in extracurricular physical 
activities? 

 
The section will discuss the methodological approaches that were taken to answer the 

research questions.  
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3.3 Research Foundation  
The following section will provide a general understanding of research with children 

and children with disabilities. The section will then move into specifics about ethnography as 

an approach to answering the research questions.  

3.3.1 Research with Children  
 

The view of children, as described in Chapter One, is of active participants in the 

construction of their lives (James and Prout 1990, p.8) and children should be seen as co-

producers and creators of knowledge in an expert position (Tisdall 2017). As the first two 

chapters concluded with this view of children, another ontology should be considered, as the 

relationship between ‘researcher’ and ‘participant’ is desired to be more equal.  

Throughout childhood studies’ literature there is a concern that researchers need to 

ensure the children’s own perspectives are heard striving for “a more direct voice and 

participation in the production of sociological data” (James and Prout 1997, p.8). Including 

children’s voices within research challenged the way research was traditionally conducted for 

children. Children’s knowledges was often excluded, as the children were considered 

unreliable while the views of adults were considered reliable and included (Hogan 2005, 

Punch 2002). This view of children left adults speaking on behalf of children (Christensen 

and James 2008a), resulting in children as objects to study whilst their voices were excluded 

from research (James and Prout 1997). 

However, there has been a growing amount of literature discussing research with 

children rather than research on children. As a result, there have been researchers that have 

directly engaged with the ‘voice’ of the child (examples, James 2007, Moran-Ellis 2010, 

Tisdall 2012, Tisdall and Punch 2012). Although there has been an increased inclusion of 

children’s voices in research, there is still debate on how best to involve children’s 
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perspectives. With the rise of participatory methodologies, it is important to note that 

participatory methodologies may provide a route to “better knowledge, be more ethical and 

more inclusive” (Tisdall 2015b, p.11).  Additionally, the view that because they are children, 

they need different methodologies perhaps should not be the automatic assumption (Thomson 

2007). Punch (2002) argues that assuming creative methodologies are better comes with 

built-in assumptions, such as children will enjoy participation, children lack attention span to 

participate in other methodologies, and children are competent. Punch (2002) argues further:  

“It is misleading to talk about ‘child’ and ‘adult’ research methods, 
since the suitability of particular methods depends as much on the 
research context as on the research subject’s stage in the life course. 
The choice of methods not only depends on age, competence, 
experience, preference and social status of the research subject but 
also on the cultural environment and the physical setting, as well as 
the research questions and the competencies of the researcher.” 
(Punch 2002, p.338) 

 
Similar arguments have been made against “prioritizing of methodologies” (Qvortrup 

(Qvortrup 2008, p.67), while acknowledging that there is nothing exceptionally peculiar 

regarding children that would require them to use a specific creative methodology (James, 

2008, p.2). Qvortrup (2008) further argues that perhaps a variety of methods would help to 

produce rich in-depth data. Although children’s voices are being included in research, it is 

less common to find the same regarding children with disabilities. I will discuss data 

collection methods for children with disabilities within this study, as part of the consideration 

of the ethnographic approach. The next section will discuss children with disabilities in 

research.  

3.3.2 Research with Children with Disabilities 
 

With recognition of children’s rights being on the rise, there has been a shift toward 

recognizing that children should be actively participating in research (Veale 2005). However, 

it has been argued that this has been a slower process when it comes to children with 
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disabilities (Franklin and Sloper 2009, Sinclair and Franklin 2000). It has been argued that 

just as children should be participating in research, so should children with disabilities 

(Moran-Ellis 2010).  

It has been argued that children with disabilities are still largely absent from academic 

literature and research (Boggis 2018c, Davis and Watson 2002). Stalker’s (2012) research 

continued highlighting the lack of children with disabilities and suggested that they may look 

‘invisible’ in research or just be overlooked all together. This view can be summed up by 

“research is an imperialist, disablist and heteronormative peculiarity of modernist knowledge 

production” (Goodley and Runswick-Cole 2014, p.215). The voices of children with 

disabilities are still being marginalised within the context of research (Franklin and Sloper 

2009).  These voices are being pushed to the sideline, with voices of professionals and 

parents at the forefront (Connors and Stalker 2003). Additionally, these lived experiences 

studies of children with disabilities are often in relation to evaluations and provisions of 

programing (Abbott 2013). Therefore, stories about children with disabilities and their 

experiences are not being told by the children; they are being told by service providers 

(French and Swain 2001).  

Increasingly, research is including the experiences and views of children with 

disabilities (examples, Curran and Runswick-Cole 2013, Goodley 2011a, Goodley and 

Runswick-Cole 2011a,2014, Wickenden 2011). Brunnberg (2005) used interviews 

highlighting friendship constructions, Boggis (2011) showcased voices of those children who 

used AACS (Augmentative and Alternative Communication Systems), and Davis and 

scholars (2008) utilized ethnography to examine social structures and relationships. 

Researchers have been encouraged to get creative with their methodologies to capture 

experiences and voices of children with disabilities (Richards and Clark 2018). This PhD 

thesis looks to ensure that the methods utilized best capture the experiences of children with 



 118 

disabilities whilst keeping in mind the lessons learned by the previous scholars. The thesis is 

closing the gap of longitudinal research study by looking into the lived experiences of 

children with disabilities in extracurricular physical activities. The following section will 

continue the discussion on research with children with disabilities, however with the focus on 

non-verbal children.  

3.3.3 Research with non-verbal populations 
 

Youth who live with both communication and physical impairments are among the 

most excluded in disability research (Morris 2001b,2003, Whitehouse et al. 2009). With 

some exceptions (examples, Batorowicz et al. 2014, Bennett 2011, Mitchell 2010, Rabiee et 

al. 2005, Raghavendra et al. 2012, Simmons and Watson 2014, Wickenden 2011), there has 

been minimal research done with this group. Youth with disabilities that utilized ACCS were 

generally excluded from research due to assumptions that researchers would experience 

difficulties in engaging with them (Morris 2003). Thus, there is a clear need to include this 

population in research to fill the existing void. For children with communication impairment, 

there were questions raised about how ‘voices’ are represented, especially in research 

(Komulainen 2007). Komulainen states “ideals of normal and good communication that 

prefer rational, abstract thinking and actions discriminate between different groups of people 

even though the aims were to meet the needs and individual rights of children” (Komulainen 

2007, p.23). Komulainen continues to argue against the privileging of communication that is 

verbal, linguistic or textual. Her argument continues that voice is not an individual property, 

it is a social construction resulting from social interaction. In this context, she places non-

verbal utterances and physical movements as perhaps even more important in an exchange 

than words when previously these non-verbal communications would have been be 

disqualified. Children and youth who use ACCS and non-verbal communication methods 

were shown to have networks of communication partners, in most instances support workers 
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and/or family. Alongside communication partners children and youth were developing unique 

communication methods (Wickenden 2011). To tap into these non-verbal communication 

patterns, ethnography has been seen to uncover meaning (Cunningham-Burley et al. 2008).   

3.3.4 What is Ethnography? 
 

Before discussing why ethnography was the best choice of amongst methodological 

approaches for my research, it is important to know what an ethnography might look like. 

Hammersley (2018) summarizes various definition of ethnography and suggests some key 

features below:  

• “Relatively long-term data collection process, 
• Taking place in naturally occurring settings, 
• Relying on participant observation or personal engagement more 

generally,  
• Employing a range of types of data 
• Aimed at documenting what actually goes on  
• Emphasis the significance of the meanings people give to objects, 

including themselves in the course of their activities, in other worlds 
culture and  

• Holistic in focus.” 
(Hammersley 2018, p.4) 

Ethnography can be applied in a plethora of research settings; it is reflexive and 

flexible regardless of discipline, topic or participant (Vine et al. 2018). The ethnographic 

approach is non-linear and is often “flying by the seat of your pants” (Van Maanen 1988, 

p.120). As ethnography is a ‘style’ which is a process of understanding social meanings and 

activities in various contexts (Brewer 2000, p.11). “Ethnography is neither subjective nor 

objective. It is interpretive, mediating two worlds through a third” (Agar 1986, p.19). 

Additionally, through the process of the ethnographic research, researchers are a part of the 

community as suggested by: “as researchers we cannot detach ourselves from the worlds we 

study” (Konstantoni and Kustatscher 2016, p.224). 

Knowledge creation through ethnography can be seen as:  
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“Ethnography usually involves the researcher participating, overtly or 
covertly in people’s daily lives for an extended period of time, watching 
what happens, listening to what is said, and/or asking questions through 
informal or formal interviews, collecting documents and artefacts- in fact, 
gathering whatever data are available to throw light on issues that are 
emerging focus of enquiry.” 
(Hammersley and Atkinson 2007, p.3) 

 
Ethnography, in relation to this thesis, is an overt process that engages with data 

collecting as suggested by Hammersley and Atkinson (2007). Social worlds in which children 

negotiate were studied by participating and observing everyday life (Emerson et al. 2011). 

The ethnographic approach allows the research to ‘get right inside’ the lived realities of 

children’s lives (Mason 2002, p.55). This is achieved through extensive time within the field 

(Agar 2008, Creswell 2007, Hammersley and Atkinson 2007, Vine et al. 2018). The ‘thick 

description’ created through the time spend in the field is important for this study, as it 

provides a deep understanding of multiple meanings, and inter-related lived experiences 

(Geertz 1973).   

3.3.4 Why Ethnography?  
 

The reasons why ethnography is an ideal methodology will now be discussed. The 

four main reasons for choosing ethnography are its ability to tap into the non-verbal 

communications, reflexive power relationships, the positioning of children in research 

practices and the knowledge creation process. Ethnography allows for data collection 

practices for all children with disabilities to answer research questions more fully.  

First, ethnography’s ability to tap into non-verbal communications is well suited for 

this research. Ethnography has been used for children with disabilities to help gain access to 

communication techniques and children’s meanings of their diverse identities (Cunningham-

Burley et al. 2008). This access is notably more favorable for children who are non-verbal, 

communicate in a way unknown to adults, or wish to communicate in non-verbal ways 

(Boggis 2018c). As children with disabilities have the same right to expression, their ‘voices’ 
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should be heard (UN General Assembly, 2007, Article 7). Observations are ideal for children 

who are non-verbal, as verbal and non-verbal actions can construct children’s cultures 

(Corsaro 2005), by being able to observe different expressions, unspoken interests and non-

verbal skills (Almeida et al. 2017).  

Second, ethnography allows the researcher to be reflexive about the power 

relationships. Observation is able to dissect imbalances of power between participants and the 

researcher (McNamee 2016), which is important as child participants are more vulnerable to 

an unequal power relationship with adult researchers (Alderson and Goodey 1996). To 

challenge these power relationships, the researcher can minimize their authority and listen to 

children, so children feel comfortable in expressing their views (Hill 2006). One way of adult 

researchers being reflexive about their power position in research can be seen through the 

different roles they take in ethnography. ‘Observer as a participant’  is an example of an 

ethnography role the researcher can take, although potentially distracting, this allows the 

researcher to be integrated in the activity alongside the participant (Bogdewic 1999).  

Another role the researcher can take is one of ‘not knowing’ which allows child participants 

to “explain what they do and why they do it” (Mukherji and Albon 2010, p.76). Ethnography 

allows time for the researcher to be reflexive about what is and what is not working as their 

role changes throughout data collection to best adapt to the environment. Often the researcher 

can navigate ‘stormy waters’ by being flexible and adaptable to difficulties in maintaining 

rapport with participants and gatekeepers (Scheer 2017). A ‘friend role’ involves not telling 

on children if they misbehave; under the friend role, having children call the researcher by 

their first name and using body language to be on the same level as children, may help 

participants open up their experiences (Konstantoni 2010, p.92), while trying to maintain 

clear boundaries of the relationship and keep rapport with gatekeepers and teachers (Scheer 

2017).  
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Following the ethnographic strength of being able to be reflexive on power 

relationship between researcher and participant, the positioning of children in ethnographies 

has another draw for this PhD thesis. Within ethnography children are positioned as:  

“natives of these cultures ‘experts in their own lives’ while adult 
researchers are outsiders, novices who need everything to be 
explained to them.” 
(Corsaro and Molinari 2000, p.7) 
 

The position of children as experts through ethnography allows for them to be 

“recognized as people” and as “research participants” rather than research subjects (James 

2002, p.246). Children are in a position where their voice matters in adherence with the 

UNCRC and UNCRPD. Finally, it is important that participants’ views are relied upon as 

much as possible (Creswell and Poth 2018).  

Ethnography requires the researcher to be reflexive which:  

 
“changes the everyday relationships of research because it provides 
countless possibilities for the ethnographer to provide his/her 
respondents with the opportunity to question his/her analysis” 
(Davis 2000, p.11) 
 

Throughout the research process, the researcher can be positioned as a learner whilst 

children are the experts. As a learner the researcher can shape their interpretations, 

assumptions and questions with the participants. The knowledge that is created from 

ethnography provides rich and descriptive accounts of how children understand and interpret 

a variety of topics and how these understandings are developed (Corsaro 2011, Hagerman 

2017).  

The topic of the research study navigates experiences of children with disabilities in 

extracurricular physical activities. As the research is positioning children with disabilities as 

experts, they will be deciding the environment(s) of extracurricular activities that are 

important to their experiences for the thesis. Multi-site ethnography will be discussed next to 

provide a clearer picture on how knowledge will be created.   
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3.3.5 Multi-site Ethnography 
 

In 1995 George Marcus advocated for the Multi-Site Ethnography in his article 

“Ethnography in/of the World System: The Emergence of Multi-Sited Ethnography” (Marcus 

1995). The article discusses his observations of ethnographies that were breaking away from 

individual sites and moving towards an understanding over time and space. Multi-site 

ethnography has a focus on following people, associations, relationships and connections 

across spaces (Falzon 2015,2016). A multi-site ethnography can be utilized when the social 

phenomena that is the object of the study cannot be fully captured by a single site (Falzon 

2015,2016, Marcus 1995). Multi-site ethnography was a response to suggestions that a single 

site was insufficient or a partial perspective (Cook et al. 2009). 

Multi-sited ethnographies are interested in “investigating the movement of people and 

objects within the relevant social or transnational space” (Wolff 2015, p.63), and “multiple 

fields of relations people work through and within their daily lives” (Gatt 2012, p.111), rather 

than the traditional approach to ethnography of “being there” with in multi-site ethnography, 

the researcher is “here and there” (Hannerz 2010), whilst mapping connections, relations and 

associations (Marcus 1995). Ethnographers utilizing a multi-site ethnographic approach can 

move between two or more spaces (Falzon 2015). Massey (2005) describes space as:  

“space as the product of interrelations; as constituted through 
interactions, from the immensity of the global to the intimately 
tiny… we recognise space as always under construction”.  
(Massey 2005, p.9) 

 
The research is ‘multifaceted’, as it is not contained to one site, rather it begins to 

understand complex social situations and networks (Horst 2015). Multi-site ethnography in 

research can look like ‘shadowing’ research participants across the various spaces they 

participate in (Czarniawska 2007). This is perhaps useful, as comparisons can be made 

amongst different organizations (Bechky 2003, Smets et al. 2014, Smets et al. 2012). The 
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lived experiences of participants in extracurricular physical activities are not limited to one 

site, as there are various opportunities for participation, and participation across sites which 

may be missed if the research was only limited to one site.  

Multi-site ethnography has an endless number of possibilities and various paths for 

researchers to follow; the researcher needs an understanding of how to structure what they 

are following (Van Duijln 2020). “In multi-sited ethnography, ’following’ (e.g. persons, 

objects and events) is used as a device to structure fieldwork” (Van Duijln 2020, p.281). 

Marcus (1995) suggests in his article that there are six modes of following: “follow the 

metaphor … follow the plot, story or allegory, … follow the life or biography … follow the 

conflict, …. follow the people …. follow the thing…” (Marcus 1995, p.90-94). The modes of 

following attempt to guide and structure of the fieldworker’s research. First, following the 

metaphor is understanding circulation and construction of the metaphor. Second, following 

the plot suggests understanding the way in which it influences social memory. Third, 

following of a biography perhaps takes a researcher across various social contexts. Fourth, 

the understanding of conflict attempts to explore both sides. Fifth, following people is 

specific to one person or following of people commonly seen in migration studies 

(Czarniawska 2007). Finally, following a thing is perhaps following the implementations of a 

report through organizations and departments (Harper 1998). Following of participants will 

be implemented within this thesis, as they participate in their chosen extracurricular physical 

activities. However, through following participants other ‘followings’ will be guided by the 

participants’ emphasis on what is important to them.  

A criticism of multi-site ethnography is the suggestion that there is perhaps a lack of 

‘depth’ in the data (Wittel 2000). Lack of depth is discussed, due to the perceived lack of 

time in the field, as the researcher spreads their time between sites which may result in not 

being fully immersed in relationships in the field (Hage 2005). This is a concern, because the 
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understanding of ethnography relies heavily on the time in the field to be fully immersed in 

everyday life at the site, which perhaps is being limited with the additions of sites (Kenway 

2015). Due to time spent between sites, it has been argued that there is less time to build 

rapport with informants and gatekeepers, and difficulties in implementation when the 

researchers needs multiple cultural and linguistic competencies. The criticism is that there is 

perhaps a compromise in the ability to conduct in-depth and rich fieldwork; however, it is 

argued that the understandings of people in the same community across various networks and 

contexts provides richness (Horst 2015). It provides a ‘thick’ description of interplays of 

relationships, networks, things, activities, people and meanings rather than individual nodes 

(Horst 2015). Additionally, specific to the thesis, the extent of the observation time in the 

field reached a saturation point of data. The time spent in the field was limited to participants’ 

preference, and in most cases I was present in the field the whole time that the activity was 

taking place. As I was in the field for the full time the activities were occurring, it was not 

possible to be in the field more.  

Multi-site ethnography has challenges such as gaining access to multiple fields and 

the need to negotiate continuously access in various sites (Van Duijln 2020). In relation to 

this study, access to various sites was not an obstacle. Recruiting participants first and then 

mutually requesting access to their chosen participation sites may have made the process less 

challenging. Additional difficulties can be in relation to constructing quality data that is too 

time consuming or expansive (Horst 2015). The data construction occurred over one-year and 

although challenges occurred, the expansive data collected is very important for 

understanding lived experiences.  

To summarize, although there have been criticisms and challenges highlighted with 

utilizing a multi-site ethnographic approach to data collection, it is the only methodological 

approach that realistically could be utilized for this thesis. Due to the nature of extracurricular 
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physical activities, and participation of children amongst these to gain a full and 

comprehensive understanding of their lived experience, the multi-site ethnography is 

essential. Furthermore, multi-site ethnography allows for flexibility to achieve greater 

understanding and explore the bigger picture of participation in activities that are not reliant 

on a single site and one community.  

3.3.6 Ethnographic Limitations 
 

In the previous subsection, ethnography’s strengths were discussed whereas the 

current subsection discusses a few downfalls. These downfalls are first, the positivist view of 

qualitative research as indicating that there is bias in making the research subjective, and 

second as people with disabilities are not in the planning stages, they may be positioned in a 

passive way.  

First, knowledge created by ethnography through a positivist lens will be seen as 

‘biased’, as it is not objective, although many ethnographers in the past have claimed falsely 

that they have been neutral (Crapanzano 1986).  An argument is that objectivity is not 

possible, and through ethnography “something far greater is gained: understanding” (Khan 

2011, p.202). Findings from ethnography are made through a process where researcher and 

participant are both part of the knowledge creation (Way 1998). The interaction with 

participants is the strength of ethnography, by understanding them, not just ‘objectively’ 

standing ‘outside’ to observe them like viewing a snow globe (Khan 2011, p.201). Although 

from the positivist point of view, this would make data invalid as not objective, social 

constructivists value the reliance on participant views (Creswell and Poth 2018).   

Second, because research is not objective, it may be seen as not ‘scientific enough’, as 

it is too subjective (Gilmore and Keeny 2014). There may be researcher biases, and a 

disturbance of the setting (Carless and Douglas 2012). However, ethnography utilizes the tool 

of reflexivity to negotiate relationships between the researcher and participant, and to 
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question the analysis on comparisons and contrasting values placed on data (Boncori 2018). 

An argument is that participants may stage their interactions. Ethnographic researchers need 

to be prepared to argue that although their participants may have ‘staged or influenced’ the 

observer, these observations still “reveal profound truths about social and or cultural 

phenomena” (Monahan and Fisher 2010, p.358). The rich amount of data collected, and its 

interpretation can be brought back to participants to ensure that these themes are relevant and 

properly represented (Cunningham-Burley et al. 2008, Davis 2000). 

Third, research agendas should be decided in consultation with people with 

disabilities, instead of these people being passive subjects (Wickenden and Kembhavi-Tam 

2014). Similarly, people with disabilities should ideally be involved in the planning and be 

able to alter projects (Barnes 1992, Oliver 1992, Stone and Priestley 1996). People with 

disabilities should be represented through their own perspectives (Oliver 1992). Because of 

institutional review boards (IRB) and university requirements, minimal input from 

participants is routine in the early research stages (Emmerich 2013, van den Hoonaard 2001). 

Throughout an ethnography it can and has been argued, that children can change the course 

of the project (Davis 2000). The constant reflexivity and re-understanding of the experience 

and observation (Oakley 1994), can alter the agenda as the participant needs.  

It may take time for researchers to understand the method of communication preferred 

by children with disabilities (Davis et al. 2017), however, ethnography can invest time to 

navigate their chosen communication methods, navigate their complex identities, their 

changing and ongoing relationships, whilst viewing children’s capabilities to take action to 

challenge stereotypes and access issues (Davis and Watson 2002, Davis et al. 2017). 

However, before the ethnography starts there is discussion alongside participants needed to 

establish communication preferences.   
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3.3.7 Section Summary  
 

The current section aimed to provide an understanding generally of research with 

children, children with disabilities, and non-verbal children. The section then provided a 

description of ethnography and why it is the methodology that was utilized for this thesis. 

The section ended with a critical look at ethnography and highlights key considerations. The 

next section will expand on ethnography and be specific about how ethnography was 

conducted for the purpose of this thesis.  

3.4 Study Process  
The section will discuss the research process, including entering the field, consent, 

role of the researcher, reflexivity and leaving the field. The section aims to provide a clear 

understanding of how the research was conducted. The section following will discuss how 

knowledge was produced.  

3.4.1 Entering the Field  
 

Following an in-depth review of the background literature on research with children 

with disabilities, participation, and disabilities studies, I applied to the University of 

Edinburgh’s ethics board and went through the formal approval process for the research 

study, approval can be found in Appendix A. Following approval, my research was 

conducted in children’s everyday lives, with trusted adults around (coaches and parents); if 

children did become uncomfortable, they were in a supportive environment. Although my 

ethical review process was successful (July 2018), ethics does not stop there. The formal 

ethical review only focuses on a minimum standard of ethics which may be defined as ‘do no 

harm’ (Lahman et al. 2010). It has been argued elsewhere that there are two types of ethics: 

‘procedural ethics’ which is the processes of the formal ethical review, and ‘ethics in 

practice’, where the researcher is faced with dilemmas in the field (Guillemin and Gillam 
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2004, Heath et al. 2007). Additionally, there is relational ethics which Ellis argues ethics 

“requires researchers to act from our hearts and minds, acknowledge our interpersonal bonds 

to others, and take responsibility for actions and their consequences” (Ellis 2007, p.3).  The 

process of ethics from this study may be uncertain and messy which requires ethical decision-

making and reflection through listening and respecting participants. However, I fully believe 

that children are co-participants in society, and they are equal humans, which I found to be a 

good fundamental guide for how I wanted to interact with participants. After the ethical 

review process, I started to recruit participants, which will be described in the following 

subsection. 

 

3.4.2 Recruitment of Participants  
 

After my progression board and ethical reviews, I returned to Canada. I conducted 

research here, as I wanted to work in Canada, wanted to build relationships in the field and 

already had connections in Canada to some disability organizations. Here I validated my 

ethical review with King’s University College and obtained a Vulnerable Sector Check from 

the Ontario Provincial Police. Once these tasks were completed, I started the recruiting 

process. I emailed my poster out to all the organizations associated with London, Ontario’s 

Child & Youth Network which totalled 94 organizations. I went to 32 organisations to hand 

deliver my poster. From this, I received 3 responses from parents of children with disabilities 

who were interested in participating in my study. I then posted my poster on Facebook 

groups using relevant pages in the London area. Only 1 family contacted me from the 

Facebook posts, but they were not interested in participating after receiving further 

information. From there, I networked with the 3 families that were interested, and coaches of 

those organizations to recruit another 7 participants for my study. The process of recruiting 

participants from trusted participants is called snowballing (Bissett et al. 2018). Other 
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children were interested in what I was doing and would sometimes ask things like ‘what are 

you writing’. Here I was able to engage children with the idea of being in the research study 

which was of interest to some. Parents were also able to put a face to a name from my poster 

and one parent said to me ‘it was good to see you around before, because I wasn’t too sure 

about having my child around a stranger, but you’re normal!’ (Marie’s mom, Fieldnote: 

December 2018). It was easier for me to recruit participants when I was already embedding 

in the community of their extracurricular physical activities. On my poster as seen in 

Appendix (B), I was recruiting for participants aged 14-16 years, but this age range was 

expanded due to interest from younger children. The youngest participant was 12. 

Additionally, I did not want to discriminate based on impairment type, so all participants that 

were wanting to participate in my study, were considered.  

The recruitment of children with disabilities led me to their network of parents, 

coaches and organizations. Often parents would email the coaches and organizations with my 

information, to connect about furthering the recruitment to encompass important key 

personnel for further understanding. 

3.4.3 Consent  
 

After expressing interest in the study, it was vital that potential participants went 

through the informed consent process. In Canada, children under the age of 16 need parental 

consent (Government of Canada 2021), to participate in research studies. It has been 

recognized that often in research with children a researcher has to first navigate consent with 

adults (Punch 2002).  The informed consent process was completed with parents, coaches, 

volunteers, and children. An example of an important other would be a coach or volunteer 

that participants were interacting with. Examples of the information sheets are found in 

Appendix C and consent form examples are found in Appendix D.  With the quick change 

over in sport environments, it was not practical to gain direct consent from all other children 
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and parents in these environments. As an example of the numbers, in hockey there were 15 

new children each week, as they competed against different teams. Executive directors of 

each organization were told what I was doing, and I left it up to them to inform parents, as 

they felt necessary. Additionally, I always had my research poster beside me and was happy 

to discuss with anyone who had any questions. 

Informed consent is a top priority; multiple meetings were held with participants 

before data collection commenced to ensure full understanding. Informed consent of parents, 

coaches and volunteers was often discussed in one initial meeting. Discussions with children 

included the right to withdraw their participation and how withdrawal would be 

accomplished, such as signs, stickers, a stop sign, etc. Ethical research is being “concerned 

with respecting research participants throughout each project, partly by using agreed 

standards” (Alderson and Morrow 2011, p.3). Children were part of the consent discussions, 

and as an example Ben chose a hand sign gesture of ‘no’ for times I was not allowed to 

observe. Participants had access to their own information sheets and consent forms, and these 

documents had contact information for my supervisors and me. I had two consent forms and 

information sheets depending on which one the child preferred. One was a visual consent 

form and information sheet and the other was a written one.  Having these forms allowed 

children to ask questions and express concerns at any point through the research process. 

Multiple meetings were held to allow for a full discussion of the research process amongst 

participant, parents and organizations. I acknowledge that children with disabilities are not a 

homogenous group, and therefore consent and ongoing consent with different participants 

varied (Connors and Stalker 2007).  

Ongoing consent was similar to Davis (1998), where ongoing consent is a regular 

practice in my research and where children were reminded that they could withdraw at any 

point up until submission of my PhD thesis. This was consistent with parents’, volunteers and 
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coaches consent, and discussed with them regularly. My role was also discussed at the 

beginning of every data collection segment with all relevant participants.  I also ensured that 

my participants felt comfortable by providing the ongoing knowledge that participants could 

withdraw, their contribution was meaningful, their choice of communication method for 

contacting them was respected (email, telephone etc.), and that data collection was in a 

familiar environment.  This study engaged with some children who had multiple disabilities 

where ongoing consent verbally was not possible. I was seeking children’s assent in addition 

to parental consent alongside research methods that provided options and choices 

surrounding their participation. This ongoing process required me to be attentive to children’s 

gestures, body language and actions, as they were engaged in research and I provided 

children opportunities to reassess their participation in the research project (Dockett et al. 

2012). Furthermore, I had to be attuned to children’s body language and ensure that I was 

reading it accurately (Einarsdottir 2007, Robson 2011). When assessing body language, I had 

to constantly reflect on whether my participants were wanting to be included in this research 

study. Additionally, this involves dissent where children may choose not to participate 

(Brown et al. 2017, Dockett et al. 2012). Assent involves a decision to take part to while 

ensuring it is voluntary (Groundwater-Smith et al. 2014). One of the non-verbal participants 

in this study would give a thumbs up signal, if it was ok for me to be observing or a thumbs 

down if it was not ok for me to be there. This approach of using assent in some cases for 

children ensured that the research study could be inclusive of experiences that may have 

otherwise not been included (Groundwater-Smith et al. 2014). 

Important ethical topics have been discussed in literature such as: anonymity, child 

protection, power relations and consent (Gallagher 2009). Before research with children 

could begin safety measures were essential, and these were discussed with organizations 

where data collection was to take place. These measures included a discussion of protocols 
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with the participants and putting in guidelines on what steps would be taken if children 

disclosed abuse or harm. In cases of abuse or harm, the children’s confidentiality cannot be 

protected, but ideally any reporting to local officials would be done alongside the child. I 

provided every participant with contact information for local organizations, if they felt they 

wanted to talk to someone (Children’s Help Phone, Childreach, Merrymount, etc.). With the 

exception just discussed, anonymity is desired and steps taken for this included having 

fieldnotes in a locked cabinet, using codes for participants (not their real names), having my 

laptop encrypted and using password protected documents (Holmes 2012). Furthermore, 

informed consent is a top priority; multiple meetings were held with participants before data 

collection commenced to ensure full understanding. 

3.4.4 Participant Pre-Research Discussions  
 

The previous subsection discussed consent which took place at the participant pre-

research discussions.  

It is important to note that research with children should engage children’s views on 

how they wish to be involved (Ennew and Plateau 2004). Furthermore, 

“what is important is that the particular methods chosen for a piece 
of research should be appropriate for the people involved in the 
study, for its social and cultural context and for the kinds of research 
questions that are being posed.”  
(Christensen and James 2008b, p.13) 

 
I discussed with each participant different data collection methods to be flexible in 

relation to participants’ specific needs; the ethnographic approach allows for this flexibility: 

“Although ethnographies share some certain characteristics in terms 
of methods, every ethnography is unique and there is no standard 
way to do this.” 
(O’Reilly 2012, p.22) 

 
During the discussions with participants the common response was ‘just come see’ or 

‘just come be with me’. Importance was placed on ensuring that the process was guided by 
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the participants themselves. An example of a research method that was discussed was the 

Measure of Children’s Participation and Enjoyment survey where most participants chose not 

to complete.  King and colleagues (2004) developed CAPE (Children’s Assessment of 

Participation and Enjoyment) and PAC (Preferences for Activities of Children) in 

Southwestern Ontario to measure participation regarding out-of-school time, including 

formal organized sports. CAPE & PAC can be used in an interview style or self-administered 

questionnaire addressing views surrounding each of the 55 activities; they can be 

administered together, or separately. CAPE measures participation by intensity, location, 

enjoyment, and others involved. PAC measures which activities the child prefers to 

participate in. The tools were validated by a longitudinal study from 2000-2003 with 427 

children with disabilities aged between 6-15, although the tools can be used for ages 6-21. 

The CAPE takes approximately an hour to complete, and the PAC takes approximately half 

an hour. The use of this study has led researchers to notice some potential drawbacks to using 

the CAPE & PAC. First, while using the CAPE study, they were unsure about which 

activities were chosen by the parents versus the activities chosen by the children (Anaby et al 

2011). Second, the tools document what the child does, not the degree of support the child 

needs, or the child’s competence in performing an activity (Chwen-Yng & Wuang, 2012). 

Third, the findings do not include the child’s understanding of their participation, as the 

questionnaire leaves no room for individual explanation or response to findings. As the 

present thesis is interested in children’s everyday experiences with sport, interpretations of 

their understandings of participation and the meaning-making experiences in the sport 

environment, quantitative generalizations will not fully answer what I am interested in; 

therefore, qualitative methods will be essential and will be the focus.  

Consent and methods were discussed at each ethnographic data collection setting 

throughout the research process. Participants were able to change the role I took, such as 
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whether I was a participant alongside them or when I could talk to them. Participants also 

identified key adults that I should interview and gave me consent to ask the key adults about 

their experiences.  

3.4.5 Role, Rapport, and Relationship Negotiation  
 

The next step of my research was to build rapport with my participants. Building 

rapport with participants was important, as it allows for an opportunity for enhanced capacity 

of the researcher to gather in-depth data (Anull-Davis 2008). Friendships that may develop 

between participant and researcher are an element of importance in collecting good data 

(Oakley 1981). This is important because:  

“The nature of childhood in adult society means that children are 
used to having to try to please adults, and they may fear adults' 
reactions to what they say. Time needs to be invested to form a 
relationship and gain their trust.” 
(Punch 2002, p.328) 
 

Initially I found building rapport with verbal participants easier. I had a lot of worries 

about building rapport with non-verbal children. My communication matched with children 

who were verbal. I could ask questions and receive answers. I asked them ‘where would you 

like me to be’, ‘what would you like me to do?’, ‘what should I wear to hockey.’ I could also 

check with them about my role ‘is this ok?’. With non-verbal children, I had to learn a 

different method of communication.  This has been seen to be an important aspect of 

conducting ethnographic research; these ‘cultures of communication’ have to be learnt and 

navigated (Christensen 2004, p.166). Spending almost a year doing field work granted me 

enough time to build friendships and rapport with participants. Rapport evolved throughout 

the ethnography (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007, Sherman Heyl 2001). Each participant 

was different and building rapport took time. Additionally, I agree that having this rapport 

enabled me to have a better understanding of my participants’ perspectives (Fontana and Frey 

2005, Hammersley and Atkinson 2007).  
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During a researcher’s time in the field whilst engaging with an ethnographic approach, 

they become a member of the community that they are in, while exploring and interacting 

with people. This process leads the researcher to be an insider in the community (Agar 2008). 

However, researchers have differing views on which role to take whilst doing fieldwork. 

Some researchers adopt a least-adult role, whilst some take the clear distinction of adults and 

children as two separate groups (Mandell 1988). The least-adult role has been defined as 

“My role as least-adult included undertaking a responsive, 
interactive, fully involved participant observer role with children in 
as least an adult manner as possible. This entailed neither directing 
nor correcting children’s actions. While my size dictated that I could 
never physically pass for a child, I endeavoured to put aside ordinary 
forms of adult status and interaction – authority, verbal competency, 
cognitive, and social mastery – in order to follow their ways 
closely.”  
(Mandell 1988, p.438) 
 

Moreover, it has been argued the role of least-adult allows for the researcher to 

engage and interact with children’s cultures (Mandell 1988,1991). This least-adult role has 

been argued to perhaps give a better insight into children’s views (Holt et al. 2004). I took a 

similar role, a friend role (Corsaro 2003, Fine and Sandstorm 1988), this role led to the need 

to be reflexive about my choice. Researchers may shift roles whilst reflecting on power 

dynamics ideally attempting to empower participants (Davis 2000). This afforded me the 

flexibility to navigate roles most notably those of a friend, helper, entertainer, learner and 

mediator (Davis 2000). In practice, I started as a learner, asking lots of questions where I was 

able. For the rest of the time, I was in a friend role. Everyone knew me as Katie, some 

participants played with my name calling me ‘K’ or ‘Kate’. However, when appropriate I did 

take the role of non-participant observer (Fine and Sandstorm 1988). I would ask children 

where I should sit if they wanted me to observe. Unfortunately, I could not have participated 

in some of the activities, such as hockey games and speed skating races. I would reflect on 

this with participants to ensure that they were still comfortable with me just observing. One 
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response I got was “oh I thought you were cheering me on” reflecting on this, that perhaps is 

taking a friend role, observing their activities, and supporting them.  

Building rapport with child participants was important; however, it was also 

important to build rapport with the parents, coaches and gatekeepers (Morrow 1999, Punch 

2002). The building of this rapport happened throughout the ethnography but most notably 

through the observations. Understandings of actions and interactions from all perspectives 

enhances data for ‘thick descriptions’ (Geertz 1973). Children’s experiences were entangled 

in the relationships they had in their environments, and actions of coaches and parents that 

were shaped by their understandings of the world were important to explore (Boncori 2018).  

3.4.6 Leaving the Field  
 

Relational ethics has been defined as that which “requires researchers to act from our 

hearts and minds, acknowledge our interpersonal bonds to others, and take responsibility for 

actions and their consequences” (Ellis 2007, p.3). Decision making surrounding ethics 

involves uncertainty and internal reflection. Leaving fieldwork was emotional for some 

participants. One of my participants cried on the last day of observations. When I set an end 

date for collecting observational data, I was not expecting the interwoven lives I had lived 

with the participants actually coming to an end. My ethnography was messy (Crang and Cook 

2007), it was problematizing (Schwartzman 1993), and boundaryless, non-linear, it involved 

a “fly by the seat of your pants” experience (Van Maanen 1988, p.120). For these reasons, 

there was a lot of uncertainty. I could not have imagined at the start of the ethnography the 

relationships that I had built up, which made it hard leaving. With my participant who cried 

at the end, we came up with an action plan on what horseback riding would look like without 

me intertwined in it and how coaches could help support her whilst I was gone. Additionally, 

whilst transitioning from leaving the field, I have sent postcards to all participants updating 
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them on the current research stage. At the end of my research, I asked if they would be okay 

with me sending them the odd postcard, and all participants were excited about this.  

There was an impact on the extracurricular activities for the participants when I left. 

A response from a parent after I left the field suggested that coaches were less attentive to her 

son and were attempting to take away his iPad for communication, because they felt it was 

not adding to his experience. I may not have researched the ‘natural’ setting of the participant 

as an impact to the research; however, more importantly he may have been afforded more 

‘rights’ whilst I was there and leaving meant potential for them being taken away. It has been 

noted that researchers need to reflect on the impact their relationships with participants can 

have on the production of data (Richards et al. 2015). Following up with participants after 

data collection may highlight important changes in their environments.  

3.4.7 Section Summary  
 

The current section summarized how I entered the field, and the ethics involved. 

However, the ethics were not seen as a tick box exercise and ‘ethics-in-practice’ was 

occurring throughout the thesis (Guillemin and Gillam 2004). The section discussed in detail 

entering into the field, the recruitment process, consent, pre-research meetings, the role I took 

as a researcher, and leaving the field. The processes of consent were similar for both children 

with disabilities, parents, coaches and volunteers within the study. Consent is an ongoing 

process that was reflective and renegotiable throughout the data collection period (Gallagher 

2009, Hammersley 2015,2018), and participants were reminded of this practice throughout 

the data collection. Additionally, the section discussed the importance of anonymity and 

confidentiality. The following section will discuss how knowledge was produced through the 

study process.  
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3.5 Production of Knowledge - Ethnographic 
Design  

The following section will discuss how knowledge was produced and created through 

multi-site ethnography and the various tools used. Tools that were utilized during the multi-

site ethnography include participant observation, fieldnotes, interviews with children, 

coaches and parents. The section will then conclude with a discussion of data validity and 

data analysis.   

3.5.1 Participant Observation 
 

Observations and participant observations were conducted with 10 participants over a 

period of 11 months. A significant amount of data for this PhD thesis was generated through 

fieldwork where observations are the main contributor. In this section, I will discuss what 

observation looked like for the purposes of this study, the roles I took in the field and the 

discussion of informal conversations that took place. The next subsection will discuss how I 

took fieldnotes. Various methods may be used during the ethnographic approach to data 

generation, such as observations and interviews (Konstantoni and Kustatscher 2016). The 

term data generation can be used to describe data that develops through differing sources, 

understandings, experiences, emotions, interactions and conversations (Mason 2002). Mason 

continues that the researcher becomes part of the setting “experiencing and observing at first 

hand a range of dimensions in and of that setting” (Mason 2002, p.84). This data is generated 

by the researcher listening to what people say, asking questions and observing (Gillham 

2000). Furthermore:  

“Participant observation-establishing a place in some natural setting 
on a relatively long-term basis in order to investigate, experience 
and represent the social life and social processes that occur in the 
setting- comprising a core activity in ethnographic fieldwork.”  
(Emerson et al. 2001, p.352) 
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This participant observation is important to get “to know the children, developing 

rapport and reducing power dynamics” (Konstantoni 2011, p.90). During my time spent in 

the field, I was able to interact with the children during observations to further understand 

their extracurricular lifeworld. This was important to be in an everyday context of children’s 

lives rather than one created by the researcher, so that I could observe different accounts and 

actions in place (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007, p.3). Additionally, this approach is perhaps 

less disruptive to children’s everyday lives and activities than other methodologies as it ‘fits 

in’ with what they are doing already (Gallagher 2009). This was inclusive of their 

interactions with coaches, parents and volunteers. Here in the children’s own environments, it 

was important that I did not assume that they would be more comfortable or that they would 

even want their environment to be invaded (Punch 2002).   

Just being there is not enough, people need to participate in an exchange of 

knowledge (Oakley 1994). The interaction with participants is the strength of ethnography, 

by understanding them, not just ‘objectively’ standing ‘outside’ to observe them like a snow 

globe, where “something far greater is gained: understanding” (Khan 2011, p.201-202). This 

is important, because people with disabilities should be represented through their own 

perspectives (Oliver 1992). Additionally, children could change the course of the project 

(Davis 2000). Furthermore, the constant reflexivity and re-understanding of the experience 

and observation (Oakley 1994), can alter research methods and communication preferences 

as the participant needs. It may take time for researchers to understand the method of 

communication preferred by children with disabilities (Davis et al. 2017), however, 

ethnography can afford me time to navigate their chosen communication methods (Davis and 

Watson 2002, Davis et al. 2017).  

Observations in ethnography can be used to seek an understanding of the “everyday 

interactions in everyday places” which allows for participants to challenge the researcher’s 
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interpretations as the research is live (Davis 2009, p.186), some of the interactions that took 

place were amongst children, parents, coaches, volunteers and me as the researcher. 

Observation has been used for children with disabilities, as it helped gain access to 

communication techniques and children’s meanings of their diverse identities (Cunningham-

Burley et al. 2008). This access is notably more favourable for children who are non-verbal, 

communicate in a way unknown to adults, or wish to communicate in non-verbal ways 

(Boggis 2018a). As children with disabilities have the same right to express themselves, their 

‘voices’ should be heard (UNCRPD, 2007, Article 7). Observations are ideal for children 

who are non-verbal, as verbal and non-verbal actions can construct children’s cultures 

(Corsaro 2005), by being able to observe different expressions, unspoken interests, and non-

verbal skills (Almeida et al. 2017). In addition, observation is beneficial for research with 

children with disabilities, because:  

“When we are with our non-verbal partners we are going to have to 
search at a micro-level for every flicker, every movement, every 
sound and rhythm and also invest meaning in behaviour we might 
otherwise reject as just something they do.” 
(Caldwell 2007, p.19) 

 
Furthermore, Caldwell (2012) suggests that as researchers, we need to ‘listen with 

all of our senses’. To fulfil in-depth observation, fieldnotes will include activities, 

comments, influence, communication, context, appearance, mannerisms, time and postures.  

Through this, I was able to uncover narratives of participants experiences; this is what 

Stones (2005) describes as an internal critique of participants’ lives. It was vital for me to 

remember that the ‘problem’ that I was having with non-verbal participants in trying to 

capture their voices was my limitation, not the participants’ (Boggis 2018c). I had to adapt 

to the participants and truly tap into their ‘cultures of communications’ (Christensen 2004).  

Observations and interviews with participants ultimately provided descriptive 

accounts where data was constructed (Lane et al. 2019).  
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“Writing descriptive accounts of experiences and observation is not 
simply a process of accurately capturing as closely as possible 
observed reality, of ‘putting into words’ overheard talk and 
witnessed activities”. 
(Emerson et al. 2011, p.5) 
 

The reality of the experiences documented were in relation to interactions with others, 

which were framed by me, as the researcher (Lane et al. 2019). The construction of this 

knowledge is needing to be understood through a complex construction and power relations 

(Teachman et al. 2020). However, voice in qualitative research is always relational 

(Teachman et al. 2020), and should not be understood as a fixed concept (Spyrou 2011, 

Teachman et al. 2020). The fieldnotes that were constructed in response to observations will 

be discussed in further detail in the following subsection.   

3.5.2 Fieldnotes 
 

All of my data from participant observation in the field was captured in fieldnotes; 

this was a vital part of participant observation which is a representation of what I was 

experiencing in the field (Emerson et al. 2001). Experience in the field needs to be written 

into the text of fieldnotes and tailored to different settings (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007). 

I wrote notes during observations which one could see as a “note-taker role” (Emerson et al. 

2011, p.37), and may have reminded participants in the field that I was a researcher. I would 

also write notes after activities if I missed something or had a reflection. Reflexivity was 

important for this research, as I became aware of my presumptions learnt from academic and 

non-academic life experience and how they fit or conflicted in the research settings (Davis 

1998).  

Starting with my experiences in the field, these notes provided a wide understanding 

of what was taking place (Pole and Morrison 2003). I detailed routines and tried to get as 

much information down as possible and whenever I could (Emerson et al. 2011).  I was 
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familiar with some of the sports, so I had an idea of some of the routines before going into 

the field. I adapted my fieldnotes, as I progressed into a comprehensive note-taking strategy 

(Wolfinger 2002), because it was difficult for me to describe everything that was taking place 

during my observations. I started with impressions of the setting, what the setting looked like, 

who was there, and the smells and sounds (Emerson et al. 2011). Then I documented as much 

as I could, including conversations, reactions, emotions, gestures, where people were looking, 

how many times something happened or did not happen. With the information document, I 

would add in a question box, if there was clarification needed for any of the fieldnotes and 

whom I needed to ask.  

I would first take notes in the field in a notebook. I had a total of 16 notebooks at the 

end of the research process. I would then go home and organize my notes and type up these 

jottings on my computer in greater detail, adding bits that were missed (Pole and Morrison 

2003). The jottings I took were messy, although my goal was to get down as much data as 

possible; I developed some personal abbreviations (Woods 1986). Participants were 

numbered, ‘C’ was for coach, ‘HBR’ was horseback riding, etc. In addition, I also took 

pictures of the environments and some of the equipment used. I included my emotions in my 

fieldnotes and reflections that I would have as I relived the experiences while typing them up. 

Whether a researcher likes it or not, emotions and moods and feelings all influence how we 

understand and feel what is developing in the field (Stanley and Wise 1993, p.157), although 

these are important to note and recognize. All of my fieldnotes were typed up on my 

computer in order of when they occurred (Emerson et al. 2001), and were later printed off 

and placed in binders specific for the participant.  

Fieldnotes were created for each time spent in the research setting with an individual 

participant. As an example, on Wednesdays in the Winter there would be 5 separate 

fieldnotes created as 5 different participants were participating in 5 different activities. 
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Throughout the creation of fieldnotes, I would practice reflexivity and question assumptions. 

Additionally, at the end of each month I would create a journal of my overall thoughts per 

participant and summarize what took place.   

Being reflexive is a tool to help researchers be aware of their own biases which may 

challenge their academic, cultural and social perceptions (Davis 1998). A definition of 

reflexivity is described as:  

“The thoughtful reflection of a researcher upon the impact of her or 
his research on the participants, their social world, on the 
researcher her – or him-self, and on the knowledge produced.” 
 (Tisdall et al. 2009b, p.229) 
 

This awareness is achieved “through detachment, internal dialogue and constant (and 

intensive) scrutiny” as a process of questioning, meaning construction and interpretations that 

the researcher develops in the field (Hertz 1997 , p.vii), this is not to say that the research will 

transform into being objective. Reflexivity is an important part of the research, not only for 

the researcher, but the research participant as well, as they are central to the interpretation of 

different meanings (Clark 2017). 

During observation and participant observation there was a balancing act amongst 

observing, listening, talking and recording data to navigate through various settings and 

appropriate times (Mason 2002). There was a process on a “continuum between complete 

participant and complete observer, and to understand the implications” (Mason 2002, p.92). It 

was not possible to be a complete participant in the ethnographic settings all the time due to 

restrictions of competitions. Additionally, sometimes children would prefer me to just 

observe a session, and children’s preferences were the most important.  

‘Reflexivity’ is a process of being critically aware and self-reflecting (Herr and 

Anderson 2005), this is important to minimize bias.  I need to be self-reflective about how 

my background (examples; white, female, student, adult, theoretical stances, non-disabled 

and middle-class) could potentially influence the interpretation of the research data. 
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Reflexivity, as a principle, is intertwined throughout this thesis, as it is the source of 

‘individual enlightenment’ (Lynch 2000, p.26), and reflexivity in practice is achieved through 

‘internal conversation’ (Archer 2010). Through reflexivity, the complexity of the process of 

knowledge creation allows for a deeper understanding. To achieve this understanding 

requires the researcher to undertake the difficult and challenging task of being continuously 

self-aware, vulnerable and uncertain.  Diaries allow for a space to make reflection a priority, 

to find contradictions and conceptualizations that are developing and may need further 

clarification and questioning (Healy et al. 2013). For this reason, a diary has been maintained 

throughout the research project, which is used to track biases, feelings and thoughts. The goal 

is to use this information in the interpretation phase to ensure that initial hunches do not drive 

the findings. The long period of data collection has allowed for opportunities to be reflexive 

(Cunningham-Burley et al. 2008), and time to go back to the participants about emerging 

themes. 

3.5.3 Child Interviews  
 

Although informal conversations took place during observations which allowed me to 

gain a better understanding of the children’s lives (Fontana and Frey 2005), I decided to also 

conduct interviews.  Interviews were developed to support the ethnographic approach which 

were conducted with child participants, coaches, parents and key volunteers who worked 

with the children. This subsection will focus on interviews with children. I do not believe that 

I could have just conducted interviews as:  

“It is necessary to spend prolonged, or repeated, periods with anyone 
in order to get to know them beyond a one-off interview and to gain 
a greater understanding of their views and experiences.”  
(Fetterman, 1989 as quoted in, Punch 2002, p.3) 
 

Interviews allow for: 

“a process of jointly constructed meaning. I am not objective and the 
adolescents do not respond objectively or neutrally about their 
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experiences. Each of my questions and each of their responses was 
filled with our own assumptions, expectations and desires” 
(Way 1998, p.27) 
 

These images and stories that are described by participants perhaps show us how they 

would like to be portrayed (Scheer 2017). It also adds a variety of experiences and their 

interpretations of them (Seidman 2006). This ‘voice’ of participants is important to note, 

voice is perhaps a:  

 

“cluster of intentions, hopes, grievances and expectations that 
children guard as their own. This voice surfaces only when the adult 
has learned to ask and get out of the way.”  
(Pufall and Unsworth 2004, p.8)  

 

It was beneficial to have done the observations beforehand with the participants. I had 

learned when to encourage participants and knew when they were thinking to give them 

space. In previous research, interviewers only had a brief period of time to build rapport with 

participants and position themselves in a research role (Moore 2001). Although I found 

interviews useful, as a structured way to get some participant thoughts, I found that children 

had already found ways through their agentic strategies to portray their feelings and thoughts 

(Castro 2017). Additionally, the children who were interviewed asserted their own interview 

protocol (Castro 2017), by telling me to stop, changing the questions, and playing games.  

Participants selected the interview location, and I prepared shorter interviews and 

allowed for breaks to reduce researcher or participant fatigue (Boggis 2011, Carlsson et al. 

2007, Gibson et al. 2014, Morris 2003). Before conducting these interviews, I gave the 

interview questions to each participant. This was ideal, so participants could have a look at 

the questions, decide if they did or did not want to answer some, go at their own pace and be 

prepared for the questions. 
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At the start of the interview, I would explain consent again; they could stop at any 

point or change their answers. I also started in line with an idea from Tisdall (2009) that I 

would like to audio record my interviews, because I have a difficult time listening and taking 

notes at the same time; I really wanted to ensure I was getting everything down they had to 

say. All participants except one were accepting of the audio recording and agreed it would be 

hard to take notes and listen. The one participant that did not want to be audio recorded wrote 

their answers down for me.  

By pressing an icon on my phone, participants started their recordings for me, which 

ideally made the start of the interview a more collaborative process (Weiss 1994). I put my 

phone between us first and foremost to hear everything, and second it allowed them to be in 

control of the stopping and starting. Some participants got anxious, if they were taking too 

long to answer, so they would stop the recording and start it again when they were done their 

thought process.  

I wanted children to feel as comfortable as possible during the interview process. I 

wanted to make it fun for both of us. I created dice using four colours and four themes of 

questions to help participants select questions to discuss. I taped my questions onto the 

whiteboard sides of the dice and said, ‘if you’d like to change the question, here is a marker, 

just rip mine off’. I also was aware that children do not need a fun activity to participate in an 

interview, so they also had the option for me just to ask them questions. Although these 

methods may be seen as helpful, it is important to remember that not all children will enjoy 

them, and some children with impairments may not be able to participate (examples; visual 

impairment, cognitive impairment, limited use of motor skills) (Wickenden and Kembhavi-

Tam 2014).  I understand from previous studies that children may have a hard time answering 

interpretive, double, or long-winded questions (McTague et al. 2017), I attempted to not have 

any and left the option for children to change the question. In response to answers or 
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thoughts, I said things such as ‘that’s cool’ or ‘that’s interesting’ to attempt to make the 

participants feel at ease, making it seem more of an informal conversation (Gast 2017). It was 

important to be active in the conversation and respond not only to what children were saying, 

but how they were saying it (Baraldi and Ievese 2014). I would not only have questions that 

focus on “concrete facts and ‘here and now’ situations as well as props that attend to kids’ 

comprehension and communication styles” (Kortesluoma et al. 2003, p.438). 

One of my interviews took place with a child after their extracurricular physical 

activity. This was difficult for the same reasons found with interviewing children after 

school, due to tiredness, being hungry and restless (McTague et al. 2017). I conducted 

interviews at some of the extracurricular physical activities, some at a coffee shop, and some 

at the home of participants. I did run into problems similar to McTague and colleagues’ 

research of participant - distractions, phone calls and pets (McTague et al. 2017). I was aware 

this could have been avoided in some instances by setting guidelines on interview places such 

as: comfortable, quiet, private, place on neutral ground, etc. (Gallagher 2009). However, I 

just let the participants choose their interview location. 

The general interview questions were provided to participants before the interview. 

During the interview the participants chose to have questions asked of them or to play a game 

with the questions. The game utilized four dice in four different colours to represent different 

themes: (i red) individual questions, (ii yellow) experiences of extracurricular physical 

activity, (iii blue) inclusion, and (iv green) mix. Some participants threw the dice across the 

room, chased them, read the question and answered while others held the dice and just rotated 

it until they found a question they liked. Children switched between dice if they desired a 

change of topic. The questions were on the dice with sticky notes. If the participants did not 

like the question or thought it should be changed, they removed the sticky note and wrote on 

the whiteboard underneath their new question. An image of the dice can be found below.  
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Figure 11 Interview Dice 

I found the dice useful, as they allowed for the participants to have more power in 

their interview process. The dice did have challenges such as siblings or family pets trying to 

retrieve the dice. A couple of participants also noted a different game would be better as the 

dice did not have an ‘end’, as they were looking for more questions on the dice to see if they 

had answered them all.  
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At the end of my interviews I asked, ‘could I have done anything different or better?’ 

and ‘what should researchers do next time’. I asked this because Hagerman (2010) believes it 

is important for researchers to ask children what they think about participating in research 

and to find out if they enjoyed the process. Additionally, I asked parents and coaches, as I 

was interested in the different perspectives to these questions.  

My routine was to return home and transcribed the interviews verbatim. I kept the 

interview transcripts separate from my fieldnotes, although they are printed off in a 

participant specific binder. 

I wanted to get the full picture of the experience of extracurricular lifeworlds, which 

is why I included others that were present at the activities such as parents and coaches. I 

included the coaches that the children participants thought would be good to interview and all 

parents. I originally only wanted to talk to the children; however, during observations, it was 

clear that “children construct different meanings and beliefs than do their parents” (Del Mol 

and Buysse 2008, p.362). When children were present during the parent interviews, they 

would interrupt and correct their parents asserting their knowledge (Castro 2017). The 

following subsection will further explore the process of parent, coach and volunteer 

interviews.  

3.5.4 Interviews with Parents, Coaches and Volunteers 
 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 14 parents, 18 coaches and 5 

volunteers. The key people identified to interview were the parents who attended the activity. 

The coaches and volunteers were identified by the child participants as key people to speak 

to.  

Interviews with parents, coaches and volunteers allowed the thesis to understand 

multi-perspective accounts and perspectives (Cook and Hess 2007) of the extracurricular 
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physical activities. During data collection informal conversations with parents, coaches and 

volunteers occurred, however, the informal interview allowed for reflection.  

All the interviewees were emailed the consent form, thesis information sheet, and 

general interview questions beforehand. Open-ended questions were utilized during the 

interviews allowing for more creative responses (Mayall 2008). However, prompts, probes 

and follow-up questions were also utilized in the interviews to allow for a deeper 

understanding.  

The interviews took place in the person’s home, in an office at the extracurricular 

physical activity or in a local café for convenience of the interviewee. The length of time the 

interviews took varied ranging from twenty-one to ninety-seven minutes. All coach and 

volunteer interviews were individual interviews, and 6 parent interviews were individual and 

4 parent interviews were with both parents.  

All but one of the interviews were voice recorded for ease of transcription later, 

however one interviewee chose not to have her interview recorded. When I got home from 

the interviews, I wrote notes, and reflexive notes relating to the interview.  All of the 

interviews but one I transcribed verbatim (Bryman 2012), which allowed me to become more 

familiar with the data. The interview that was not voice recorded, I wrote down notes during 

the interview and after the interview. Pseudonyms were utilized for the interviewees and the 

participants they discussed.   

The focus of the interviews was similar to the focus of the interviews with the child 

participants which was to understand their views and experiences of participation, and 

inclusion in extracurricular physical activities. Although informal conversations were had 

with parents, coaches and volunteers throughout, this was a space to further clarify details 

and confirm observations (Fetterman 2010). Additionally, views of the interviewees were 

gathered in respect of the interpretations I made during observations. The interviews allowed 
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for a holistic understanding of children’s experiences and further understanding of relevant 

previous experiences that may have contributed to interactions, choices and adaptations made 

for or alongside the child participant.   

The role I took during the interview process was to learn and understand the different 

voices, experiences and viewpoints of the various people involved. Although the interview 

schedule was flexible, power was evident as I directed the interview and led the topics of 

discussion. However, sometimes parents and coaches changed topics, or asserted the stance 

that they know best for their child or student.  

3.5.5 Data Validity  
 

Working in collaboration with participants for feedback and fact checking was critical 

for validity. The long-term engagement with participants affords multiple opportunities to the 

researcher to be reflexive about emerging themes whilst providing the participants time to 

question the analysis (Davis 2000). Participants evaluated the interpretations, conclusions and 

analyses to determine whether they were credible and accurate (Creswell and Poth 2018) to 

their own understandings. Throughout the data collection and analysis stages, children were 

asked “how well the ongoing data analysis represents their experience” (Hays and Singh 

2012, p.206), and what was missed.  There was an inherent risk that children may have 

responded with what they believed I wanted to hear (Gallagher and Gallacher 2008), 

especially, because I took the friend role. However, there were instances where participants 

would contradict my assumptions and understanding on the data and stated what actually 

mattered to their experience (Boncori 2018). 

Another way to think about validity is linking it to an ethical standpoint:  

“the reliability and validity, and the ethical acceptability, of research 
with children can be augmented by using an approach which gives 
children control over the research process and methods which are in 
tune with children’s ways of seeing and relating to their world.”  
(O’Kane and Thomas 1998, p.336-337) 
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Participants within this study were allowed make changes to the research methods to 

be more in tune with their ways of seeing the world. Additionally, non-verbal participants 

have had concerns raised in the past about validity due to the assumption that they are 

perhaps being ‘lent’ a voice as interpretations of facial expressions, and gestures are being 

made on their behalf (Boggis 2011). Further, other participants in the field may expand, 

interpret or supplement their voice in various ways (Philpin et al. 2005). However, qualitative 

research as a whole has been concerned with the ways in which participants make meanings, 

and what they place importance on which has been co-constructed through this research study 

(Lloyd et al. 2006). Co-construction of knowledge, experience and importance between 

participant and researcher is a similar process with participants who are verbal and non-

verbal.  

3.5.6 Data Analysis 
 

The data collection method for my research study was an ethnographic approach and 

the analysis incorporated a thematic approach. Thematic analysis can be used when 

compiling the data to identify themes and patterns emergent within the data (Bryman 2008).  

Thematic analysis was conducted across “multiple sources of evidence” (Gerring 2007, p.17), 

which includes fieldnotes, interviews, and informal conversations. Throughout the 

ethnographic process analysis was already taking place and themes were already emerging 

(Punch 2012).  

I followed the Braun and Clarke (Braun and Clarke 2006,2013, Clarke and Braun 

2013,2014) ongoing process of thematic analysis. This process consists of six phases 

“familiarising yourself with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, 

reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, producing the report” (Braun and Clarke 

2006, p.35). Although, this is not claimed to be a linear process (Braun and Clarke 2013), the 
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starting point I used was re-reading the data to ensure I was familiar and to go beyond 

obvious views and the surface data. I stored my data in NVivo where I started to organize by 

codes (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007). However, with the large amount of data collected, I 

decided to print everything off to colour code different themes and important findings. Often 

data could fit into more than one theme or code leaving the print off copies very messy.  I did 

this because I wanted to be very familiar with all the data and read it several times; I felt 

more comfortable doing this when it was printed.  Here I also found some ‘diamonds 

scattered in the sand’, key pieces and contradistinctions emerging in the data (Emmel 2015). 

Throughout the process, I aimed to be as transparent as possible, as the knowledge that I am 

producing is situated and partial (Haraway 1988). As stated previously, reflexivity is 

important in ethnographic research (Davis 2000, Konstantoni 2011), and reading the data 

several times allowed time to reflect on codes, to question themes and to interpret the data 

fully. I do recognize however that “methods of data analysis are not simply neutral 

techniques” (Mauthner and Doucet 2003, p.415). Throughout the analysis, there are multiple 

perspectives and voices that emerge. The process was messy and long however, what 

emerged was learning the data in a tremendous detail. The “complexity, messiness, 

contradiction, ambiguity and so on” (Mason 2002, p.177), were part of the process of 

unpacking fully what the participants were experiencing whilst constructing an analysis.  

During the data analysis phase, utilizing thematic analysis there was a loss of the 

individual experience. Children’s personal lives and how they interact with structures was 

seen as important (Frankel 2018, James 2013). Through peer interaction and social structures 

children were constructing their lived experience (Frankel 2017,2018). Experiences of 

children with disabilities in this study could be analyzed by thematic analysis; however, 

children with disabilities are not a homogenous group and the experiences were sometimes 
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similar but sometimes very different. I found the following table set out in figure 12, a useful 

way to help analyze the data.  

 
Figure 12 Framework Overview (Frankel 2017, p.43) 

Figure 12 above shows another way to understand data. In the figure there are various 

factors taken into consideration on how to understand lived experience. The various 

understandings for this thesis are useful as there are several contexts, settings, understandings 

of childhood and disability, and practices. There is an interlink of the structure of the setting 

and assumptions about the child.  As part of the thesis, I have explored assumptions about 

disability and how that influences the environment. The figure highlights the importance of 

participants’ reflections, meaning making and actions and how that shapes or influences the 

structure. Giddens (1979) also placed importance on understanding how the individual ability 

can shape the structure and how actions can create systems of rules. This ethnography is 

unique because it covers 11 settings and follows children’s participation in various 

environments. In relation to analysis, I also argue that although a setting is the same, there are 

other factors such as relationships with different coaches, children and volunteers that alter 

the setting which creates various differing experiences.  This resulted in various networks of 

relationships and differences in how agency was impacted. The framework highlights that 

children are able to redefine and shape structure, and there are implications for the adult-child 
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relationships in the various settings (Pendlebury et al. 2014). This confirmed “children are 

thus involved in the daily ‘construction’ of their own and other people’s everyday 

relationships and life trajectories” (Alanen 2011, p.160). There was individual meaning 

making; however, it is seen as multi-layered and their lived experience is not one-dimension 

(James 2013). Additionally, participants in the study recognized how different their 

experiences were dependent on impairment, or activity, and even their own experiences 

across different settings. Agency can be lived out in relation to one’s various identities (Smart 

2007), this can be specific to an individual, as not all individuals experience disability, 

gender, childhood etc. the same way. The framework has added to the “thick description” and 

richness of the data analysis process (Denzin 1989, p.430), and closing a gap in individual 

experiences.  

3.5.7 Section Summary  
 

The section provided an understanding of how knowledge was produced for the 

purpose of the thesis. Knowledge was produced through observation, fieldnotes, interviews 

and checking validity with participants. Participant observation occurred whilst participating 

alongside participants in the study and observation when participant observation was not 

appropriate in the field setting. Fieldnotes were created whilst spending time in the field for 

future reference and reflexivity. Interviews were conducted with key people that were present 

during fieldwork such as, children, coaches, and parents. The section concluded with a 

process of data analysis and checking validity of findings that have been utilized to interpret 

the data. The following section will be an introduction to the findings of the thesis.  
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3.6 Introduction to Findings  
This section of the thesis will discuss an introduction to the findings which included 

participant group descriptions, construction of labels, and an understanding of research 

settings.   

3.6.1 Participant Group Descriptions  
 

The following paragraphs introduce the participants involved in this research project 

at a group level. I invited participants to participate who were between the ages of 14-16 and 

had a disability. For the purposes of the research study, I recruited participants that identified 

as having a disability. I contacted 94 organizations with my poster (Appendix B) and several 

communities through Facebook groups. The responses I received totaled 11, with 10 of these 

participating in my study. There were difficulties in generating interest for participation in 

this study and gaining access to children’s worlds which is similar to experiences of other 

social science researchers (Fothergill and Peek 2015). Some of my participants are younger 

than my targeted age, as I lowered my target age group to generate enough interest in 

participation.  The target for participants in this study was 15. However, upon reflection, the 

size could not have been bigger due to timing of activities.  The study included 6 females and 

4 males. 90% of my participants would like to be referred to with person first language such 

as ‘child with a disability’ or ‘Moose, who has a disability’. However, 10% of my 

participants would like to be referred to as ‘Kirby with autism’. This is in line with the 

context of their environment as person first language is the only one used by all of their 

environments. This person first language can also be seen in policy documents in Canada 

(examples; Government of Canada, 2019; Heritage Canada, 2006). Overall, my participants 

participated in a total of 11 different sports. All participants in this study identified as 

Canadian. Furthermore, 60% of my participants were verbal and 40% were non-verbal. 
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Additionally, children were asked which pronouns they use, and these have been 

acknowledged through the data analysis. The decisions that participants made in relation to 

identity was important for this thesis to incorporate their voice into the creation of their lived 

experiences.  

There were 14 parents, 18 coaches and 5 volunteers that were also involved in 

observations and interviews. Of the 14 parents, there were 10 mothers and 4 fathers. 2 

mothers were single parents. 2 of the families were first generation Canadians. There were 6 

male coaches and 12 female coaches. The volunteers consisted of 4 females and 1 male.  

3.6.2 Research Settings  
 

In ethnographic research, there is often a focus on “one or a small number” of 

research settings for in depth data (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007, p.31). However, in this 

study there are various research settings for this PhD study. The lived experience of children 

with disabilities is of interest which includes the experience of disability which is in relation 

to social relationships, political and cultural contexts, physical environments and mental or 

physical attributes (Shakespeare 2014). Hammersley later states “it is important to remember 

that behaviour observed in a ‘natural’ setting with no reactivity may still not be typical of 

what is done by the same people at other times or in different places” (Hammersley 2018, 

p.8).  The experience can change in various settings, lived experience is multi-factorial and to 

create in depth data, extracurricular physical activity settings that were of importance to 

participants were included. This was done as settings evolved and changed due to the seasons 

and time (Murchison 2010). It is also important to note, all practices, games and competitions 

were attended except for two practices due to overlapping time schedules. I believe that there 

was sufficient time given to build a trusting and meaningful research relationship with 

participants (Enright and O’Sullivan 2012), as I was participating in the research context 

throughout the whole duration. The heading ‘Can Equipment be Provided?’ means, can the 
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organization provide equipment for the participants, if the families cannot provide the 

equipment themselves.  

 
Sport Setting  Cost Can 

Equipment 
be Provided? 

Transportation  Duration 

Horseback riding $40 per 
session 

Yes Private September – 
June once a 
week  

Hockey $180 per year  Yes Private – can take 
public transportation 
(bus) 

November – 
April – twice a 
week 

Skiing  $250 for 6 
sessions 

Yes Private January – 
February once 
a week  

Snowboarding $250 for 6 
sessions 

Yes Private January – 
February once 
a week 

Dancing $3000 per 
year 

No Private – (can take 
public 
transportation) 

All year 
around – 2-3 
times per 
week 

Swimming $225 for 8 
sessions 

Yes Private – (can take 
public 
transportation) 

December – 
January – once 
a week 

Baseball $250 for 10 
sessions 

No Private – (can take 
public 
transportation) 

June – August 
– once a week  

Lawn Bowling $200 per 8 
weeks 

Yes Private  July – August 
– once a week  

Track & Field  $180 for 8 
sessions 

Yes Private – (can take 
public 
transportation) 

July – August 
– once a week  

Speed Skating $340 per year Yes Private – (can take 
public 
transportation) 

November – 
March – 1-2 
times per 
week  

Martial Arts  $25 per 
month (once a 
week) 

Yes Private – (can take 
public 
transportation) 

September – 
June – once a 
week  
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3.7 Children’s Biographies   
The following section will discuss the individual participants’ biographies. All of the 

names of participants are pseudonyms, which is a common practice to further anonymity and 

privacy (Truscott et al. 2019). The pseudonyms were also created by the research participants 

themselves where possible, which has been done previously in research (examples, Breslin et 

al. 2017, Elliot and Campbell 2013, Townsend et al. 2020, Truscott et al. 2019). The 

opportunity to select a pseudonym for oneself is seen as important as “personal names do 

matter” (Hurst 2008, p.351), and rather than researchers having the power to select, the 

power relationship can be shifted to children (Griffin 2019). During this process no 

participants wanted to keep their own name in the research findings.  

Participants provided their gender for the purposes of demographics. Some 

participants also provided their diagnosis and the others consented to have their parents tell 

me, as they did not know specifics. 

The discussion of participants’ biographies will include, demographics, study 

specifics, a description and a typical routine for the participant in the research context.  

3.7.1 Ben 
 

Demographics: Ben at the time of data collection was a 14-year-old white male who 

is diagnosed with Global Developmental Delay, Speech Delay and Sensory Processing. Ben 

communicates non-verbally.  

Study Specifics: Ben participated in the study for 10 months in a horseback riding 

extracurricular setting. Knowledge was generated through ethnography, specifically 

observation, parent and coach interviews. 

Description: Ben communicates non-verbally through facial expressions, gestures and 

some noises. Ben would occasionally use the word no, would often laugh when happy and 
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would make horse noises when excited about horseback riding. Ben lives with both of his 

parents and attends high school in London. At school he is in a segregated classroom for 

children with disabilities. Ben only participates in horseback riding as a structured physical 

activity at the time of data collection; however, previously he played soccer and took 

swimming lessons.  

Routine: He has two regular volunteers with him in horseback riding that he jokes 

around with, as they clearly have a special bond. Sometimes his jokes include taking their 

hat, pretending to lasso them just as a cowboy would, or after getting off the horse he 

pretends he needs them to walk him to the gate. Ben loves routine; he has the same routine of 

going with me to get his helmet on before waiting at the mounting block with his horse. 

However, sometimes he can be loud and overpowering, so he finds himself in trouble with 

his parents as their expectation is for him to be well behaved which includes being calm, 

quiet and listening whilst not playing games. He calls his coach, volunteers, and me ‘teachie’. 

He would also include me in his Mr. Wolf game, which he would frequently want me to be 

the wolf. 

3.7.2 Mickey  
 

Demographics: Mickey at the time of data collection was 16 years old. Mickey is a 

white male who is diagnosed with Global Developmental Delay and Epilepsy. Mickey 

communicates non-verbally; however, during the course of data collection, he started to use 

an iPad for some communication.  

Study Specifics: Mickey participated in data collection for 10 months participating in 

horseback riding. For 3 months Ben (described above) and Mickey were in the same lesson. 

Knowledge was generated through an ethnographic approach including observation,  

informal conversations and child, parent and coach interviews.  
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Description: Mickey communicated non-verbally through gestures and facial 

expressions. Mickey would also touch people when he wanted to communicate to ensure the 

person was listening. Mickey lives with both of his parents and his sister. He attends high 

school in London, in a segregated classroom for people with disabilities. During data 

collection, he only participated in one structured activity which was horseback riding; 

however, often he went skiing with his dad in the winter and took bike rides with his family 

in the summer.  

Routine: Mickey waits in the lounge until he sees his horse through the window. Once 

he sees his horse, he takes my hand and leads me to the rider change room. Here he gets help 

from a parent to put on his helmet, then he presses the disabled door button and heads out to 

the arena, where he sits on the bench and waits for his coach. You can tell he is having fun 

when he tries to hold back a smile or make a half smile, without fail he will be doing this 

when his horse is trotting. 

3.7.3 Kirby  
 

Demographics: At the time of data collection Kirby was 14 years old. Kirby is a 

white male, is diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder. Kirby communicates verbally, 

although occasionally requires extra time to respond.  

Study Specifics: Kirby participated in data collection for 10 months and during this 

time participated in various activities which included speed skating, hockey, skiing, 

snowboarding and track and field. During the ethnography knowledge was created through 

observations, informal conversations, participant interviews, coach interviews and parent 

interviews.  

Description: Kirby is an only child and his parents are divorced. He spends his 

weekends with his dad and weekdays with his mom, although they share duties of taking him 

to his extracurricular physical activities. He attends high school where he is in the band and 
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on the track and field team. Kirby goes on ski trips with his dad and was one spot away from 

making the provincial Special Olympics ski team.  

Routine: He knows the sport routines very well and the majority of the time follows 

them. Kirby liked structure and when he is in a structured environment he seemed to thrive. 

Sometimes when he is being given instruction he moves around and may not always appear 

to be listening. However, he is on task most of the time following his movements; once he 

knows what the routine of sport is – as an example, warm up, stretches, activity. He is always 

there on time ready to participate. If the routine changes, he might be seen biting his gloves 

or playing with his clothes whilst listening to the changing task.  

3.7.4 Charlie 
 

Demographics: At the time of data collection, Charlie was 14 years old. Charlie is a 

white male; his parents are first generation immigrants from Poland. Charlie is diagnosed 

with Autism Spectrum Disorder. Charlie has limited verbal communication.  

Study Specifics: Charlie participated in data collection for 9 months and during this 

time Charlie participated in horseback riding, hockey, baseball and skiing. During the 

ethnography knowledge was created through observations, informal conversations and 

interviews with parents and coaches.  

Description: Charlie has a younger brother who is on his hockey and baseball team. 

Charlie lives with his parents and attends high school in a segregated classroom for children 

with disabilities. Charlie is non-verbal, however he started to use an iPad for communication. 

When he is listening to someone, he makes eye contact. He often attends hockey and baseball 

with both parents and horseback riding with his mom.  

Routine: Charlie’s routine is different for different sports. In baseball and horseback 

riding it is fairly similar to listening to the routine of warm up and activity. However, in 

hockey, once on the ice, he has his own routine he likes to follow which is different from his 
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peers. He loves to skate laps around the arena when the other children are playing the game 

or warming up. 

3.7.5 Chloe 
 

Demographics: At the time of data collection, Chloe was 15 years old. She is a white 

female. Chloe is diagnosed with Cerebellar Atrophy and Anxiety. Chloe communicates 

verbally.  

Study Specifics: Chloe participated in data collection for 8 months during which she 

participated in horseback riding.  Knowledge throughout this duration was created through 

observation, informal conversations, participant interviews and parent and coach interviews.  

Description: Chloe has an older sister and lives with both of her parents. She recently 

moved from a bigger city into a country house that met accessibility requirements for her. 

She is very shy when meeting new people, but very talkative when she gets to know 

someone.  

Routine: Each week the coaches would expect that I would tack up and groom 

Chloe’s horse with her. They expected me to supervise her, when in reality I could just go 

down and chat while she got her horse ready. We would race up to the mounting block and 

would have lots of chats whilst getting her horse tacked up. Once up on the mounting block, 

she would become quiet, she would wait for the coach to give her instructions and she would 

do them. The routine was a warmup stretch, trot and then a course with the horse, then 

dismounting at the gate. She had 4 different coaches during the year.  

3.7.6 Moose 
 

Demographics: At the time of data collection, Moose was 16 years old. He is a white 

male who is diagnosed with Cornelia de Lange Syndrome. Moose communicates non-

verbally.  
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Study Specifics: Moose participated in data collection for 5 months where he 

participated in horseback riding. Knowledge was created through observation, informal 

conversations and interviews with parents and coaches.  

Description: Moose has 3 other siblings who he lives with along with his parents. His 

horseback riding lesson is during the day, so he gets taken out of high school to attend. He 

attends with his mother, as his father is at work. Moose communicates non-verbally although 

makes a variety of sounds and body movements to communicate. 

Routine: Near the end of his lesson, you will always find that he is leaning to the left, 

as this is the side, he gets off the horse. He is a wheelchair user, but on the horse, he is able to 

sit up, lean and then bring his body back to the center. He is very strong such that his 

volunteers have a hard time moving him a different way than what he would like. He would 

not trot during his lesson. His warmup would be a faster than a slow walk. They would then 

do a course the rest of the time which seemed to drag on and be ultra repetitive. 

3.7.7 Magic  
 

Demographics: Magic at the time of the data collection was 13 years old, and through 

the course of data collection turned 14. Magic is a white female who is diagnosed with Coffin 

Lowry Syndrome, Global Developmental Delay and Sensory processing disorder as provided 

from her mother. Magic communicates verbally.  

Study Specifics: Magic participated in data collection for 7 months where she 

participated in horseback riding and swimming. Knowledge was created through observation, 

informal conversations, participant interviews and parent and coach interviews. 

Description: Magic has an older sister and is living with her single mother. She is in 

her last year of elementary school. She never missed a physical activity session. Magic is 

always making jokes which sometimes gets her into trouble. Magic can also get 

overwhelmed easily and asks lots of questions to be prepared.  
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 Routine: Each week she helps her horseback riding coach set up the course in the 

arena, she often gets to pick which toys they play with and where some things go. She gets on 

her horse from the lower block in the arena. She is very resistant to change and will tell the 

coach when she does not want to do something. She helps the coach pick warm up stretches 

and will often complain her horse is walking too slow. After warmups they do a course with 

the horse and she often gets to ride without a leader, all by herself. 

3.7.8 Spyro 
 

Demographics: At the time of data collection, Spyro was 13 years old and turned 14 

during the study. Spyro identifies as a white female and is diagnosed with Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder. Spyro communicated verbally.  

Study Specifics: Spyro participated in data collection for 6 months, where she was 

participating in Martial Arts. Knowledge was created through observation, informal 

conversations, participant interviews and parent and coach interviews. 

Description: Spyro is in her last year of elementary school. She lives with both of her 

parents and is an only child. She is obsessed with Harry Potter. She is always talking and 

likes to make new friends at her activities. Her father attends Martial Arts with her and they 

participate together.  

Routine: She plays on her Gameboy before she gets to Martial Arts. She often plays 

tag with her friends in the gym before Martial Arts starts and is often the instigator of this 

game. If she does not play tag right away, she is sweeping the gym floor to clean it up after 

the school day. After tag she will get into a circle for warm up stretches. She will follow all 

the stretches but when it comes to sit ups and push ups, does less than she is supposed to. 

When listening to instructions she is often moving, playing with her hair or hair elastic on her 

wrist. In martial arts they practise their belt routine and do another drill. She often plays 

around during these joking with one of her friends in the class.  
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3.7.9 Marie 
 

Demographics: Marie was a 15-year-old white female during data collection. Marie is 

diagnosed with Developmental Delay, Speech Delay, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 

Disorder, and Mild Intellectual Disability.  Marie communicated verbally.  

Study Specifics: Marie participated in data collection for 9 months during which she 

participated in horseback riding, hockey and lawn bowling. Knowledge was created through 

observation, informal conversations, participant interviews and parent and coach interviews. 

Description: Marie is in high school and her favourite class is math. She lives at home 

with both of her parents, she has two older siblings who moved out. She attends all of her 

activities with her mother, and her father will come for the big tournaments. Her mom drives 

her from a small town 40 minutes from most of her activities.  

Routine: After giving coaches, and friends a hug she gets ready for her sports either 

by putting on the hockey equipment or horseback riding helmet. She is fairly easy going 

when it comes to changing of coaches, or routines. In hockey they do the same drill to warm 

up on the ice before each game and she is always one of the first ones to start the drill, and 

one of the first ones to return the puck to the coach once the referee blows the whistle to start 

the game.  

3.7.10 Aspyn  
 

Demographics: At the time of data collection, Aspyn was 13 years old. Aspyn 

identifies as a white female. Aspyn has a diagnosis of a hearing impairment and 

communicated verbally.  

Study Specifics: Aspyn participated in data collection for 3 months, during which she 

participated in horseback riding and dance. Knowledge was created through observation, 

informal conversations, participant interviews and parent and coach interviews. 



 168 

Description: Aspyn is in her last year of elementary school. Aspyn lives with her 

mom and her pet dog. She has convinced her mom to take dance lessons. She sometimes 

carpools with her friends to dance, as she dances 6 days a week.  

Routine: Aspyn’s routine in sport was consistent. She is always listening and adapts 

easily to change. Often dance is getting her kit on with her friends, then chatting with them 

before the coach comes in. The coach always gets them to sit in a circle for attendance, here 

the coach asks, ‘what would you like to tell me today’ and each child gives their answer 

before they start. They start with warm up dance moves then work on their routine for the end 

of the year. Once finished she leaves chatting with her friends. 

3.8 Following Data Collection  
The following section will discuss dissemination and feedback, and reflections on the 

methods utilized for this thesis.  

3.8.1 Dissemination and Feedback 
 

Dissemination is an ethical part of the research process, as children have the right to 

know that their perspectives were valued and heard (Tisdall and Davis 2004). I have shared 

initial findings with the participants near the end of the data collection to create a process of 

checking and critiquing themes. When attempting to disseminate findings to the 11 

organizations in this study, only 1 responded. I presented findings to the board of the one 

organization, 3 out of 10 participants attended that organization. The presentation will be sent 

to the other organizations.  

Initial findings have been presented at King’s University College, and at an academic 

conference at the University of Suffolk.  

3.8.2 Reflections on the Methods  
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For future research and transparency, reflection on ethnography as a method used is 

important to discuss. First, reflections on methods from participants will be discussed, 

followed by my own reflections.  

An important reflection on the methods was the opportunity for participants to 

critique the research methods (Davis 2000). During the research process, there were 

opportunities to alter the ethnography and ongoing discussions were had with participants. 

Some participants suggested that it would be useful, as part of the study, to see their 

experiences of physical activity at school, or with their friends after school. I do agree that 

these are valid experiences to document, however for the scope of the study there was limited 

time. Additionally, one participant suggested that as a ‘participant’ in the observation process 

that I should also be allowed to coach her. Although this may have offered a unique 

perspective, there were structural constraints within organizations which would have made 

this impossible. There were various other ideas about changing the structure of the 

environment of their activity, therefore there is potential for participatory action research. 

However, for the overall thesis, it was well into the study after building rapport that 

participatory action was discussed by participants. Perhaps without ethnography as a first 

step, this would not have been discussed.   

My reflection on the methods brought me to the understanding that ethnography was a 

valuable tool and important research questions to ask. However, 11 settings did make the 

research process very difficult in terms of scheduling, as extracurricular activities only have a 

window of time after school. This was especially difficult on Wednesdays were there were 5 

activities occurring at different organizations. Recruiting a couple of organizations may have 

been an easier approach, however, following 10 participants in-depth created rich data that 

may not have been created otherwise. I originally was going to recruit for verbal participants 
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only, however, I think the data created with non-verbal participants especially, closed a gap 

in research by placing importance on their perspectives.  

3.9 Chapter Three Conclusion  
 

Chapter Three aimed to give a good understanding into how data was collected 

through an ethnographic approach. This approach was used to answer my research questions. 

Data collection was comprised of observations and interviews. These methods were made 

possible by building rapport with participants and gatekeepers. The multi-site ethnographic 

method was the best methodological approach to answer the research questions as children 

directed this approach. Throughout the differing stages of data collection, it was critical to be 

reflexive about my role as a researcher and how data was being created. Additionally, leaving 

the field posed challenges for some participants that were used to the routine of me being in 

the field for such a prolonged period.  

The chapter discussed children’s biographies and participant group level descriptions 

which began to introduce how knowledge was constructed amongst participants from their 

unique perspective and identities. The chapter highlights the importance of children’s 

participation in the creation of knowledge, and the checking of data validity.  

The chapter concluded with a reflection on the methods used from a researcher and 

participant perspective. The following chapters will be an analysis of the data collected by 

this ethnographic approach.  
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Chapter Four: Who has the power to 
choose?  
4.1 Introduction  
 

Chapter Four begins to explore how children with disabilities experience, negotiate 

and participate in extracurricular physical activity environments. The exploration is specific 

to the Canadian context of London Ontario. This chapter provides an analytical ‘thick 

description’ (Emerson et al. 2011), of everyday life in extracurricular physical activity 

environments. The chapter will begin to answer the following research questions:  

Question 1: How do adults and children create opportunities and 
constraints for children’s recognized participation? 
 
Question 2: How do children with disabilities navigate (or live 
through) the process of inclusion in extracurricular physical 
activities?  

The analysis shows the importance for understanding a key theme and finding, choice.  

As the data supports, choice is a fundamental theme for a complete understanding of the 

research questions.  

The chapter begins with an overview of how children with disabilities become 

involved in extracurricular physical activities by discussing the information available, and 

access to activities. The section also discusses the role parents, organizations and children 

play in deciding the activities children with disabilities participate in. The section contributes 

to knowledge as it provides an understanding of choice of activity, furthering knowledge of 

inclusion and exclusion of activities.   

The second section of the chapter discusses the lived experience of choice in relation 

to disability and participation. The section starts to examine the data that shows the different 

experiences of children who communicate verbally and non-verbally. The findings are 
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important to highlight as children that communicate non-verbally have previously been 

excluded from research (Alderson and Morrow 2008), and to provide a comprehensive 

discussion into lived experience of children with disabilities in extracurricular physical 

activities, their experience is seen as meaningful.    

The chapter aims to provide an understanding of choice in the context of 

extracurricular physical activities and participation that will be further discussed in the 

following chapters.   

4.2 Introduction of Choice of Extracurricular 
Physical Activities 
The following section aims to provide an understanding of the process of becoming 

involved in the choosing of extracurricular physical activities and of whose voice matters in 

the decision-making process.  

4.2.1 Information to Choose  
 

For children with disabilities to be able to become involved in participating in 

extracurricular physical activities, children, families and communities need to be informed of 

the opportunities. For some families within this study, extracurricular activities were difficult 

to find which will be further explored in this subsection. 

Based on interviews with several parents of the participants, in relation to information 

about extracurricular physical activity opportunities, a typical comment would be: 

I wish we would’ve known about this opportunity [hockey] sooner but because 
we’re out of town, so I just think we don’t get what’s happening in London. 
There isn’t really any opportunity in our town for Marie to participate in, I 
don’t mind driving through, I wish the schools would help a bit more. I 
wouldn’t have even heard of hockey if it wasn’t for other parents.  
Parent of Marie, interview transcript  

Children with disabilities and their families are likely to deal with more inequalities in 

all areas of their lives (Read et al. 2006, Runswick-Cole et al. 2018a). Here we can notice an 
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inequality linked to the lack of information, and access to information about after 

extracurricular activities. The finding is consistent with previous research suggesting that 

there is a lack of resources and information about physical activities for adults and children 

with disabilities (Dyck et al. 2004, Gorter et al. 2016, Martin Ginis et al. 2016). There seems 

to be a communication gap caused by uncertainty about who should be connecting children 

and families with extracurricular physical activity organizations. A solution from this 

example is the parent suggesting that the school should be more helpful in linking her child to 

appropriate activities.  Marie lives in a town which is about a 40-minute drive away from a 

larger community; this distance may be another reasoning for not having access to 

information. Transportation for youth with disabilities may be seen as hidden parental labour 

that is necessary to have access to their wider communities (Goodwin and Ebert 2018), and 

transportation should be recognized as a potential barrier (Martin 2013). However, in Marie’s 

situation, her mother is willing to drive her places to have her involved, the real issue is lack 

of communication and information on the activities themselves, not the physical distance. 

There is a clear impact on experience driven by rural spaces, class and disability.   

Connections parents made with other parents of children with disabilities developed 

social networks. Social capital for parents of children with disabilities also helped in other 

ways, as seen through comments made by parents during observations:  

I only found out about funding for speed skates from a parent from 
hockey. With all the activities Kirby does we wouldn’t be able to 
afford expensive skates just to try it out.  
Mother of Kirby, Fieldnote: December 12, 2018 

 
Social capital amongst parents is seen in this study through a snowballing effect by 

talking to other parents. Parents would support other parents in sharing information about 

other physical activity organizations that they were involved in. This is consistent with 

previous knowledge that the cost of equipment for extracurricular physical activities has been 

a barrier to participation in Canada for children with disabilities (Statistics Canada 2006b). In 
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previous studies such as the CAPE (Children’s Assessment of Participation and Enjoyment) a 

criticism was that there was a lack of a full understanding of the decision process between 

children and parents used in deciding upon which extracurricular activities the children 

participated in (Anaby et al. 2012). The thesis, in part, addresses this gap in knowledge. The 

following section discusses further access barriers for children with disabilities in 

extracurricular physical activities.  

4.2.2 Access  
 

Children with disabilities and their families may run into difficulties achieving access 

to extracurricular physical activities. Although there may be options for children with 

disabilities to participate in these programs, they are still often absent due to social, physical, 

architectural and attitudinal barriers (Darrah et al. 2015, Kehn and Kroll 2009, Rimmer 

2005). Structural barriers have been well recorded throughout the literature, such as needing 

exercise equipment, membership fees, inaccessible facilities, program procedures and 

policies, limited resources, undertrained staff, and information barriers (French and 

Hainsworth 2001, Martin 2013, Mulligan et al. 2012). These barriers are witnessed within 

this study, as some of the barriers experienced by the participants.  

It used to be like I actually wanted Moose in horseback riding when 
he was much, much younger. But the only reason why I didn’t is 
because you’d have to still pay for lessons, even if they couldn’t 
come, okay and stuff and he would get sick. All the time in winter is 
never a good thing for him, so now we don’t come in the winter. 
Usually, we get lucky and someone takes the spot for the winter or 
we’d have to pay. 
Mother of Moose, Interview: June 14, 2019 

 
Moose comes from a lower-income family making the idea of paying for something 

that they could not attend, not a viable option. Participation in supervised activities by 

children with disabilities from lower-income families ranked the lowest amongst children 

with disabilities (Mâsse et al. 2012). Canadian children from low income families are less 
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likely to be physically active (Craig et al. 2010), and 2.5 times less likely than a middle-class 

family to be signed up for an organized physical activity (Carson et al. 2010). Although there 

is a tax credit to help lower-income families with these costs, families must have the initial 

upfront funds to pay for their child’s participation in physical activities (Spence et al. 2012); 

the tax credit is only available through their tax filings after the fees were incurred. This 

leaves children of lower-income families with the likelihood of being physically inactive 

(Boyce et al. 2006), supporting Carson et al (2010) findings that 63% of lower-income 

families spent $0 on physical activity registration (Carson et al. 2010).  Moose’s family 

received a scholarship from the extracurricular physical activity organization, so that he could 

participate in horseback riding, otherwise this opportunity would not be possible. Although 

Moose was on a scholarship, he was required to pay for his lesson time.  In the winter, even 

though medically it would not be advised for him to ride, he participated in the program for 

fear of losing his opportunity. Additionally, should a lesson be missed, there was no 

opportunity to make up the time and the fee was non-refundable.  

Although a few participants in this study had difficulties with financing 

extracurricular physical activities, there were participants who had better access to funding:  

We’ve never really had trouble receiving funding, it has not been an 
issue. With the Autism community I guess I had to look for funding 
in the beginning, but it was straight forward and all his programs 
are paid for. I pay for the extras like sweatshirts and transportation 
but the cost of the programs are covered.  
Mother of Kirby, Fieldnote: November 12, 2018  

Cost has been a barrier for children with disabilities in this study and in other studies  

(examples; Bedini and Thomas 2012, Geoffery et al. 2016). In the example above, the parent 

sought out funding in the beginning of participation for her son. However, even when parents 

do seek out funding, the funding is not always available:  

Ben doesn’t fit into a category really, I can’t get funding from the 
big ones like Autism, or Down Syndrome and he doesn’t qualify for 
Special Olympics. It’s really sad actually, I know he benefits from 
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activities and they’re difficult to find in the first place but then when 
I can’t afford it, I feel I’ve let him down and it’s not his fault.  
Mother of Ben, Fieldnote: October 7, 2018  
 

This example suggests that if Ben was diagnosed with a specific impairment, he 

would be able to access different funding. In his case, funding was provided by parents for 

participation. Ben horseback rides, and when asked about the scholarship and if he qualified 

his mother responded saying “no it’s very limited, only 10 children a year and we both work 

so we’re just over the qualifying income” (Mother of Ben, October 7, 2018). Inclusion and 

participation are discussed in Chapters Five and Six of this thesis but they cannot be 

answered without knowledge of how children with disabilities access the activities. As seen 

in the Inclusion Spectrum Model (Misener 2014) discussed in Chapter Two, there are only 

labels for the activities such as: fully integrated, modified, parallel and adapted activity . 

There is a need for a wider understanding of inclusion, because as shown in the example, Ben 

would participate in more activities, but he is unable to have those opportunities due to a lack 

of funding opportunities. Ben was also asked about his participation in activities and his 

response can be shown through the example: 

I asked Ben what activities he likes to do. He went into his bag and 
brought me a toy horse. I asked, ‘you like to ride horses?’ and he 
nodded yes. His mom said, ‘I’m sure he’d ride everyday, if he could’ 
and his face lit up and nodded yes excitedly. 
Fieldnote: May 7, 2019 

There is no opportunity for Ben to ride more at the current horseback riding facility, 

as they only offer sessions once a week to participants. Ben also swims and when asked about 

funding for that his mother said: “it’s a very reasonable price in comparison to other 

activities, so we’re able to pay for that without funding” (Mother of Ben, Fieldnote 

November 9, 2018).  Although Ben would ideally participate in horseback riding more, he is 

unable to do so due to the program, and funding constraints.  
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The knowledge of these constraints was also perhaps missed in the CAPE (King et al. 

2014a) as the study understood times per week of activity but did not comment on why the 

participation was not more or less. However, understanding the interplay of choices children 

with disabilities have adds to their participation lived experiences. The thesis found that 

parents play a key role in the activities their children participate in including the previously 

discussed funding and information gathering. The thesis will now discuss further ways in 

which parents play a role in deciding the activities their children participate in.  

4.2.3 Parents’ Choice?  
 

Looking at the extracurricular physical activities undertaken offers good insights into 

where parents have options. Within the school system, extensive research has been conducted 

related to physical activity and children with disabilities where parents have less of a say, 

because the school is responsible for physical activities (examples; Asbjørnslett and Bekken 

2016, Coates and Vickerman 2008, Fitzgerald and Stride 2012, Harvey et al. 2014, James et 

al. 2011, Wilhelmsen and Sørensen 2017). Research that has been conducted about 

extracurricular physical activities (examples; King et al. 2006, King et al. 2004, King et al. 

2009, Longo et al. 2012, Raghavendra et al. 2011, Ullenhag et al. 2012a, Wuang and Chwen-

Yng 2012), has used surveys which have not looked into parents’ choice. One of the gaps this 

research study closes is the process of parents’ choice for physical activity for their children 

with disability. In this current research study, the physical activity is chosen for the 

participants with disabilities by their parents in all cases.  

The age of participant group is between 12 and 16 years; this means for the most part 

that their parents had decided which activities their child enjoyed and continued to register 

for these activities. The age group was originally decided upon based on the assumption that 

participants in an older age group would have more autonomy in selecting their activities.  
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I wanted to work with an older age group as I had assumed that 
older children would have picked their extracurricular physical 
activities. I am surprised at how wrong this assumption was and 
when talking to parents and children this month, it is very much the 
parents’ choice which activities their children do. 
Reflective Notes: October 2018 

The parents for the most part would have seen fun and enjoyment from the 

participants which indicated the child wanted to be in and to continue in those activities. 

When verbal children within this study were asked if they enjoyed their extracurricular 

physical activities, most responded positively. There is difficulty in judging if non-verbal 

participants enjoy their extracurricular physical activities due to their inability to 

communicate verbally, therefore body language or noises was used as an indicator. An 

example was participant Moose who cried throughout most of his horseback riding every 

week. His volunteers would make comments such as “I don’t like forcing him to ride” or “he 

really wants to come off the horse”, as he would be throwing his body weight to try and come 

off the horse. 

I’m feeling very uncomfortable watching this. He hasn’t stopped 
crying today while on his horse. He looks like he is frantically trying 
to get off his horse, grabbing at his volunteers trying to pull himself 
off. I’m not sure if it is appropriate for me to say something. I guess 
his mother might say something if he is really in that much pain. It’s 
difficult, because I know children should have the choice to not 
participate, but is this really my place? I had to ask his mother if he 
was ok. She barely looked up from her phone and said ‘yes, he’s 
fine, just cheer him on and it’ll be ok, he needs this physical activity, 
it’s the only thing he does’.  
Fieldnote: December 15, 2018 
 

Parents of children with disabilities when discussing non-physical activities have said 

similar things such as it is “really the only choice” (Teachman 2016, p.132). Moose does not 

participate in any other activity, because he is perceived as not being able to and his family 

can only afford one physical activity. Moose’s mother is suggesting similar to other studies 

that say children with disabilities may not be able to independently take advantage of 

physical activities that are unstructured (Martin and Choi 2009), additionally she has 
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suggested that emotional support and encouragement from herself and others would be of 

help (Cox et al. 2011, Zhao and Settles 2014). She is providing transportation for him, so she 

does not want his session to run short (McManus et al. 2006). She is seemingly ignoring her 

son’s cries because there is a perception that physical activity is important, and for her to get 

some time off. Potential safety concerns surrounding children with disabilities participating 

in physical activities (Bloemen et al. 2015), have taken a backseat with this mother, as she 

has stated “I’ve read online that horseback riding will help Moose walk”. However, his coach 

contradicts this notion in saying that “I don’t understand what she (Moose’s mother) wants 

from me, I’m not a therapist, I can’t just make him walk one day” (November 7, 2018). 

Literature shows that mutual support from parents and service providers is important to 

enhance the experience (Bergum and Dossetor 2005). However, in this case, the coach and 

mother rarely communicate, there is seemingly no partnership between Moose and coach or 

coach and mother yet working together may enhance his participation. With this distance 

between the coach and parent, there is a limitation to the participation experience that can be 

offered while opening the conversation may bring reflectiveness on both sides (Goodwin and 

Ebert 2018). In previous studies about inclusive community programs, it was found that 

parents may be grateful for having access to programs even when the programs may be 

inadequately providing for their children’s’ needs (Mitchell and Snyder 2015). This may be 

the case, as the mother has also stated ‘this is my only time off during the week’ and she has 

a full-time career, so this half-hour time slot may be the only time she gets to shut off. 

Although parents may choose to have their child participate in an organization’s physical 

activity that does not mean that they will be automatically included. The thesis will now 

discuss organizations’ choice of participation in the following section.  

4.2.4 Organizations Choose  
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The participant requirements for this study were that they already participate in an 

extracurricular physical activity. Participants had managed to navigate the hurdles of being 

accepted by organizations into programs; however, it is important to note that organizations 

do exclude children with disabilities. Two examples from my study are hockey where you 

had to have an intellectual disability and horseback riding that required an impairment from a 

long list of impairment types before they were willing to enroll participants in their program, 

such as spina bifida, amputation and Downs Syndrome to name a few. Consistent with 

literature that suggests compared to typically developing children, it has been found that 

children with disabilities are excluded more by service providers causing parents to search for 

similar opportunities for their children with disabilities (Goodley and Runswick-Cole 2011b, 

Hodge and Runswick-Cole 2013). When parents entered community recreational sport and 

physical activity settings, they face the stigma of othering (Green 2007).  

Families of children with disabilities experience discrimination, prejudice, and 

exclusion (Goodley 2011a, Morris 2001a, Schillmeier 2008), which was also found by 

participants in this study when accessing physical activity organizations due to their inclusion 

practices. 

Mother of Ben: It just is not possible for Ben to participate in 
activities with children without disabilities. We’ve tried when he was 
younger but it’s always a disaster. Sometimes they sign him up and 
then they meet him and tell me they can’t support him, so I take him 
home and he’s always so upset because we’ve talked about the 
activity all week.  
Researcher: What about activities for children with disabilities? 
Mother of Ben: Yeah, um it’s difficult too because some 
organizations say they are just for children with disabilities but 
we’ve had bad experiences really and some people just aren’t able 
to.  
Researcher: What do you mean not able to? 
Mother of Ben: Well, it’s not always their fault but they’ll say all the 
right things but then they just can’t take him. Sometimes the coaches 
are teenagers too and I mean some are good but he has really 
complex needs and organizations don’t recognize it and then when 
he isn’t getting the support he acts out and there’s so many kids on 
the waitlist that they just push him out.  
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Mother of Ben, Informal Conversation during Fieldwork: December 
12, 2018 

The example shows that exclusion can happen from organizations during the process 

of becoming involved in the activity. The exclusion during this stage was common amongst 

non-verbal participants: 

It’s disappointing really, Mickey doesn’t participate in a lot because 
he’s often told no at the start. Then it’s like false hope because he 
gets a spot and then is not helped or the organizations don’t listen to 
us (parents) and it doesn’t go well and then I get told another person 
would benefit more from the activity and we’re out searching for 
more activities, it’s really upsetting.  
Mother of Mickey, Informal Conversation: January 20, 2019 

The experiences shown here are important to recognize, as literature shows that 

service providers do exclude children with disabilities (Goodley and Runswick-Cole 2011b, 

Hodge and Runswick-Cole 2013). However, it is rare to understand what that means to the 

experience of extracurricular physical activities. It is known that people with disabilities are 

excluded in everyday life (Curran and Runswick-Cole 2013), however, the examples above 

are from organizations that claim to be suited to people with disabilities. Exclusion was 

shown not only when applying to activities, but also after acceptance there was still 

opportunity for exclusion. This created a reaction from parents and children:  

Chloe: I don’t really like trying anything new, I’m happy with 
horseback riding because I know what’s going on but like I hate 
doing anything new because um like this one time I went on this 
youth walking thing and I know I can’t walk fast but like everyone 
left me behind and then they said I couldn’t go again and I’d just 
rather not be sad. 
Fieldnote: March 12, 2019 

 
Another example shows a parent’s reaction:  

 
Mickey’s mom: We aren’t planning on trying any new activities, I 
think at his age now we’ve tried most in the area and why would I 
want him to go through it all. Sometimes he likes the activity for the 
one or two times he’s allowed but then I have to tell him he can’t go; 
I just can’t deal with that anymore. 
Parent interview: July 7, 2019 
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The process of multiple exclusion has been understood in connection to multiple 

identities (Moodley and Graham 2015). However, the exclusion process here can be shown 

through an identity of disability exclusion that can be experienced in multiple ways due to 

physical disability, intellectual or communication preferences. When organizations choose to 

exclude children with disabilities, the parents and children have little to no choice but to 

accept the status quo. Agency is difficult to observe as often children are left out of these 

exclusion conversations and there is often little to no availability of choices to act upon which 

is shown as ‘no agency’ on the Continuum of Agency (Bell et al. 2007). It has been suggested 

that there is limited opportunity for children with disabilities to be heard (Thackray 2018) and 

these examples have shown this due to children not even being a part of the communication 

process at the introduction to new activities. The thesis is extending the understanding of the 

extracurricular physical activity exclusion process, as most research is focused on physical 

education in schools (Examples, Bloom et al. 2009, Coates and Vickerman 2010, Fitzgerald 

et al. 2003, Fitzgerald and Stride 2012, Goodwin 2009, Kim 2009, Reuker et al. 2016, Wang 

2019, Wilhelmsen and Sørensen 2017). In school, children are already present; however, in 

extracurricular activities the experience is different, because organizations can exclude on 

their terms with sometimes inconsistent application. The following section will discuss an 

aspect of organizations inclusion and exclusion choices where coaches play a role in the 

process.  

4.2.5 Coaches Choose  
 

Coaches are fundamental to an extracurricular physical activity program, coaches 

need to have an understanding of the physical activity and an understanding of impairment to 

make alterations and adaptions to rules and tasks (Bantjes et al. 2015). Previously identified, 

there is a gap in the literature regarding youth with disabilities participating in extracurricular 
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physical activities and their coaches (Spencer-Cavaliere et al. 2017). This study closes the 

gap, as the researcher was privy to the interactions through lived experience over an eleven-

month study. 

The analysis showed various ways in which coaches create opportunities and 

constraints for participation as shown in the example below.  

I keep looking at my watch, over and over. I actually feel so 
unprofessional with how much I am looking at my watch. Both my 
participants could potentially see me doing this. I’m not bored, I’m 
just shocked. I’m shocked that one of my participants hasn’t been 
spoken to in 25 minutes. There’s only 5 minutes left. My other 
participant has been talked to the entire time, there has been no 
moment of dead air. Magic got to make the lesson plan with the 
coach, get on her horse first, got to choose all the stretches and 
activities and Charlie hasn’t been spoken to once.  
Fieldnote: October 12, 2018 

The example is one excerpt of fieldnotes from Charlie participating in horseback 

riding that paints a consistent pattern. The pattern with Charlie in horseback riding is also 

experienced by Mickey and Moose who all happen to be non-verbal participants. Although 

these participants are non-verbal, and adults may not understand them, they have the right to 

be able to communicate in ways that they prefer and to be heard by adults (Boggis 2018a). In 

addition, non-verbal children’s feelings and wishes would need to be taken into account 

through a dialogue with mutual respect (Fitzgerald et al. 2010). People working with children 

with disabilities need to be skilled in all forms of communication and be skilled in assessment 

and observation (Hunt 2018). The example shows how structure and hierarchical constraints 

can block choice and participation (Baraldi and Cockburn 2018), in this case for Mickey by 

his coach. If the coaches working with these participants are highly skilled in communication, 

they are choosing not to use their skills in favour of focusing on their verbal participants.  

To contrast the above, there is a different gap in literature about understanding the 

experience of children with disabilities that get pushed too hard in extracurricular physical 
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activities. Throughout the duration of my longitudinal study, one of my participants, Aspyn 

quit horseback riding, her reason being:  

I was having a lot of fun horseback riding when it was just for fun. I 
kept telling my coach it was just for fun. She just kept moving me to 
harder groups and wanted me to ride with people in their 20s, I’m 
12. I didn’t want to compete but she like wouldn’t even let me 
choose. It was actually really awkward, and I just couldn’t be there 
anymore I would rather do anything else.  
Aspyn, Interview: March 12, 2019 

  
The lack of listening to children with disabilities in extracurricular physical activities 

will be discussed further in the following sections. In the example above, Aspyn made it clear 

that she did not want to be pushed and wanted to have fun, but the coach continued to push 

her which led to her not participating in that physical activity again. Service providers in 

other studies have also lost sight of the concept of fun and instead have been focused on 

participation in the activity to build skills, not to have a sense of fun, control, choice and 

belonging (Gibson et al. 2014). Although Article 12 in the UNCRC does not guarantee that 

the wishes of the child will be the decisive factor, Aspyn did not understand why she kept 

being pushed. Her extracurricular time was being changed into something she did not want, 

and even with her expressing herself, her voice was not considered, and the adult wishes from 

the coach became paramount. Belonging for Aspyn meant that she wanted to participate 

alongside friends and not participants that were much older than her (Coates and Vickerman 

2008, Li and Chen 2012). Aspyn was very good at her sport, and comfortable in her abilities; 

this competency could have been fun for her and advancing could mean threatening that 

degree of achievement (Gibson et al. 2014). However, it is clear from this example of Aspyn 

quitting that although achievement may have advanced, coaches should not and in this case 

could not force a child into doing something they did not want to do. Participating with her 

teammates brought Aspyn joy, and the theme of teammates will be discussed next.   
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4.2.6 Teammates and Participants Choose  
 

Teammates and participants choose how to interact with each other with the result 

being their participation and inclusion experience; the following section will discuss in 

further detail these choices. Inclusion of adolescents with disability into physical activities 

results in their peers having an important role to play in ensuring inclusion (Anderson 2009). 

Children with disabilities are more willing to participate in activities with their friends 

(Coates and Vickerman 2008, Li and Chen 2012). Although organizations group children 

together for extracurricular physical activities, it is still important to note how children with 

disabilities choose to interact with one another. The example below is Rosie discussing her 

relationship with her horseback riding partners.  

Like no, no offense to Chelsea. But like I want a person who like 
understands me and who I can talk to during my lesson and Chelsea 
couldn’t really do that, which I understand but I and Chelsea I felt 
like wasn’t on the same like wavelength as me and I feel like Sydney 
is and Sydney actually inspired me because she rides without like 
any instructor and like any like later in any like side walkers and 
that’s what I want to do.  
Rosie, Interview: August 22, 2019 

The first teammate Rosie talks about is a non-verbal participant. The coaches had 

made little to no effort in helping Rosie communicate with Chelsea. When Rosie was 

switched to a lesson with Sydney, coaches encouraged them to tack up together, and they 

would play games together on horseback. Coaches may have not wanted to take the time to 

help a verbal (Rosie) and nonverbal (Chelsea) participant communicate together, or they 

simply did not know how to do this. In education literature, there is an understanding that 

children with and without disabilities are treated differently and although can be present in an 

environment are not always fully apart of it (Weber and Bennett 2004). The example is in an 

environment for people with disabilities, however, with a similar issue of prioritizing verbal 

children and putting more emphasis on their experience. People with disability are not a 
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homogenous group; they do recognize and react to different levels of disability.  Rosie also 

does not try to communicate with Chelsea and prefers a verbal partner to horseback ride with. 

However, she also states that she likes to ride with someone who is more skilled than herself 

to push her to be a better horseback rider. Rosie has made a choice to be with a teammate 

who is verbal, and the following sections will look at children’s choices within the 

extracurricular physical activity environments.   

The thesis includes activities where children with disabilities participate alongside 

typically developing peers. During these activities, there is sometimes a difference of how 

participant teammates choose to interact. Two examples are shown below. 

It doesn’t really matter to me what Spyro is, she’s really nice to me 
and we get along. 
Teammate of Spyro, fieldnote: January 20, 2019 
 

In contrast:  
 
Marie has her group of friends at lawn bowling that also identify as 
having a disability. All the other groups choose not to interact with 
them, and sometimes mean comments and jokes are made at their 
expense. 
Reflective notes: July 2019 

When Marie is asked about her experience at lawn bowling, the above example does 

not seem to impact her experience as she states: 

 
I just like being with my friends I don’t focus on what others are 
doing, I’m just really happy to get to chat and hang out. 
Fieldnote: August 4, 2019 

In the above examples, teammates are making choices about how they interact with 

the participants in the study. Segregated activities for children with disabilities have been 

cited to provide a space where interactions with other children are safe and comfortable 

(Goodwin et al. 2004). The examples support this understanding and suggest that interactions 

can be comfortable and safe in integrated activities.  Spyro is seen by peers as not interfering 

with the activity which has been understood to influence how children perceive children with 
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disabilities which may increase inclusive practices (Diamond and Tu 2009). Additionally, 

observations suggest perhaps an uncomfortable experience; however, when asking the 

participant themselves, there is perhaps a different explanation as seen by Marie where her 

focus is placed on her friends.  

The section of choice so far has discussed various aspects of how adults and children 

impact the experience of choice in extracurricular activities. The last subsection will discuss 

the choice of activity as a whole and where children with disabilities views are implemented 

in the decisions.  

4.2.7 Choice of the Activity  
 

According to the UNCRC, children have the right to participate in play and 

recreational activities and have the right to express their views in all aspects of their lives 

(1989). An important aspect of this research project is to look at the degree of adhering to 

those principles. In research, we see the importance of having individuals choose their 

physical activity rather than the decision being made by adults (Kiuppis 2018). A researcher 

even goes as far to say the goal in sport should be individuals being able to make the decision 

on how they want to participate and with whom (Misener 2014).  

In all the parent interviews conducted, there was a question posed about ‘who made 

the decision on [participant’s name] participating in [participant’s activity]?’. Common 

answers looked like:  

We did (reference to both parents being involved in the decision), we 
heard many of the benefits. Just you know, they call it therapeutic 
horseback riding for a reason I think and we weren’t sure if Mickey 
well his aunt loves animals because I feel he had a fear of large 
animals when he was younger, but we didn’t even know if this will 
go well at all, but we heard from other families that their kids have 
loved it. 
Mickey’s Parents Interview: August 30, 2019 



 188 

To get a full and accurate picture of this choice, I also asked verbal children a similar 

question. There is consistency within the interviews from verbal children:  

Research: Who made the decision about which activities you do?  
Rosie: My parents.  
Researcher: How do you feel about the choices they made?  
Rosie: Hmmm, I obviously love horseback riding now, but I guess it 
would’ve been nice to be asked.  
Researcher: What about asking now? 
Rosie: Yeah, I never really thought about that. I guess it would be 
nice, because I honestly want to ride every day of the week or just 
working in a barn really.  
Fieldnote: November 12, 2018 

Through both excerpts, and through many others of similar nature, parents make the 

decisions on which physical activities their children with disabilities participate in. 

‘Participation’ through what is being described as children just doing what they are told, 

however, as seen through actions of crying there is resistance taking place. Sheir’s (2001) 

participation model begins with asking the question “are you ready to listen to children?” 

(Sheir 2001, p.107). However, through the actions of just signing children up for physical 

activities, parents do not even fall onto the participation chart. Sheir is clear on his 

participation chart of where the UNCRC participation minimum is; parents would not be 

adhering to the UNCRC Article 12. Based on the Hart (1992) Ladder of Participation, these 

decisions would represent the bottom rung of the ladder which is classified as non-

participation when decisions are adult-led and children are directed to do the activity, without 

understanding the purpose (Hart 1992). The model categorizes the method to be 

manipulation, although Hart cautioned about using the ladder as a measuring stick (Hart 

1992, p.11), as the label may not take into account all the factors involved. Franklin’s work 

suggests that the bottom rungs of Hart’s ladder should be changed to “adults rule, and adults 

rule kindly” (Franklin 1997, p.53). However, the inclusion of the parental perspective has 

been found to undermine the decision-making abilities of people with disabilities (Carey 

2010). It is important to note that in addition to parents not including children and young 
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people in their decision-making processes, parents were unaware of the UNCRC. Starting 

with non-adherence to the UNCRC, the following sections will discuss choice within the 

physical activities by children with disabilities in this study.  

4.2.9 Section Summary  
 

The current section of the chapter began to discuss the topic of choice in relation to 

children with disabilities participation in extracurricular physical activities. The subsections 

discussed how information, access, parents, organizations and teammates influence the 

various choice experiences. The impact of choice has on the environment in which 

participants experience their participation is essential in understanding how the structures and 

interactions are forming.  

The section answered in part the research questions as the aspect of choice is directly 

influencing lived experience of participation and inclusion. The section focused on the role of 

choices made at the beginning of participation and inclusion experiences when accessing and 

entering extracurricular physical activities.  

The section suggested that there is perhaps power over children’s experiences by 

choices that organizations, peers, and parents make for children with disabilities to access 

participation opportunities. Parents and organizations face difficulties in being able to offer 

extracurricular activities for all children and are negotiating access for individual children. 

There appears to be a lack of opportunities for children with disabilities which leaves 

organization in a powerful position to pick and choose who can access their space.   

In the final subsections of the section, participant’s voice and experience is coming to 

the forefront to demonstrate their perspective of choice of activity, and how the interactions 

play a role on their experience. There are tensions that arise in the experience of choice and 

the various relationships children with disabilities have with people and structures.  
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4.3 Lived Experience of Choice  
The following section will start to discuss the lived experience of choice in 

extracurricular physical activity environments to understanding the beginning of choice as a 

lived experienced at a base level before moving further into the analysis of participation and 

inclusion in further chapters.    

4.3.1 Medical Model Experience of Extracurricular Physical 
Activity 
 

In the previous sections of the chapter, it is understood that parents choose 

extracurricular physical activities, and children with disabilities attended those activities.  

King and colleagues (2004) researched participation in extracurricular physical activities and 

one thing they noted was attendance documentation, but they failed to evaluate why there is 

or is not attendance. In this current thesis, children with disabilities were always in 

attendance, although they did miss some activities due to illness, family commitments, 

weather, etc.  

Although children with disabilities did not pick their activities, children with 

disabilities were at the activities and went through the motions of the extracurricular physical 

activity. The extracurricular physical activity environments seemingly took a medical model 

stance towards disability (Oliver 1990), as a lot of actions towards children with disabilities 

seemed to look like the individual was deficient and needing to be ‘repaired’ (Ayling 2018). 

There are many examples that place a focus on limitations of children with disabilities, 

because they see the particular limitation as a disability (Imrie 2004, p.288). This was 

happening instead of looking at the “lived experiences and desires” from the perspective of 

the children with disabilities (Goble 2010, p.57).  

Charlie is looking around the arena, inspecting where he is riding. 
Sometimes when a bird dives down near him he starts to chuckle. 
The coach starts to notice that he is doing his own thing, steering 
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when he wants to and looking around at his surroundings. She snaps 
at him and tells him sternly ‘look where you are going Charlie’ and 
she sticks with him, every time he does something that deviates from 
what he is supposed to be doing she corrects him in a stern voice  
Fieldnote: May 17, 2019 

The example shows a continuation of the medical model which showcases children 

with disabilities as difficult to communicate with, unknowing, dependent, and vulnerable 

(Boggis 2018c). Throughout his whole horseback riding session, Charlie is not provided an 

opportunity to communicate what he would like to do. He is consistently told exactly what to 

do. Although he likes noises, and likes to be curious, he is not afforded the opportunity to 

perhaps, as the skill development is taking priority for the coach. He is needing to be 

‘repaired’ (Ayling 2018), because he is not fitting the norm of what a ‘horseback rider’ 

should look like. Instead of adapting the program to look more like something Charlie would 

want to do, the only agenda for this activity is from the coach, without adaptation to Charlie’s 

needs.  

Choice of extracurricular physical activities for children with disabilities often 

defaults to the choice of the service providers or parents. As seen through a coach’s 

comment, parents drive decisions about activity. 

Parents pay for a service so we listen to what they want the most, 
and then sometimes we can work towards different goals they have 
and sometimes not. 
Fieldnote: December 2, 2018 

Further, when asked about feedback from children with disabilities she continued by 

stating: 

We don’t really ask children, there’s no system for that. Sometimes 
children can’t communicate, and as coaches we’re often the ones 
who know the most about what they should be working on.  
Fieldnote: December 2, 2018 

It has been previously understood that the perspectives of children with disabilities 

are excluded in favour of professional and parent voices (Berg et al. 2015). Ignoring 
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individual perspectives and the lived experience of impairment has been a common criticism 

of utilizing the medical model solely to understand disability (Owens 2015). Instead of 

viewing extracurricular activities as a fun after school program, they are often viewed as a 

form of further treatment that focuses on a defect to be changed. When impairment is the 

focus, the individual’s wants and desires end up in the background. The view of children with 

disabilities is othering them from the norm (Smith and Perrier 2014a,b). To contrast, value 

has also been placed on children with disabilities who have fit into the norm.  

Kirby is an excellent athlete, he could compete against kids without 
disabilities and he could probably win. 
Coach, Fieldnote: March 20, 2019 
 

Although through the medical model understanding, people may need fixing as they 

are deviating from the norm (Smith and Perrier 2014a,b), the example shows that some 

people with disabilities are perhaps accepted into an environment, if they reach the accepted 

level of ‘normal’. Kirby is often afforded opportunities to engage and with various choices 

about his extracurricular physical activity participation, however children that communicated 

non-verbally were rarely afford opportunities to engage with service providers. The medical 

model understanding of experience of impairment is still relevant to understand, it adds to 

understanding disability comprehensively (Oliver 1983). Through the social model of 

disability, ideally the emphasis to change is on the environment rather than the individual 

with an impairment (Oliver 2013), however, that experience is not always applicable in 

practice. To further the understanding of choice from a similar interpretation of the medical 

model of disability, tokenistic experience will be discussed in the next subsection.  

4.3.2 Tokenistic  
 

A danger that emerges with participation is potential tokenism (Fleming 2013). 

Tokenistic behaviours have been seen where children are perceived as vulnerable and 
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passive, often where adults still work with child developmental models (Punch 2016). Hart 

defines tokenism as:  

“Tokenism is used here to describe those instances in which children 
are apparently given a voice, but in fact have little or no choice 
about the subject or the style of communicating it, and little or no 
opportunity to formulate their own opinions.” 
(Hart 1992, p.9) 

Throughout this research project, a theme of tokenistic participation in extracurricular 

physical activity environments emerged. There were many examples of tokenistic choices 

taking place within the research. Below is an excerpt from fieldnotes that clearly shows 

tokenistic choices at play. 

From the second Ben walked through the doors today, he has been 
told what to do. He was told to put on his helmet, where to put his 
legs, where to put his hands, even where to look.  I thought he finally 
had an opportunity to participate when his coach asked him ‘would 
you like to steer this time or play a game’ although it was only 2 
limited options, I was excited for him. The coach pulled out a game 
to show him when she asked ‘or play a game’ his face lit up, and 
although he couldn’t use his words, it was clear by the massive smile 
on his face that was his answer. The coach then said after this 
response ‘actually no, you have to steer before we do anything you 
want to do’. He immediately slouched back down and looked 
defeated. At the end of the lesson when the coach brought out the 
game again, he didn’t even flinch, and chose not to play the game.  
Fieldnote: October 14, 2018 

This tokenistic participation is problematic; it left Ben unsatisfied, frustrated and 

disappointed. Missed expectations can make nonparticipation more problematic than a 

missed invitation to participate (Gal 2015). This is a regular occurrence with Ben in each 

lesson, it is also a regular occurrence that he loses his vibrance and effort to do the things that 

he would like to participate in during the lesson. In this example, it also left Ben with 

‘participation fatigue’ where when he was consulted, there was no change made (Cornwall 

2008, p.280), and although it just happened once in this example, his inability to make any 

choices throughout horseback riding left him defeated. Here he excluded himself to avoid 

disappointment and wasting his time again (Cornwall 2008).  Once Ben, in the coach’s 
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words, ‘tests the boundaries’, Ben stops and just complies with what the coach is telling him, 

whilst looking defeated and not enjoying himself. Additionally, this example shows that the 

extracurricular physical activity environment for Ben is not adhering to the UNCRC. Ben is 

not being involved in decisions that affect his life, and when his voice is not heard he has no 

explanation as to why his voice was not considered. Although Ben is non-verbal, he can 

comprehend what people are saying with ease, one knows he is comprehending by his non-

verbal communication of nodding for yes and slouching with a sad face for no.  

During fieldnotes there were times that the coach would ask children with disabilities 

who communicated verbally questions regarding their participation as shown below. 

What stretch would you like to do today first? 
Fieldnote: September 20, 2018 
 
Do you think you could drop down to one side walker (support)? 
Fieldnote: March 10, 2019 

The questions that were frequently asked, such as what stretch a child with disability 

would like to do, often occurred at the start of the session. However, opportunities for 

continuous input would stop there. Additionally, stretches were often picked from previous 

stretches with limited opportunity to be creative. The second example, although engaging 

with decisions on support preferences, was suggested as there was an absence of volunteer 

support for that session. Although children with disabilities can participate when coaches ask 

them questions, there is often hierarchical constraints that can restrict the outcomes. An 

example of encountering a constraint is shown below as a response to picking a stretch.  

Magic: I don’t want to do any stretches they’re boring.  
Coach: I’ll pick them then, first we’ll take our feet out of the stirrups 
and roll our ankles.  
[Magic does not do this]  
Coach: Well Magic if you don’t do the stretch that means you’re not 
listening and we won’t play a game today.  
Fieldnote: April 2, 2019 
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The example shows that Magic has little agency or choice as the coach is providing an 

environment of having to act a certain way (Robson et al. 2007). Agency and experience can 

be seen on a continuum depending on the different contexts (Robson et al. 2007). In the 

current example, an action that Magic takes or does not take will influence her experience. As 

a result of limiting opportunities for action in a restrictive setting, agency is being ‘thinned’ 

(Klocker 2007). The important link of choice to participation is an understanding of how 

coaches view children with disabilities as that directly impacts the opportunities coaches 

encourage children with disabilities to participate in. The previous sections show a medical 

understanding of children with disabilities. The result of this view of children with 

disabilities is that there is a process of agency and action (Valentine 2011), that is being 

negotiated through opportunities and constraints (Leonard 2016), and the starting point of 

negotiation is formed from a restrictive environment. The following subsection will further 

explore choice and change opportunities in extracurricular physical activities.  

4.3.3 Change and Choice in Activity   
 

In the current chapter regarding discussion of choice of extracurricular physical 

activities, the specific activity has been considered mostly by parents choosing the activity. 

Within activity environments participants participated in an environment which included 

parents, volunteers and coaches. In most cases during the research study, children with 

disabilities and families just had to ‘take what they could get’; however, in one case, there 

was room for a decision.  

Coach: Hey Rosie so I think we’re going to need to switch your 
coach again (this is the third time in 2 months). 
Parent: Does she have to? Change really isn’t good with her. 
Coach: Yes.  
Rosie: I don’t like explaining myself to new people all the time. 
Coach: Ok well the change is happening next week.  
Rosie: I’m only changing if Katie (Researcher) gets to come with 
me. 
Coach: Oh, ok. Katie can you switch times? 
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Researcher: I can. 
Fieldnote: November 22, 2018 

In the example, Rosie had an influence on a decision. Although she was not initially 

asked for her opinion, she offered a compromise which was heard. She was unable to choose 

her extracurricular physical activity, but she had an influence on who was around her for her 

activity. She was able to participate in a respected way by having an opportunity to shape her 

participation; she generated a small change and had access to information about the change 

and was part of the process (Graham and Fitzgerald 2010). Although this was not a structured 

participation opportunity you can see how participation forms in an informal setting where 

participation was interesting, meaningful, and relevant to Rosie (Thomas 2012b). 

Unfortunately, decisions that children make are often shaped by adults (Hill 2005), and in 

this case, although Rosie exerted her voice, there was little opportunity to make an 

autonomous decision. Her decision was acted upon and her voice was present within the 

decision (Boyden and Ennew 1997, Tisdall and Davis 2004).  

To contrast the above example, more frequently the experience of choice of who is 

around the children with disabilities in extracurricular activities is as shown below.  

Because they’re often volunteers people can switch all the time, last 
year Ben probably worked with 25 different volunteers. It’s really 
unsettling for him especially because he doesn’t speak, it takes a 
while for people to get comfortable around him. 
Mother of Ben, Fieldnote: February 7, 2019 

Additionally, from reflective notes:  

Reflecting on volunteers it seems that it is difficult to recruit 
volunteers during horseback riding lessons. Especially ones that are 
during afternoon hours. Many participants have new volunteer(s) 
weekly. When asking coaches and staff how they are recruited for 
individuals, there is no real system and no matching process. It is a 
scramble before lessons, staff often are calling any volunteer to fill 
the positions in the hours leading up to the lesson. Additionally, this 
results in not allowing time for informing parents or participants 
who they will be working with. 
Reflective notes: October 2018 
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Negotiation of relationships between children with disabilities and volunteers 

becomes more basic. This is important to note as lived experience and participation requires 

the unpacking of structures and relationships (Davis and Smith 2012).  The result of 

continuously changing relationships and expectations has a role for participants in the lived 

experience of extracurricular physical activities. The changing of volunteers is not desired by 

the organization; however, it is a reality. In Rosie’s example there is an understanding shared 

with the organization from the participant themselves that the changing of volunteers 

frequently is having a negative effect on her participation. Continuing the discussion of 

relationships with coaches and volunteers, the following subsection will discuss in further 

detail more specifically the role that impairment has on the lived experience of choice.  

4.3.4 Too Disabled  
 

Children with disabilities and their families are more likely to experience stigma and 

social isolation (Akrami et al. 2006). It has been argued that because of social stigma and 

lack of accommodation created by the wider society, negative aspects describing disability 

arise (Olkin 1999). In addition, children and young people with disabilities are subject to a 

stigma that their bodily difference may be interpreted as a moral deficit (Goffman 1963).  

Sharpiro states that “built social stereotypes, create artificial limitations and contribute to 

discrimination” (Shapiro 1993, p.30). Although, discrimination towards people with 

disabilities is not always as overt as above, there is a clear example in this research project.  

Coach of Moose: I don’t understand why Moose is in your study, 
you can be there, but it really is pointless. 
Researcher: Oh, why is that? 
Coach of Moose: I thought you were looking at participation? 
Researcher: I am.  
Coach of Moose: You know he doesn’t participate right? He’s too 
disabled to do anything really.   
Fieldnote: November 20, 2018 
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The coach’s negative attitudes towards Moose and her stereotype of him shine 

through time and time again, as the research continued. The coach sees Moose as lacking 

status and not having a stake in his surrounding lifeworld (Wyness et al. 2004). Moose is 

non-verbal; it has been argued that non-verbal children with disabilities speak in ways others 

might not understand, but they should still have the right to be heard (Boggis 2018c). This 

marginalization of his non-verbal voice has resulted from the presumption of a lack of 

competence and maturity (Richards et al. 2015). However, it is difficult for Moose, like other 

non-verbal children, to advocate for himself, because he has been taught to respond to 

prompts, not initiating conversations himself (Potter and Whittaker 2011). This leaves Moose 

in a difficult position of having to comply with the world around him. While the coach does 

this, she is positioning Moose in her head as having a ‘fixed-underachievement’ which results 

in seeing him as a failure and taking the child’s self-worth (Ayling 2018). She never pushes 

Moose to do more, and even describes his activity as ‘I just plop him on the horse and hope 

he stays on’ (Fieldnote: June 2019). She does not have any real expectations for Moose and 

just presumes a lack of competence from him (Richards et al. 2015) negatively affecting his 

participation. His participation is unchanging and stagnant, because there is no change in 

sight or positive attitudes surrounding him, no one is advocating for more participation from 

Moose. During Moose’s participation in this study, there was no positive change to regard to 

him as an individual with a voice.  

The understanding of attitudes towards participants in the study is vital in answering 

the research questions discussed in the following chapters. There is a direct relationship 

between attitudes of children with disabilities and their experience in extracurricular physical 

activities. Moose’s experience is not an isolated example, another similar experiences can be 

seen below.  

Mickey doesn’t understand what’s going on, I think his parents just 
like him coming here” 
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Coach, Fieldnote: May 7, 2019 
 
Coach to a volunteer explaining how to work alongside Charlie 
“You really just need to remind him of everything, he is constantly 
distracted and forgets everything.” 
Coach, Fieldnote: November 20, 2018 

However, there are contrasting experiences: 
 

Aspyn could ride (horseback ride) anywhere, she’s so talented. I 
pretty much just let her do whatever she wants. 
Coach, Fieldnote: February 9, 2019 

There is a gap of experience between participants who communicate verbally and 

those who communicate non-verbally. Non-verbal participants have been excluded from 

participation opportunities in favour of privileging of verbal participants (Boggis 2018c, Haw 

2008). Although, in research it is known to not privilege verbal communication (Komulainen 

2007), in practice during extracurricular physical activities there is a privileging. The 

approach to nonverbal participants is that their participation and success would not be able to 

reach that of someone who communicated verbally. Voice has been seen to evolve during a 

dialogue with adults (Graham and Fitzgerald 2010) however, when adults have been 

unwilling to engage in the process of communication, the perspectives go unacknowledged 

(Warming 2011). There is a need to adapt to various communication styles which is being 

missed. Adaptability is vital when working with children, the following subsection will 

expand on the discussion of adaptability.  

4.3.5 Adaptability  
 

Adaptability may be talked about in terms of how inclusive practices can adapt to the 

needs of children with disabilities (Halder and Argyropoulos 2019). Within this thesis, 

physical adaptations were almost second nature, different equipment was used, a lift or a 

ramp was added and extra support was given. However, when it came to emotional and social 

adaptations that is where a research theme emerged; it was seemingly more difficult for 
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coaches and organizations to adapt to. The excerpt below shows a coach not adapting to 

emotional needs of Charlie.  

Before Charlie got on the horse today, he was crying. The coach is 
seemingly not acknowledging his feelings. She has not asked him 
what is wrong, and just keeps telling him what she wants him to do 
activity wise. She is simply ignoring what he is presenting.  
Fieldnote: June 11, 2019 

Charlie is experiencing a need for something that was not determined, because the 

coach did not take time to engage in a conversation, rather she simply just continued with the 

set lesson plan she had in mind. Here Charlie might be showing a stance through emotion 

(Clark and Richards 2017). It was easy for the coach to add the physical support of a leader to 

steer for him when he was crying; however, she was unsuccessful in being flexible in 

adapting to his emotional needs. When the coach was asked after the lesson about Charlie’s 

crying, she stated “what am I supposed to do about it” (Fieldnote: June 11, 2019), and when 

asked what was wrong, she stated “he didn’t tell me” (Fieldnote: June 11, 2019). This may be 

a case where the coach had not received adequate training to learn communication from 

nonverbal participants. There is a gap in opportunities to be heard (Thackray 2018).  

Adaptability of programs for children with disabilities is important to understand in 

relation to the research questions discussing participation and inclusion. Inclusion practices 

that can be facilitated by coaches of extracurricular physical activities include adaptations 

(Spencer-Cavaliere et al. 2017) and some participants feel this is met.  

Aspyn: My coach wears an FM microphone so I can hear what she’s 
saying which is good because I don’t miss instructions anymore.  
Aspyn’s mom: She even asked her coach to wear it herself. 
Fieldnote: February 7, 2019 
 

In the example above, the coach made an adaptation to ensure Aspyn felt more 

comfortable participating in dance (Spencer-Cavaliere et al. 2017). During Aspyn’s lesson 

the coach will also ask her periodically if the system is working to ensure that Aspyn can hear 
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everything. The coach is adhering to the social model of disability, as the coach is removing a 

barrier rather than Aspyn having to adapt to the environment. This has not always been the 

result for Aspyn, as elsewhere she has stated “some teachers won’t wear it so I have to lip 

read” (Fieldnote: March 20, 2019). Social inclusion also explores the experience 

marginalized groups have in various contexts (Cobigo and Martin 2011), and although the 

adaptations are not made for Aspyn everywhere, there is an effort during her dance 

participation to ensure she has the opportunity to be included. Aspyn did ask her dance 

teacher to wear the FM system, and the conversation she had with the coach led to a positive 

change for her experience. The following subsection will further discuss conversations that 

happen in extracurricular activities for children with disabilities.  

4.3.6 Conversation  
 

Conversation is a key component to adhering to the UNCRC Article 12. The 

opportunity for conversation between adults and children is important, because a “dialogue 

means a mutual willingness to convince and be convinced to be changed, and to give away 

one’s control over the decision” (Gal and Duramy 2015, p.7). Accessible and inclusive 

opportunities should be available for all people to have choice in their life and environments, 

although people with disabilities are struggling for full participation opportunities (Halder 

and Argyropoulos 2019). Participation determinants have environmental dynamics that may 

be influenced by activities and interactions in their environments (Halder and Argyropoulos 

2019). The below summarizes a conversation had between a coach and their participant.  

Magic: I would like to trot over poles today.  
Coach: Why do you want to do that? 
Magic: Because I can.  
Coach: Ok we can do it at the end of the lesson because right now 
we’re focused on two point. 
Magic: Ok. 
Fieldnote: May 7, 2019 
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Conversations are “ongoing processes, which include information sharing and 

dialogue” (UNCRC, 2009, p.3). The above excerpt from the fieldnote shows exactly this, 

Magic was able to have input in her extracurricular physical activity, a compromise was 

reached between the coach and participant. In addition, this compromise involved the 

reasoning for when the participant was able to decide for herself, as right at that exact 

moment they were trying to focus on another task. Magic understood this with the 

explanation and was ok with waiting until she was able to do what she wanted to do.  

Conversations amongst children with disabilities and adults according to Sheir (2001) suggest 

that taking children’s views into account meets the requirements of the UNCRC, however for 

a higher level of participation children should share decision making power. For children 

who communicate nonverbally, there is sometimes not a willingness to start a dialogue as 

shown through a couple of quotations below: 

I don’t ask him for his input because he doesn’t respond  
Coach, Fieldnote: October 10, 2018 
 
He doesn’t have the ability to communicate his wishes, so we have to 
decide for him 
Coach, Fieldnote: October 15, 2018 

Although the quotes above are discussing children who communicate nonverbally, all 

children should be included in conversations regarding their participation and inclusion. 

Ideally children would have their own space to ensure their voices are not overruled by adults 

(Cornwall 2008), however, in extracurricular physical activities these spaces are very limited. 

The coach in the second example perhaps believes her decisions are in the best interest of the 

participant. However, to adhere to the UNCRC, there are other rights that are perhaps ignored 

such as Article 13, right to information, and Article 2 non-discrimination. Lundy (2007), also 

suggests that children’s conversations should be facilitated to help them express their views, 

and in these examples the opportunity for children’s perspective is not being heard. Although 

sometimes children with disabilities, opportunities for conversation with adults in 
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extracurricular physical activities is limited, children also take actions to be heard as seen in 

the subsection below.  

4.3.7 Self-Advocacy  
 

Children self-advocate in extracurricular physical activities when their voices are not 

being recognized. Children with disabilities can use ‘strategic flexibility’ (Bacon and Frankel 

2014) to navigate the power structures and relationships in their everyday lives (Frankel 

2017). Additionally, children with disabilities have agency, however, in some instances the 

agency they exert may be seen as challenging, negative and problematic (Tisdall and Punch 

2012). Children with disabilities’ agency looks different in relation to adults, however that 

does not mean it is less meaningful or powerful (Castro 2017). Agency can be seen and 

recognized through non-verbal or verbal actions (Corsaro 2005). Below are two examples of 

self-advocacy, one verbal and one non-verbal example from the fieldnotes:  

Coach: We are now going to go through our course, your volunteers 
can just lead you through it the first time. 
Magic: Actually, no hello.  
[no response]  
Magic: hello, hello, hello, hello, hello [yells] 
Coach: Yes Magic. 
Magic: I actually know how to steer; you need to show me where to 
go. 
Coach: Just have your leader do it. 
Magic: hello [yells and stops her horse] 
Coach: what? 
Magic: I’m not moving until you show me. 
Fieldnote: April 15, 2019 

And the following excerpt is a non-verbal self-advocating action:  

There are two pictures on Mickey’s saddle. One says, ‘walk on’ and 
the other one says ‘whoa’. When Mickey wants to go, he will 
repeatedly touch ‘walk on’. Instead of listening to Mickey’s actions, 
the coach just continues to talk and is getting a little annoyed. She 
says ‘just wait Mickey’ with no reasoning. Mickey continues to touch 
walk on.  
Fieldnote: December 7, 2018 
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It is important to let children with disabilities communicate, however, that is not 

enough for them to be heard (James 2007). Here we see a clear example of this, although 

children with disabilities were not told to speak, they did, and their communication went 

unheard. The quotations above show the ability of children with disabilities to make choices 

but it often goes unrecognized (Davis and Watson 2000). Once again, the UNCRC is not 

being adhered to because children with disabilities here are communicating their choices but 

are not being heard or are being disregarded and not told as to why. Children with disabilities 

may get tired of trying to make changes in their lives and the surrounding environments, if 

adults continue to not hear the wishes of children with disabilities. It is important to hear and 

observe, to really be aware of children with disabilities’ communications, if wanting to 

enhance their participation. It should not be seen as a negative (Tisdall and Punch 2012), but 

the examples should be seen as a positive, their willingness to communicate, and desire to be 

heard and make a change in their lives. In the examples above, their agency is powerful 

(Castro 2017), it is powerful because although they did not make a significant change, for a 

brief moment in time they made adults listen whether they wanted to or not. Children with 

disabilities in these examples are exercising agency clearly to influence their surrounding 

environment (Oswell 2013). They utilize strategic flexibility, as they are moving between the 

boundaries and hierarchies set (Bacon and Frankel 2014) within their extracurricular physical 

activity setting.  

4.3.8 Section Summary  
 

The current section discussed lived experiences of choice for children with disabilities 

in extracurricular physical activities. The lived experiences of choice start to answer the 

research questions in relation to participation and inclusion. The section was linked to 

disability studies literature and participation literature. It was noted that the experiences 
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varied widely depending on the participant and the environment they were in. Additionally, 

children with disabilities did exercise agency to change their experiences through negotiation 

and conversations with coaches.  

4.4 Chapter Four Conclusion   
The following subsections will provide a summary of the chapter in relationship to 

answering the research questions, and a further overview of the chapter’s contents.  

4.4.1 Contributions to the Research Questions  
 

The current chapter explores a main theme of choice that emerged during data 

analysis and the relevance it has to participation and inclusion. Children with disabilities and 

adults created opportunities and constraints for children’s choice which had an impact on 

how children participated and reacted. Where choice was constrained, children had different 

spaces to react. An example being that parents choose the activities children participated in 

however, children would react whilst participating in the activity to either enjoy it or make it 

clear through emotions they did not like the activity which often resulted in their parents 

taking them out of the activity. The understanding of the opportunities and constrains of 

choice of participation at the start of activities is important to the research question as 

children are gaining insight into where and how their voice matters and reacting accordingly. 

The understandings of parents and coaches are also important as their expectations perhaps 

shift throughout the following data chapters as negotiation of their choices are lived through.  

Exploring choice in connection to inclusion in extracurricular physical activities for 

children with disabilities is also a key theme for research question two. Coaches and parents’ 

views and expectations play a role in the choices they make for inclusion opportunities. 

Coaches choose to take a position that they are in charge of facilitating inclusion 

opportunities. The result of this has implications for answering the research question as in the 
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negotiation process of inclusion, coaches have taken a power position on inclusion, and 

children will be living through the process created. Instead of defining the experiences as a 

static experience such as ‘tokenistic’ or ‘participating’ in the processes, the data chapters will 

expand on the initial understandings of choice. This will be done in relation to inclusion and 

participation whilst living through these experiences with children to gain knowledge on their 

processes of negotiation, and perspectives.  

The current chapters’ focus was on a theme of choice in relationship to the research 

questions. The chapter also started to highlight another main theme of the data emphasizing 

the differing experiences children have depending on their methods of communication. The 

following subsection will provide a further summary of the chapter’s contents and provide 

insight into Chapter Five.  

4.4.2 Summary of Chapter Four 
 

The chapter aims to support answers to the research questions for the thesis by 

providing an understanding of a key finding of choice, and how choice experience plays a 

role in participation and inclusion. The chapter started with an exploration on how 

extracurricular physical activities are chosen; the section discusses information availability, 

access to activities, the role parents, organizations and children play into the experience of 

extracurricular physical activities. Availability of activities and funding was noted to be more 

difficult for certain children with disabilities. Furthermore, choice of activities was often 

decided by parents, although there was not a wide availability of activities.  

Following this, the chapter discussed lived experience of choice and linked practice 

with the medical model, tokenistic participation, change and choice in activity, how activities 

adapt, and conversations amongst children with disabilities and adults in these environments.  

Although there are key differences in choice experience between children who communicate 

verbally and non-verbally, the thesis suggests that further research and analysis could be 
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conducted to further explore the intersectional nature of choice of extracurricular physical 

activities.   

To conclude, the analyses and arguments from this chapter point to the relationships 

between adults and children with disabilities having a key role in choice opportunities for 

extracurricular physical activities and are vital in understanding participation and inclusion in 

relation to the research questions. Additionally, there is a difference in the process of 

participation and inclusion for children who communicate verbally and non-verbally which 

starts at the base level of entering the extracurricular environments as the negotiation of 

relationships occur. Furthermore, there is a lack of opportunities and resources for 

organizations to offer extracurricular physical activities to children with disabilities, and 

support for continuous opportunities to be readily available.  
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Chapter Five: Participation 
Opportunities and Constraints  
 

5.1 Introduction  
The current chapter is a continuation of data analysis from the ethnographic study 

alongside children with disabilities, conducted in an extracurricular physical activity setting. 

In the previous chapter there was discussion around choice and the key personnel who had 

the power to choose. The aim of this chapter is to answer research question number one 

which states:  

Question 1: How do adults and children create 
opportunities and constraints for children’s recognized 
participation? 

To answer this research question, the chapter will be broken down into four sections 

which include motivation of key personnel, adaptation within these environments, 

participation elements, and relationships with children with disabilities. There are various 

themes raised in this chapter with some of them being agency, power, participation 

opportunities, participation constraints, and the child’s perspective. The themes are in 

relationship to the opportunities and constraints of recognized participation, differing from 

Chapter Four when they were discussed in relation to choice. The section discusses the 

relationships between coaches and children with disabilities which will specifically close a 

gap in literature identified by highlighting the child’s perspective (Spencer-Cavaliere et al. 

2017), rather than being excluded in preference of parent and professional views (Berg et al. 

2015). Additionally, the chapter aims to close a gap in knowledge between the 

implementation of the UNCRC and practice (Desmet et al. 2015), specifically amongst 

children with disabilities, non-verbal communication and participation in extracurricular 

physical activities.  
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The current chapter will start with motivations of key personnel, as motivations were 

found to influence the way in which people interacted with one another. Second, adaptations 

of extracurricular physical activities will be discussed as the implementation of adaptations 

had a direct relation to the process of participation. Third participation elements will be 

examined in relation to the lived experience of participation in extracurricular physical 

activities. The last section will analyse the negotiation of relationships between adults and 

children whilst exploring different experiences of participation.  

5.2 Motivations of Key Personnel  
The current section will discuss motivations of key personal in extracurricular 

physical activities. The section will discuss coach, volunteer, parent, and child motivations 

surrounding participation in extracurricular physical activities.  

5.2.1 Coach Motivations  
 

The first of the key personnel to be discussed are the coaches of the extracurricular 

physical activities. Children may be accustomed to adults exerting power over them in other 

aspects of their lives and being treated not necessarily as equals (Punch 2002), but coaches 

are the ones with the power to shape a child’s structural experience. A view of a coach can be 

seen through the following example: 

I mean, nothing in the arena happens unless I’m ok with it. Things 
can happen of course but I’m the one in charge.  
Coach, Fieldnote: September 22, 2018 

This example shows how coaches see their role and continue to assert themselves 

within the extracurricular physical activity environment. Coaches in extracurricular physical 

activities were seen in a powerful position as they are needed to run the activity sessions for 

children with disabilities (Shields and Synnot 2016). Additionally, there is an element of 
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‘tracking’ demonstrated by exercising power over children’s environment whilst not 

considering alternative approaches to understanding (Foucault 1980).  

The reasons why and motivations for becoming a coach for children with disabilities 

in extracurricular physical activities vary. For many, coaching provides personal, emotional, 

or internal benefits, such as making coaches feel satisfied, because they think they are giving 

back to the community, as seen in the following example: 

I started coaching because I just thought it was important to give 
back to the community and to help those less fortunate. 
Coach, Fieldnote: November 12, 2018 

There is an assumption that children, and in this case children with disabilities, are 

seen as less than adults (Priestley 2003). This assumes that the coach’s role in working with 

children with disabilities is to be more of a caretaker. Children with disabilities in this study 

have reacted to a coach being more of a caretaker by comments such as: “I can do it myself” 

(Marie, Fieldnote: September 14, 2018), “you’re not my mother” (Magic, Fieldnote: April 2, 

2019), and “stop telling me what to do” (Chloe, Fieldnote: May 17, 2019). Through the 

process of ‘identity spread’ (Shakespeare 2014, p.95), viewing children with disabilities as a 

‘deficit’ may lead to stigmatization and discrimination (Weis 2014). Here we can see children 

with disabilities asserting their voices whilst showing clear frustration and anger. Similar to 

Scott (1990), “relations of domination, are at the same time, relations of resistance” (Scott 

1990, p.45).  

Emotional compensation was perhaps a motivator for some coaches, as they were 

often volunteering their time to coach. This type of emotional compensation is sometimes not 

achieved, and as a result, this may alter a coach’s motivations to continue.  Coaches can 

become burnt out, which may lead to a negative view of volunteerism as demonstrated by 

these two examples: 
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It’s honestly really hard to keep coaching, no one appreciates me, I 
clearly make no difference. I got sworn at by one of my kids this 
week and no one does anything. There’s no support, none of my kids 
like me what is the point.” 
Coach, Fieldnote: March 11, 2019 

So, I think burn out is a very real thing…but I think it also needs to 
be recognized in volunteer work and like especially like so I go as 
someone who works 9 to 4 or 830 to 4 every day and then I go to 
volunteer at night by the time I get there I might not have had dinner 
like it might've been a bad day at work kind of thing. So, like 
sometimes you're sitting there and it's like this lesson s***, like I 
don't want to be here like it’s crappy and then there's not always 
enough support. I don't find that there’s always appreciation for 
what you're doing, So there's sometimes like you feel burnt out and 
then all you kind of need is like one person to be like, hey, like 
thanks or like, hey you made a different and it's not happening and I 
mean like that's just basic human feeling, like you want to feel like 
what you're doing is worth it and like making a difference because 
like why would you be doing if you're if there's no purpose especially 
if you're like not getting anything out of it because you're burnt out 
already.  
Coach, Interview: August 15, 2019 

To improve the quality of the service offered, ‘burn out’ needs to be addressed (Casey 

2011). A few suggested ways are to create safe working conditions, increase organization 

support, ensuring that people have an interest in working with people with disabilities, and 

meaningful training (Casey 2011).  When adults that are not operating at their fullest, 

children in that environment are affected. From study observations, when coaches are 

experiencing burn out, children took notice. Some questions children would ask their coaches 

‘are you alright?’ (Chloe, Fieldnote: November 12, 2018), ‘am I doing something wrong?’ 

(Aspyn, Fieldnote: May 10, 2019), and ‘why are you being quiet?’ (Magic, Fieldnote: May 

22, 2019). Even young children, through understanding body language and facial 

expressions, have the capacity to recognize and learn different emotions (Rieffe and 

Wiefferink 2017). Children with disabilities are showing their awareness of these emotions 

and agency in a highly structured environment (Castro 2017), by showing some compassion 

or concern for their coach.  
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Coaches’ motivations to coach children with disabilities in extracurricular physical 

activities vary. These motivators and the preconceived notions about children with 

disabilities that the coaches bring will shape the lived experience of the children with 

disabilities participating in the activities.  

Coaches throughout the delivery of the extracurricular physical activity rely on 

volunteers to support them in their vision of the activity taking place. Volunteers may not 

have disability specific expertise but may be found offering physical support, setting up the 

activity, and working one-on-one with a child participant (Thomas and Smith 2009). The 

following subsection discusses volunteer motivations.  

5.2.2 Volunteer motivations  
 

Volunteers are an integral part of a child with disability’s experience in 

extracurricular physical activities. Although coaches may also be volunteers, as seen in the 

previous section, for the purpose of this section volunteers will be discussed as people who 

take direction from coaches and add additional support for children with disabilities. An 

example of this may be, one-on-one support for the child with a disability to reiterate 

instructions and add physical or emotional support.  

The majority of the volunteers within this study were children. In the province of 

Ontario, high school students must complete a total of 40 volunteer hours before they are 

eligible to graduate (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2019). The motivation to complete these 

volunteer hours was the starting point for some of the volunteers encountered. 

I started volunteering because I was looking around at places to get 
my volunteer hours and I love horses, so this seemed like a good fit. 
Volunteer, Interview: June 2019 
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As shown in this example, the volunteer started with a motivation to complete the 

required volunteer hours, the motivation to stay was in relation to the participants they were 

supporting. An example of volunteers staying with extracurricular physical activities due to 

the bond they build with children with disabilities is seen below:  

For like Mickey when he was in a lesson with (other rider’s name) 
all the attention would be on like (other rider) and not Mickey he 
would be completely forgotten because (other rider) was the bigger 
priority or he required more attention. And so, it was if I wasn’t in 
the lesson with that kid, they would just be forgotten about all 
together. I think because (other rider) was louder and verbal and 
Mickey was nonverbal and couldn’t communicate that he maybe 
wanted the attention and I feel like it often became like when I was 
with him me having to direct the others (volunteers) to being like oh, 
like helping this way has helped like oh hand-over-hand and do this 
because there’s no prompting from the instructor, I just had to 
figure out what worked on my own. 
Volunteer, Interview: July 8, 2019 

This volunteer continued with the program because of the bond or friendship she 

developed with the children.  There was an empathy for Mickey’s experience. 

As already noted, children with disabilities have the right to speak for themselves 

(UN, 1989 Article 12), but at first glance it may appear children are unheard. Here there may 

be a proxy, whilst creating a bond with this volunteer who he would smile at, touch her, and 

have eye contact with. This bond was built through a reciprocal relationship that was built 

over time (Bessell 2009), where Mickey’s volunteer realized his capabilities instead of 

assuming his incompetence (Mason 2009, Noble-Carr 2007). She understood that he has 

something to communicate and it is worthy (Morris 2003), and that it was up to her to help 

communication occur.   

The way a person views a child with a disability has an impact on how that person 

then treats a child with a disability (Hahn 2001). The volunteers interviewed in this study 

were already working alongside children with disabilities; therefore, this study may have not 
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fully grasped the changes or consistency in view volunteers have toward children with 

disabilities. However, volunteers do grow into their own unique views of the children that 

they work with, an example is shown below:  

I think adults need to know about children like about the 
participants. I think that they need to remember that it’s still a 
person and that’s it. Yeah, it’s real to be this person and that one 
disability doesn’t mean that they’ve all disabilities and I think 
because we have a bunch of volunteers to come in who often don’t 
have a background with people with disabilities, they automatically 
think other things. Like oh he’s nonverbal so he can’t hear and 
that’s not the case, you need to give them opportunities to show that 
they can do the activities.  
Volunteer, Interview: June 12, 2019 

This volunteer’s views of children with disabilities is that they are a human first 

which is consistent with the UNCRPD (2006). Children with disabilities should be viewed as 

respected and credible individuals (Grech 2012).  Viewing children with disabilities in this 

way appears to be appreciating them for their capabilities and experiences rather than their 

impairment (Fitzgerald and Graham 2009, Mason 2009, Noble-Carr 2007). An example of 

understanding capabilities and modifying for children with disabilities is shown below.  

I think that coming in like as a brand-new volunteer you don’t know 
that you can step into that role and sometimes make modifications to 
what the instructor said or just completely change what the 
instructor said. I tell them all the time. If it's not an activity that is 
appropriate for that kid to do because you don't have the knowledge 
going in and understanding of the individual, you're working with so 
you can't know what isn't or is acceptable and I think oftentimes it's 
too much of we're going to get this activity done this way instead of 
trying to have them be successful in what they do. 
Volunteer, Interview: August 19, 2019 

Here the volunteer is suggesting that if children with disabilities do not achieve what 

they are supposed to, they will be left behind (James 2002).  There is no training for making 

these adaptations as a volunteer. The training that volunteers do receive has resulted in not 

understanding the impact they can make to the environment. However, from the amount of 

time this volunteer spent in the program, she learnt the importance of knowing the individual 
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participant, the communication requirements, and the verbal and non-verbal cues (Mitchell 

2010, Morris 2003). In another example, the volunteer was observed in March 2019 to adapt 

or change a cue from a coach that was ‘thumbs on top’ (whilst holding reins on a horse) to 

‘let’s hold ice cream cones’ the response to the coach was a minimal change whilst the 

volunteer got the participant to the result the coach wanted, just with communication the 

participant preferred.  

Volunteers’ motivations appear to have an impact on the lived experience of children 

with disabilities in the extracurricular physical activity environment. Volunteers were seen as 

vital for these activities to run, as they offered one-on-one support and had potential to 

become an ally for children with disabilities. Some motivations included a requirement for 

volunteer hours, a developing rapport with children with disabilities, and a feeling of being 

needed within the environment.  

5.2.3 Parental motivations  
 

Parents of children with disabilities, as seen in Chapter Four, had an imperative role 

in finding and insuring access to extracurricular physical activity opportunities. This section 

aims to provide details of parental motivations for participation in these activities. A few of 

these motivations include the desire for their child to be physically active and be involved in 

a social setting, as well as providing the parent with a break. A common theme in discussions 

with parents was the desire to have their child be physically active. Occasionally, physical 

activity was limited or their child’s participation in physical activity was tokenistic in the 

educational setting (Fitzgerald 2012). Some parents were seeking the health benefits of 

physical activity (Carson et al. 2010) for their child that were lacking from their lives and 

turned to an extracurricular option. The parental motivation for physical activities in this 

study can be seen in the example below:  
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The goal is I’m hoping he can walk because I know that horseback 
riding is definitely something that could help with that. 
Mother of Moose, Interview: June 11, 2019 

Additionally, another example of looking for physical benefits follows:  
 

It helps with her balance of course; she has a weaker core and legs 
so keeping her moving is really important and hopefully building 
some muscles might ease pain later on in her life. 
Mother of Chloe Interview: August 7, 2019 

In both these examples, the parent is looking for a way to improve their child’s life 

through exercise.  Physical activity has physical benefits (Rimmer and Rowland 2008, Shah 

and Diwan 2019) that parents are looking for. In these examples physical benefits are at the 

forefront and perhaps a measurable outcome of physical activity. Chloe has also made 

comments on her physical strength: “I like doing things by myself it makes me feel strong” 

(Chloe, Fieldnote: January 12, 2019), and “I do think horseback riding makes me stronger” 

(Chloe, Fieldnote: March 20, 2019).  

In addition, parents are also looking for social benefits (Breuer et al. 2015) when 

picking an extracurricular physical activity. These activities have a social element, whether it 

be with other children with disabilities, coaches, or volunteers. When children are back at 

school, they may have more to talk about with their peers due to being involved in an 

activity. Additionally, parents can talk to other parents about their children’s sporting activity 

making it a social benefit for them as well. Here children can interact with others outside of 

the home and school environment and are ideally able to connect with them in a safe 

inclusive environment. This motivation theme from a couple of parents can be seen in the 

following examples:  

It’s that community, having something and I know that part of the 
autism he doesn’t always seem to really mind that he’s on his own or 
prefers it sometimes not have to deal with other people, but I think it 
gives him that experience without you know within a structure. So, 
it’s easier. Yeah, it’s not just social behaviour going somewhere and 
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having to talk to somebody and be social and figure out social cues 
and how to talk to people this is giving that interaction a purpose. 
Mother of Kirby, Interview: July 4, 2019 

An inclusive activity would be great but because I do think that 
children who don’t have a disability need to acknowledge those that 
do, and she lost a lot of her social aspects. In activities for children 
with disabilities she is beyond social I think she just goes to be 
social and I’m so proud when I see that. 
Mother of Marie, Interview: August 12, 2019  

For parents it was clear that they wanted their children to connect with others and 

perhaps even make friends based on a mutual common experience.  The examples show that 

the children are deriving the desired social benefit which keeps the child and parent coming 

back to the activity.  Here, positive and negative social factors can shape the experience lived 

by children with disabilities (Curran and Runswick-Cole 2014). Additionally, sociability was 

sought amongst parents as a skill set that children are able to learn in these environments. The 

potential for group work may provide children with disabilities emotional support from their 

peers and may result in greater social inclusion (Ajodhia-Andrews 2016, Thomas and 

O’Kane 1998). To contrast the social motivations, Kirby has suggested that it is not one of 

his big motivators “I don’t really care about chatting, I need to focus” (Fieldnote quote Kirby: 

February 7, 2019). However, Marie places an importance on her social experience of 

extracurricular physical activities “my favourite thing is hanging out with my friends and 

making new ones” (Maire, Fieldnote: June 7, 2019).  

In the case of children having access to physical activity within an inclusive and safe 

environment, the motivation may be to afford parents with the opportunity to take a break. 

Being able to take a ‘break’ occasionally for parents whilst their children were in a 

productive environment was another motivation amongst parents which can be seen: 

I don’t like sitting out there with Moose all the time, this is my one 
time of the week I get a break you know. I love these 30 minutes; I’ll 
take anything I can get really. I just want to sit and not have to be 
running around. 
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Mother of Moose, Fieldnote: March 4, 2019  

Families of children with disabilities may find themselves acting on the child’s best 

interests and ensuring their needs are met (Williams 2013). Moose’s multiple disabilities may 

have also led to parental stress (Hall et al. 2007), which increased the desire for a break. This 

mother is the full-time caregiver for Moose and enjoys having a break whilst he is in a safe 

environment. Although some parents may have used this time to have a break, some parents 

utilized this time to bond with their children. Sometimes parents participate in the same sport 

that their child is now participating in, so they can connect.  In another instance children were 

participating in a new activity that their parents knew nothing about causing the parent to 

learn alongside their child.  

I’ve had experiences in the past where one parent has been absent 
and never really around for their child. It’s pretty common actually, 
it’s hard for some people to understand disability. But then in some 
cases they must hear that their child is playing hockey, you know, 
doing something, everybody knows hockey and I always spot them 
it’s easy to spot new people. I’ll go up and tell them things they 
might’ve missed like oh last week he took a really awesome shot or 
was being a great team player, you see them light up a little bit of 
course it takes time. I just keep doing this and more often than not 
really, I see them in weeks or months down the line in the dressing 
room and they’re talking strategy. Hockey is just something we all 
know, and it gives parents a chance to understand their child here. 
Coach, Fieldnote: December 21, 2018 

Parental behaviours regarding physical activity, in this case hockey, are significant 

factors in children’s participation in physical activity (Hamm et al. 2016). Parents can be seen 

to promote the importance of participating in a physical activity (Bois et al. 2005). Here 

parents can create bonds with their children based on a physical activity; it gives them a 

chance to connect at a different level. Children with disabilities are perhaps more reliant on 

support from parents for participating in these activities (Boddy et al. 2015). When children 

can discuss, debrief, gain support, and strategize for their next session with their parents, it 

makes the activity more than just something that occurs once or twice a week. 
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Parental motivations also included children enjoying the activity they were participating in, 

which resulted in mutual joy.  

We’re able to communicate with Mickey a little bit now which was 
almost not possible a couple of months ago. We started to use an 
iPad to see if he would use it, and he doesn’t really, it’s a learning 
process. We do watch videos of him riding and he gets excited and 
will touch ‘balloon’ on his iPad. It might seem silly, but he loves 
balloons and I guess we kind of know he must like it and like being 
able to watch him ride even though it isn’t riding time. 
Father of Mickey, Fieldnote: February 23, 2019 

Children and their parents being able to bond over an extracurricular physical activity 

added to the continuous lived experience. Previously, communication was through body 

language with Mickey; however, with use of technology Mickey’s parents were able to fully 

grasp the enjoyment their son was getting out of horseback riding. Mickey enjoying the 

activity was a factor for this family to keep him in this physical activity (Beurskens et al. 

2016), and they found that they were able to enjoy the activity through Mickey’s eyes. 

In some instances, parents lose motivation for their child to participate in a certain 

activity, if they feel it is not beneficial to their child. The lack of motivation is perhaps a 

result of a couple factors. One demotivator is if the parents recognize the environment is not 

adaptable to their child’s needs:  

He had a bad situation with a scare with water, so he wouldn’t even 
get the bathtub alone for awhile. (…) so earlier I mentioned he had 
a traumatic situation. So, one of the times I put him in traditional 
developing swimming lessons and there was Ben and 5 other 
children and I explained to the coach and I was very transparent up 
front and said to them like, if he were to miss his footing and slip 
under the water, he would not have the cognitive ware for all to 
instantly pop up. I was very thorough, I filled out on the information, 
and they said it wasn’t a problem. They wouldn’t let me watch from 
the pool deck, so I had to wait upstairs on the benches, but I could 
still see. Low and behold I was of course watching from above and I 
watched Ben go under and I was able to get down the stairs and, in 
my clothes, jump in the pool and I pulled my son up before the coach 
could even see that he was missing. 
Mother of Ben, Interview: July 14, 2019 
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This is similar to experiences from other parents of children with disabilities in being 

involved with physical activities where the instructors or coaches lack experience and 

knowledge of how to support children with disabilities (Beurskens et al. 2016). Parents may 

become timid or scared to have their children around people they do not find well trained 

enough. Children with disabilities may then lose out on opportunities for participation 

because there are not adequate safe choices.  

To summarise, parents have various motivations for having their children participate 

in extracurricular physical activities. Parental motivations for these activities include physical 

benefits, social benefits, emotional breaks, and bonding opportunities.  Parents have 

considered children’s enjoyment in physical activities but only after being confident that their 

children are properly supported and safe. Although children’s views were linked into the 

sections above, the following subsection will predominately focus on children’s motivations 

for extracurricular physical activities.  

5.2.4 Child motivations  
 

Children with disabilities have many different motivations for participating in 

extracurricular physical activities. A few motivational themes that emerged from the study 

data included having fun, seeing friends, learning something new and becoming stronger. The 

way children act around their friends is also different than if they were on their own 

(McNamee 2016). This section will go into further depth about the themes that emerged with 

examples throughout the extracurricular physical activity experience.   

It was a common occurrence in this study that after a long day at school children with 

disabilities were motivated to have fun at their extracurricular physical activity. Most of them 

even looked for opportunities within the structure of their activity to have fun as shown in the 

examples below. 
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Once down the snowboarding hill for the third time, he falls over 
almost looking like he wiped out. However, he is hiding his hands 
and I can see him starting to make a snowball out of the snow. His 
coach must think he’s fallen and is just lying there he starts to be 
really still until she gets there and then he throws a snowball at her 
and starts laughing. 
Kirby, Fieldnote: January 11, 2019 

The routine in speed skating is warm up, drills, some racing and 
then it is time to put away the equipment. During the taking down of 
matts today Kirby decides to place a matt on the ground, he skates 
away from it then he turns and skates super-fast towards it, jumps on 
it and then slides across the ice laughing.  
Kirby, Fieldnote: November 20, 2018 

As shown in these examples, children did not wait for the adults in their environment 

to make the activity fun, they found creative ways to enjoy themselves. Although there was 

not an explicit opportunity for decision making around how he is enjoying himself, adults in 

the environments are just recognizing that this may be his meaningful participation (Frankel 

2017). Kirby is actively creating opportunities and changing the way he experiences his 

participation alongside adults (Frankel 2018).  In addition, sometimes when children with 

disabilities were visibly not paying attention based on eye contact or body language, but 

when the activity became fun or of interest to them, you could see them paying attention. 

Having fun was very linked to Charlie’s desire to participate in the extracurricular 

physical activity. 

Charlie looks like he’s having a good time although he is not 
‘engaged’ with the other hockey players. He is skating laps around 
the rink by himself whilst his teammates are doing drills. He is 
laughing and looking out at the stands. His teammates start a drill 
where they fall down and get back up. Charlie skated over to his 
team and joins them for this drill and is laughing even more now. 
Charlie, Fieldnote: December 14, 2018 

Normative expectations of communication should be left behind, and different 

expression forms should be accepted as children communicate for understanding (Carroll and 

Twomey 2018). This means going beyond language, expression and freedom of opinion to 

enhance communication rights (McLeod 2018). This is an example recognizing his point of 
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view of when and how he would like to participate. For hockey, Charlie would often not 

follow the structure laid out by the coaches and volunteers, unless he was asked a few times, 

or it was fun. When it was fun, he joined in, and he would always have a clear huge grin 

whilst laughing.  

Children with disabilities would also recount times that they had fun in their activity 

to their coaches and ask to do what they enjoyed again. While fun was discussed in Chapter 

Four, the current discussion is in relation to participation.  

Spyrou has asked her coach 4 times if they can do a specific 
activity an example of the one time she asks is “can we 
please do the roll kicky thingy it’s the best my hair goes 
flying everywhere though”. When they eventually did this 
drill, she was laughing and having a great time.  
Spyrou, Fieldnote: February 12, 2019 

Mickey is nonverbal however; he is pretty good at conveying 
what he would like people to know. This session with his 
coach when he lays down on his horse that indicates that he 
wants to trot. When his coach allows him to trot, he has a 
massive smile. He will lay down after a trot or he will use the 
sign language word ‘more’ to keep going.  
Reflective notes: December 2018 

Here you can see a clear motivation to have fun when children communicated to 

adults that they would like to do more fun activities. Although adults did not necessarily seek 

children’s views and it was observed that these spaces were about power over children 

(Gaventa 2005),  this research study views participants as beings capable of forming views 

(Qvortrup 1994), and children were being active in the construction of their lived experiences 

by asking for what they would like to do.  

Another motivation expressed whilst participating in extracurricular physical 

activities was being able to see friends. Similar to having fun in the activity, seeing their 

friends made for a more enjoyable experience. As shown below, we see a participant’s 

experience depends on whether her friends are at the activity. 
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I think it's like really more enjoyable with friends because you can 
share that experience with someone else and for example in class 
when we have breaks like water breaks here just talk to each other 
and decided dance if we get together, it's fun because we both have 
that one thing that we can do and it's just very enjoyable because we 
both kind of enjoy the same things. Hmm, you can also really learn a 
lot about dancing the other person example of they’re stronger in 
one thing you're strong another you can help each other to kind of 
you know. I probably wouldn't do as many classes because my 
classes you do it's a bunch of different people and it's more 
enjoyable to be with people, you know. 
Aspyn, Interview: March 12, 2019 

When her friends are at dance class, she seemed to be having a lot 
of fun, always chatting and laughing. Tonight, her friends are not at 
dance class and she seems much quieter, she didn’t really talk to 
anybody and it didn’t look as fun. When I asked her, what was 
wrong she said, ‘I would just rather be here with my friends’.  
Aspyn, Reflective Notes: January 2019 

For Aspyn dance class was about having fun.  She looked forward to this 

extracurricular activity as an opportunity to be with her extracurricular friends to share an 

enjoyable activity. In a Canadian study, it was found that activities where children with 

disabilities had friends, felt like a valued participant and had fun were important for 

children’s feelings of self-worth and inclusion (Spencer-Cavaliere and Watkinson 2010); 

these children have greater peer support (Goodwin 2001), more friendships (Bloom et al. 

2009, Grenier 2011), and increased acceptance (Grenier 2011). In addition to having more 

fun whilst participating alongside a friend, making friends also led to being able to participate 

in activities outside of the structured time.  

The dance coach tonight asks children during the attendance ‘what 
is one thing you’d like to share this week’ and when it gets to 
Aspyns’ turn she says ’this weekend was really fun because like (3 
girls’ names in the class) and I all got together and made-up dances 
and practised the ones for dance classes here’.  
Aspyn, Fieldnote: February 14, 2019 

Charlie’s mother comes up to me at hockey and says ‘so something 
just happened’ I respond ‘oh what happened?’ and she says ‘it’s 
never happen before but Charlie just got invited to a birthday party, 
in 15 years he’s never gone to one’ I respond ’that’s so exciting’ and 



 224 

she says ‘yes, but I’m worried he’s never gone to one so I’m not sure 
how he’ll react and a little shocked’ I respond ‘where will the 
birthday party be?’ and she says ‘it’s a hockey theme so I’m not sure 
but I think that’ll help because they all play hockey anyways, 
hopefully it won’t be too different for him’.  
Charlie, Fieldnote: November 11, 2018 

 
Extracurricular physical activities were an opportunity to meet new people and 

develop new connections. Friends were an important part of the extracurricular physical 

activity environment. These children may have not met the friends they made, if they were 

unable to access the opportunities. Children with disabilities in a school environment may 

have limited opportunity to interact with other children with disabilities. This may be one of 

their environments to meet and bond with people who are similar. This is contradictory to 

other research that shows physical activity programs face challenges such as being restricted 

to the activity environment (Bloom et al. 2009) and not being extended to larger community 

involvement (Castenada and Sherril 1999).  

Having a friend in an activity also led to a sense of being required to be there, in some 

cases children felt they had a duty to be there for their friend. 

Chloe approaches me after her horseback riding lesson and says 
‘hey Katie’ and I respond ‘hey’ and she says ‘so can I ask you a 
favour’ and I say ‘of course’ and she says ‘so I’m not going to be 
here next week and I feel really bad because (other rider’s name) I 
think is going to miss me and we help each other tack up and play 
games and stuff can you come and help her next week? I honestly 
will never miss again’. 
Chloe, Fieldnote: April 14, 2019 

In this example, Chloe feels as though she is needed within her extracurricular 

physical activity environment which gives her a sense of pride. Often research shows that 

children with disabilities need support from adults in their environment (Biricocchi et al. 

2014, Devine and O’Brian 2007, Devine and Parr 2008, Oriel et al. 2012, Zitomer and Reid 

2011), but in this case, children with disabilities may be the ones needing to support each 
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other (Goodwin 2001). In one of the instances that she had to miss a week, Chloe ensured 

that her riding partner knew. Chloe felt a sense a sense of responsibility to her friend, as she 

was identifying as part of group or team with her peers. Identifying as someone’s friend can 

be a positive experience for children with disabilities (Gustavsson and Nyberg 2015). Agency 

has the ability to emerge through friendships (Castro 2005), and Chloe is actively making 

choices to ensure that she tells her friend when she is going to be away.  

Children with disabilities had the motivation of physical benefits from their 

participation in extracurricular physical activities.  

I like being strong, and dance for sure helps me be a lot stronger it 
was hard to do some of the moves when I started. Being strong helps 
me do lots of things too like yard work.  
Aspyn, Interview: March 12, 2019  

During a rotation tonight at track and field, Kirby is currently doing 
javelin. The throw he makes is the farthest in his group. He turns 
around and lets out a roar and puts his arms up to show everybody 
how much muscles he has. Later in the evening I asked him ‘did you 
enjoy javelin today?’ and his response was ‘yeah everyone knows 
how strong I am now’ and I said, ‘how did you get so strong?’ and 
his response was ‘I don’t know I guess I just do every sport’.  
Kirby, Fieldnote: July 26, 2019  

I never really experience how to walk like a normal person, but 
hopefully I’ll get there. I want to get there and I proved all the 
doctors wrong when I was born because all the doctors said I 
couldn’t walk and I probably would never be able to but I proved 
them wrong (…) horseback riding makes my legs a bit stronger and 
that helps.  
Chloe, Interview: August 9, 2019 

Being strong was seen to be a desirable trait that was achievable for these participants 

within the extracurricular physical activity environment. Being strong may help children with 

disabilities identify more strongly with an athlete identity in the sports world (Anderson 

2009). In addition, this identity development in extracurricular physical activities may help 

their identity formation in other areas of life (Anderson 2009, Goodwin and Staples 2005, 

Groff and Kleiber 2001), such as 10 being a strong helper at home. In addition, Chloe has a 
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different view on strength; it is not just about building upon strength but being able to push 

the limits of her abilities beyond what she was told she would be able to accomplish. This 

section presented some key motivations that children with disabilities have for participating 

in extracurricular physical activities. There were themes of having fun, seeing their friends, 

and enhancing their strength. These themes aim to answer in part research question number 

one, as they investigate why children continue to participate in these activities and what they 

feel are important aspects of their time. 

5.2.5 Section Summary  
 

Building on the results from Chapter Four, and in conjunction with the opening 

section of Chapter Five, research question one has begun to be answered. The section 

explored motivations of key personnel in extracurricular physical activities and their views 

on children with disabilities participation. The section discussed the motivations of coaches, 

volunteers, parents, and children. The section identified that motivations of key personnel 

were not always the same as child participants, and child participants did not always have the 

same views as each other on what they desired out of participation in extracurricular physical 

activities.  

Further exploration identified importance of comparing children’s views with those of 

key adults in the field. The chapter will discuss relationships between adults and children and 

the opportunities and constraints these relationships provide. Motivations have proven to be 

an important aspect of the relationships, as they guide assumptions and expectations of 

participation.  

The following section will explore adaptations for children with disabilities for their 

participation in extracurricular physical activities. The section will answer in part research 

question number one by furthering the understanding of opportunities and constraints of 
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participation in extracurricular physical activity environments. The examination of 

adaptations for extracurricular physical activities will be compared to previous literature, as 

well as children’s views on implementation.  

5.3 Extracurricular physical activity 
adaptation  
The current section will explore various adaptations for extracurricular physical 

activities for participants in this study. Subsections will include physical adaptations, 

emotional adaptations, non-verbal communication adaptations, and training of coaches. 

These subsections are included as they offer key insights into the participation experiences of 

participants in this study.  

5.3.1 Physical adaptations  
 

The following subsections will look at adaptations made by coaches and organizations 

for children with disabilities to participate in extracurricular physical activities. The purpose 

of looking at the adaptations will help to answer research question number one because it 

presents opportunities and constraints to what can and is negotiated for participants 

participation. The word adaptations refers to adjustments and modifications that the 

participants in this study may have needed to continue to participate. Children with 

disabilities may need physical adaptations to participate in their chosen extracurricular 

physical activities (Shields et al. 2012). Some of these adaptations included ski tethers, 

different saddles for horses, lighter lawn bowling balls, ramps, or one-on-one helpers 

providing physical support. The responsibility for the adaptation decisions often falls upon 

the organization itself, and in the study, the involvement of coaches as decision makers 

around the adaptations: 
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I noticed tonight that the lawn bowling balls have different colours 
on them, I asked one of the coaches ‘why are they different colours’ 
and she said, ‘well they have different weights so the children can 
pick one they feel most comfortable with or if you look over there 
actually that boy has foam ones, he is fairly weak so we found him 
the lightest ones we could find’. 
Marie, Fieldnote:  July 20, 2019 

For lawn bowling, the coach knew the rationale for the different coloured balls. 

Marie, in this study, would also sometimes switch the colours of her balls depending on 

whether she felt tired or more energetic that night. There was an ability for her to pick which 

level of support she needed which enabled her to co-participate in the physical adaptation 

process (Frankel 2018). To contrast this experience of physical adaptation from lawn 

bowling, the example below is from horseback riding. In the example the coach is responding 

to a question about a participant having a tall handle on the saddle. 

Um, no. I actually have no idea why he’d have that like he sits up 
fine, so I don’t know, it’s not my decision.  
Mickey, Fieldnote: October 4, 2018 

The reasoning behind some equipment was unclear to the coaches who spent a 

significant amount of time with the child participants. Children with disabilities in this study 

did not always just accept the extra adaptations. Child participants sometimes questioned the 

rationale for these adaptation decisions: 

During Magic’s lesson tonight, she asks her coach ‘why do my 
stirrups look different to his (other rider)’ the coach responds, ‘um I 
guess you could have the same ones as him, but I’d need to check 
with the program manager’.  
Magic, Fieldnote: May 19, 2019 

Magic is a social actor who is actively asking questions, learning and constructing her 

lived experience (James and Prout 1990). For change to happen in this environment, Magic 

became a creator of knowledge and change rather than as a passive consumer (Treseder 

1997). When coaches are looking to make decisions on removing a physical aid from a child, 

they need a clearance from someone higher up in the organization.  
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Tonight, I asked the coach ‘hey I’m curious to know how you made 
the decision to take away a volunteer who was offering Charlie 
physical support?’ and her response was ‘well we were really 
struggling to get volunteers for this lesson and he looks pretty 
balanced right, but I need to get the program manager to clear it 
first’.  
Charlie, Fieldnote: November 7, 2018 

Sometimes the changes would take weeks to make, because the coaches were unable 

to connect with whoever was in a position to make decisions in the organization due to 

scheduling conflicts.   

Tonight, in Chloe’s lesson she asks her coach ‘Hey um (coach’s 
name) I thought you said that I could go down in support this week 
(having a volunteer not hold onto her)’ and the coach responds, 
‘well I can’t really do anything without having a program manager 
who is never here during that time or a therapist come out to say 
that’s ok’.  
Chloe, Fieldnote: March 12, 2019 

Here Chloe is questioning her coach and speaking up to share her views which if 

properly addressed gives her the opportunity to be a co-participant in this environment 

(Frankel 2017). The study observed that coaches were the ones responsible for ensuring the 

implementation of the equipment changes and regularly checking the equipment. There was 

little room for consultation with children with disabilities within these environments when 

children who choose to question the rationale for specific equipment were unable to speak to 

the decision makers. Although children with disabilities took ownership of their experience 

and being a ‘powerful self’(Bacon and Frankel 2014) in questioning authority, they had little 

power in negotiating their social space. An example below shows an interaction between a 

participant and coach about a physical adaptation change. 

Marie has asked her coach this in multiple other lessons before but 
tries again and asks, ‘can I try steering without having a leader?’ 
and the coach says, ‘when I say you’re ready’ and Marie responds, 
‘how will I know when that is’ and the coach says, ‘I’ll tell you’. 
Marie, Fieldnote: June 10, 2019 
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In the previous examples, we saw that coaches were more receptive to hearing what 

children with disabilities were questioning. The current example is a contrast, as there is clear 

use of power and authority over Marie (Smyth and Holian 2008). Although power is not 

necessarily a negative (Knights and Wilmott 1999) in this example, it may lead Marie to feel 

like an incomplete human as a becoming, rather than a being who is able to understand an 

explanation or to have a conversation. 

In conclusion, within this study there appears little room for children’s perspectives 

on their physical adaptations within the extracurricular physical activity environment. 

Physical adaptations were made by organizations with the expectation that coaches would 

follow their guidelines and any changes that were made by coaches were done after 

consultation with a more senior member of the organization to obtain approval. The 

following subsection will look further into adaptations in extracurricular physical activities 

with the focus on social and emotional adaptations.  

5.3.2 Social-Emotional adaptations 
 

Social-emotional adaptations are sometimes necessary for children with disabilities to 

be able to participate in extracurricular physical activities. Unlike the previous section about 

physical adaptations, emotional and social adaptations are perhaps more difficult to specify, 

as the need for emotional support can be constantly changing. As the emotional state of the 

particular child changes, the frontline coach may need to adapt the approach. This section 

will aim to answer in part, research question number one, as it discusses social and emotional 

adaptations, the potential for the inconsistent nature of this adaptation, and where children’s 

views are taken into account.  

In some cases, emotional adaptation required one-on-one support for a child with a 

disability to participate in an extracurricular physical activity. In some cases, emotional 
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adaptation for the child could look like, reassuring the child, giving them extra or repeated 

instructions, reminders, a schedule and many more. Some emotional adaptation needs can be 

foreseen, in which case, coaches are able to address, such as, obtaining an extra person to 

assist, and clearly stating what that person needs to do to support the child emotionally: 

Tonight, a coach tells a volunteer at the start of the session ‘so he’s 
going to need a lot of support like telling him everything we’re 
doing, if he’s supposed to be listening and he’s trying to talk just 
ignore that behaviour, he’s normally ok though’. 
Mickey, Fieldnote: October 14, 2018 

This example shows a coach reacting to a perceived need to support by assigning a 

volunteer to pay extra attention to allow the participant to understand the drills. Behaviours 

are sometimes not predictable, and, in this case, the frontline coach would be responsible for 

making emotional adaptations during the lesson.  The coach recognizes that her participant is 

trying to communicate but is actively choosing to ignore what he has to say throughout; the 

focus appears to be on getting through the lesson rather than encouraging communication. 

Children need to be visible and heard (Bacon and Frankel 2014), and this example shows that 

children with disabilities have fewer opportunities to be heard by adults (James and James 

2012). Some coaches were able to adapt as the session went on and others struggled, as 

shown in the examples below:  

During Ben’s session tonight he seems pretty agitated, there are new 
volunteers and a new coach. I don’t think he’s met this coach before 
and every time she asks him to do something he slouches and says 
no. He hasn’t smiled tonight which is out of character and he often 
jokes around which again he isn’t doing. The coach is also getting 
more agitated with him not doing anything by making her requests 
increasingly shorter. She ends up saying ‘hold you’re reins or I’m 
telling your father you’re not doing anything and I’m pulling you off 
the horse’. She waits a couple of seconds; he does not pick up his 
reins. She responds to this by counting down ‘3, 2, 1’ and then says, 
‘ok time to get off’ Ben screams no, and she physically removes him 
from the horse. 
Ben, Fieldnote: May 4, 2019 

Contrasting with an example below: 
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One of Charlie’s teammates is lying face down on the ice and he 
looks like he might be crying. Charlie stops what he is doing which 
was skating laps by himself which is normal, and he skates over to 
sit down beside his teammate. He doesn’t normally interact with 
teammates, so this is pretty special. One of their coaches comes over 
and sits down with both of them asks the child ‘what’s wrong’ and 
he says ‘I can’t get up’ the coach stands up, helps both of them up 
and they all go back to what they were doing before.  
Charlie, Fieldnote: December 17, 2018 

In both Ben’s and Charlie’s examples, a child is reaching out for some emotional 

support.  The adults involved have completely different reactions.  In Ben’s example, the 

adult-child hierarchy is used by the coach to impose her view of the how the lesson will 

unfold; there is no attempt to adapt to Ben’s emotional need.  In Charlie’s example, the child 

lying on the ice needed some support beyond being lifted.  The coach skated over, asked the 

child what was going on, and provided the physical support requested.  Because of the 

coach’s action was to help the child up, the activity continued which is in complete contrast 

to Ben’s experience. 

Children with disabilities’ experiences are relative to the support that they receive in 

their environment. The coaches above took two different approaches to behaviours in their 

extracurricular physical activity. The coach who observed to understand before he intervened 

and understood that listening is more than hearing (Roberts 2008), had a more positive result 

of getting children with disabilities to continue to participate. The other coach lacked 

important participatory skills, as there was little constructive feedback and information 

(Morgan 2005) for the participant and his views were not taken into consideration (Smart 

2002). Children do have the right to be heard, not disregarded (McNamee 2016).  

It is important to note that children with disabilities did not feel that their voices are 

heard when discussing social and emotional adaptations for their programs, as seen in the 

examples below.  



 233 

I guess sometimes they (coaches) know like if I need physical help 
but no ones asked me other stuff. Like I don’t know I’m pretty 
uncomfortable with new people and I wish I could talk to someone 
about that. 
Chloe, Fieldnote: January 12, 2019 
 
Aspyn: I think I don’t need a lot of support but I see sometimes my 
teammates the coaches know to help with like doing the activity but 
no one really helps them join in. I guess it’s like the focus on doing 
the movements but I think sports is more like we’re supposed to be a 
team and no one helps some kids besides saying hello join in with 
us.  
Researcher: Which kids do you think no one helps? 
Aspyn: Kids who don’t speak. 
Aspyn, Fieldnote: February 7, 2019 

In Chapter Four, it was noted that not all children see extracurricular activities as an 

opportunity to make friends. However, through the above examples there is seemingly a gap 

of support for social and emotional adaptations when needed. To further Aspyn’s comment 

regarding a non-verbal communicating participant, an example is shown below.  

This month is difficult to reflect on Mickey’s social experiences in 
horseback riding. My fieldnotes show very little interaction with 
coaches, volunteers, and other children. There are limited 
adaptations put in place to communicate with him, and the coach 
insists he waves to his riding partner at the start and the end of the 
lesson. Besides the start and the end of the lesson there is very little 
communicate towards Mickey specifically.  
Mickey, Reflective notes: October 2018  

Childhood has been understood as a ‘social construction’ (James and Prout 1997), and 

although there has been a move past viewing children as ‘incompetent and developing’ in 

literature (Woodhead 2009), it seems in practice this is not always accurate. More accurately 

childhood experiences are impacted by disability, social class, gender and race (Konstantoni 

and Emejulu 2017), and as seen in this example how children choose to communicate. Aspyn 

in the examples above noted a difference in participation amongst children with disabilities 

who are verbal and non-verbal. The process of participation is linked to interactions and 
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communication (Lundy 2007), therefore, when there is little effort to support and socially 

adapt there is a gap of voices.   

Although it is the responsibility of the coaches to adapt to the children’s needs, 

sometimes this role is taken by volunteers. In the example below, we see a volunteer stepping 

in to offer emotional support: 

I feel extremely awkward. Charlie has been crying the whole lesson, 
we’re 12 minutes into the lesson and the coach just hasn’t 
acknowledged it. I’m not sure if I should step in, our previous 
agreement was that I wouldn’t distract him but he’s clearly very sad 
and I’ve never seen him like this before. His volunteer eventually 
asks the coach ‘hey you know he’s crying right’ and she responds, 
‘yeah but I don’t know why so I’m sure he’ll stop eventually’ the 
volunteer then starts to tell him stories of her favourite things about 
him like ‘I remember this one time you called your horse Doug and 
that was so silly because her name is Indie, do you remember that?’ 
While the volunteer was talking, he would stop crying and looked at 
her demonstrating he was listening.  
Charlie, Fieldnote: June 12, 2019 

Here we see a coach ignoring a behaviour that is undesirable and a volunteer stepping 

in to provide emotional support for the service delivery. Coaches are not the only ones that 

can make a difference in a child’s lived experience, other surrounding personnel can step in. 

In this case, we see a volunteer trying to listen and understand the child’s emotions rather 

than them being disregarded. The act of his volunteer listening to those emotions and actions, 

while continuing to talk about fun stories when he stops crying means she is listening to what 

he needs, trying to have a dialogue and ensuring she is giving him respect (UN, 2009).   

Children with disabilities sometimes ask for more support when they need it and the 

ability of the coach to appropriately respond to this need for emotional adaptation is 

important in determining how a child is experiencing their activity. The example below 

shows a child asking for more emotional support from the coach: 
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Magic has yelled at least 15 times at the coach for help there have 
been variations such as ‘hello’, ‘hello why aren’t you listening to 
me’, ‘I need help’, ‘I don’t know where I’m going here’ and the 
coach continued on what she was doing before, didn’t look at Magic 
after these requests.  
Magic, Fieldnote: May 22, 2019 

Due to the evolving nature of emotional support needed by children to participate, 

understanding the motivations and views of children is critical. Magic continues to use her 

agency to attempt to get her coach’s attention. The coach is not engaging with the voice of 

the child, although it is presented to her resulting in non-participation (Hart 1992). As Magic 

did not receive support when she asked for it, after the lesson I asked the coach why she 

chose not to address Magic’s request as shown below:  

It’s actually annoying, honestly she just wants attention sometimes 
you need to let her do it herself.  
Magic, Fieldnote: May 22, 2019 

Here we see that although the coach heard the child, the coach chose to ignore the 

child without any feedback, again making this non-participation for Magic (Hart 1992). 

Instead of offering support the coach chose to ignore an opportunity to engage with a child. 

Here the coach is not recognizing participation from Magic in the form of her voice, 

expressing what she needs and wants. Her voice is not being heard which is an example of 

not adhering to the UNCRC (Frankel et al. 2015). Magic is demonstrating clearly that she is a 

social actor and not just a passive recipient of her surroundings (Tisdall and Punch 2012); she 

is challenging the norm in her lesson and contributing to a conversation (Bacon and Frankel 

2014). However, here we see her unable to escape a ‘structural constraint’ (Bluebond‐

Langner and Korbin 2007) that her coach has placed on her voice.  

Emotional adaptations for children with disabilities in extracurricular physical 

activities are the responsibility of the coaches to identify and implement. Sometimes the 

adaptations that are needed are predictable, and sometimes they are not. The way the coaches 
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react to the emotional needs affects how children with a disability experience participation in 

extracurricular physical activity.  In the current subsection, there were examples of non-

verbal communication adaptation lived experience. However, there is a need to further 

unpack this experience as the analysis shows a key finding and contribution to knowledge of 

non-verbal communication lived experiences. A piece of non-verbal experiences is described 

in the subsection below in an exploration of non-verbal adaptations.  

  

5.3.3 Non-verbal adaptations  
 

One of the reasons why this thesis contributes to knowledge is that almost half of the 

participants within this study were identified as non-verbal. Non-verbal participants in 

extracurricular physical activity environments may need individualized support to participate 

to the fullest. Some similarities can be drawn from emotional adaptations because coaches 

were also seen as the service provider for this type of support which led to some 

inconsistencies. During this study, a few of the non-verbal adaptations that were observed 

were one-on-one support, an iPad for communication, pictures for children to point at, and 

participant specific non-verbal cues. This section will go into further depth of these lived 

experiences in practice.  

Non-verbal participants still communicate; however, sometimes their coaches may 

need to take the time to learn each individual’s way of communicating. One-way that coaches 

addressed this challenge was to assign or require one-on-one support, some examples are: 

I was chatting with Charlie’s mother tonight at baseball and I asked 
if Charlie’s one-on-one support was found by the baseball 
organization and her response was ‘no she is his worker I have, they 
expect us when we signed up that we will find the body’ and I said 
‘oh I didn’t know that’ and she said ‘yes it’s getting expensive 
paying for him to play and then for worker’. 
Charlie, Fieldnote: July 14, 2019 
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It can be difficult with volunteers we went through a period where 
there was constantly someone new. I try to be a good mother and 
know their names, but it was impossible. Luckily, we’ve had one 
really good one that’s been coming for 6 weeks now so that’s 
awesome.  
Mother of Mickey, Fieldnote: April 4, 2019 

In the first example, we see that a family is required to take on the responsibility of 

paying for the extracurricular activity and additionally paying for one-on-one support to be 

able to participate. For Charlie, the support that was hired for the participant works with him 

for more than just in baseball and multiple times a week. This is common that parents have 

often taken on the task of finding, training, and paying for additional support of their children 

(Goodwin and Ebert 2018).  In the second example, we see the difficulties experienced trying 

to maintain consistency when the volunteers are constantly changing.  With non-verbal 

participants, time is important to learn their unique ways of communicating, the high 

frequency of volunteer changeover is perhaps unsettling.   

Physical supports and non-verbal supports can overlap, especially when looking at the 

use of iPads or pictures for children to communicate:  

Mickey is now utilizing his iPad in lessons for communication. 
Volunteers do need to set it up with ‘walk on’ or ‘whoa’ but he does 
consistently press the button to make it speak. His riding partner 
brought their iPad this week to try to do the same thing and the 
coach said, ‘um no, that’s too much technology for one lesson’. 
Mickey, Fieldnote: January 16, 2019  

Children should be given various options on how they would like to best express 

themselves in order for their ‘voice’ to be heard including the option, not to participate 

(Lundy 2007). Finding a way for participants to communicate is a way that coaches empower 

their participants. In Mickey’s example, once a structure was in place there did not appear to 

be any opportunity to change the coach’s mind; she has placed a value on voice and who is 

able to access it and who is not. This lack of flexibility does seem to run contrary to the 

principle that all children have the right to be heard (UNCRC 1989).  
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Non-verbal cues are not just exclusively from non-verbal participants. Verbal 

participants can utilize body language to communicate to adults in their environment: 

Tonight, Aspyn is not really engaged, she has her head lowered and 
isn’t smiling. She hasn’t talked to her riding partners tonight which 
is out of character. The coach ends up asking ‘hey how are you, 
what’s going on?’ 
Aspyn, Fieldnote: February 12, 2019 

In this example, Aspyn is demonstrating the body language of someone who does not 

want to be there which is uncommon for her.  In comparison, we see similar non-verbal 

communication in the next example with a non-verbal participant.  

Ben is really out of it tonight; he didn’t greet me when I came in 
which was abnormal. He is looking fairly down pretty slouchy and 
doesn’t look happy which is out of the norm. His coach addressed 
his posture by saying ‘sit up’ and when he wasn’t smiling tried to get 
him to smile by saying ‘smile it isn’t that bad riding a horse’. 
Ben, Fieldnote: October 6, 2018 

In this example, Ben, a non-verbal participant is demonstrating the body language of 

someone who does not want to be there.  The coach recognizes the non-verbal cues and 

attempts to cheer Ben’s spirit. The examples show similar body language communication 

with different responses from the coaches. Communication is to go beyond language, 

expression and freedom of opinion to enhance communication rights (McLeod 2018). Aspyn, 

a verbal participant, was using her non-verbal signs to communicate that something was 

different (Flewitt 2005). In contrast, Ben was seen as a social problem, as he was disturbing 

the set lesson plan which is consistent with children with disabilities being seen as a social 

problem (Barron 2015). There seems to be a hierarchy of importance on non-verbal 

communication throughout the study, perhaps because adults may be able to receive feedback 

from verbal participants it might be seen to be more desired, however, that should not make a 

voice less than equal.  
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In section 5.3.2, social and emotional adaptations for non-verbal communicating 

participants was touched upon in relation to non-verbal participants communication with 

other children. However, in the current subsection, there has been discussion on simply being 

able to communicate with coaches and volunteers. It is important to note that other children 

recognize this, as seen below: 

Magic: Why are you talking to him (Charlie) like he’s a baby?  
Coach: He understands simple language.  
Magic: You know he’s like older than me right? 
Coach: Yeah. 
Magic: I know I wouldn’t like that and he listens to me and I talk to 
him normally. 
Magic, Fieldnote: March 10, 2019 

During the analysis, there are various examples of children with disabilities who are 

verbal questioning the interactions of adults and children who communicate non-verbally. 

Participation models are often described in a context of ‘talking, thinking and deciding’ 

which has left out children with disabilities (Martin and Franklin 2010); however, the 

analysis of this thesis goes further to understand that opportunities to be heard and respected 

are even less common for children with disabilities who communicate non-verbally. It is 

important to fully understand the participatory process and the various roles children and 

adults play (Wyness 2015), as through this example it is not a linear process. The coach, in 

this example, is willing to have a discussion and explain to Magic, a child with a disability 

who speaks verbally, about Charlie who communicates non-verbally; however, she has not 

explored that same possibility with Charlie. When the coach was asked how she learnt to 

communicate with Charlie she stated, “I never was taught, I just kind of say simple things” 

(Charlie, fieldnote: March 10, 2019).  Recognition of agency is understanding children’s 

capabilities (Oswell 2013), however, the coach in this example is assuming lack of capacity 

rather than attempting to communicate in a respectful manner.  
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The current subsection has explored non-verbal adaptations for children who 

communicate non-verbally and has suggested that the process of participation is different 

between children with disabilities dependent on communication. In adult and child 

relationships between children with disabilities, it is important to acknowledge as the lived 

experience of participation that negotiation and power vary due to communication.  The 

following subsection will discuss participants’ views on their coaches training, and gain 

insight into feedback children with disabilities regarding their relationships with adults. 

5.3.4 Participant view of training of coaches  
 

It can be seen throughout the current section that children with disabilities have little 

impact on adaptation changes and are not consulted, even at the beginning of participation. In 

the next paragraphs, there will be a couple of examples provided on how coaches feel about 

the training provided followed by children giving their experiences with coaches and 

suggestions for improvement. Feedback is rarely sought from children on how to improve the 

programs. This may be a valuable take away for programs that participated in this study to 

understand how children are experiencing their participation.  

Before encountering child participants, coaches in all the programs (except one) 

received training to prepare them for coaching children with disabilities. The examples below 

show from the coaches’ perspectives of what their training looked like. 

Horseback riding coach: Being a coach you have to train as a 
volunteer first and learn all that like basic disability stuff, safety 
stuff. You really just meet with the program manager and she just 
tells you what to do I guess. 
Fieldnote: September 22, 2018  

You know what? It's a matter of I think you know (executive 
director) and (board member) and they have a look at some of the 
parents that are around, and they have a look at how we evolved as 
groups. For me it was a matter of I kind of volunteered little bit 
more secure come on out. For the most part I think they kind of go to 
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those that they think would make pretty decent coaches and you 
know, because I being volunteers with a lot of volunteers not 
everybody's made to be a coach and maybe I'm one of them but they 
just I think basically they just kind of feel out who's around who's 
going to be there who's committed every week but I think that's part 
of it seeing there first every week and then say, okay this person is 
going to be here, you know, they look like they have an idea what 
they're doing. Let's see if they can be a coach or help here and in 
junior, I was able to be on the bench and oh on the ice with the kids 
for a year, so that was kind of a bit of a training if you will for being 
a coach because you're kind of getting a sense of what's happening 
on the ice. And so that's where I kind of got my training from 
himself. 
Coach, Interview: March 9, 2019 

The horseback riding coach received some informal sharing of experience from the 

program manager, but it was not apparent whether there was ongoing support and 

monitoring.  The hockey coach was picked from volunteers that were already somewhat 

involved.  After being observed over a period of time, the program manager would approach 

the volunteer to solicit interest in coaching.  The hockey coach had no formal training but 

was regularly monitored and received ongoing informal guidance from the program manager.  

Although the one organization said they did not train coaches as such, there was 

training that was done, just in a more kinesthetic way.  There was a larger population to select 

from and the volunteers graduated to coaching, as they absorbed the culture and norms of the 

organization.  The other organization lacked the large pool of qualified volunteers to select 

from and the transition to coach was not typically from volunteer rather from coaching in 

non-disability-oriented programs. 

Throughout the ethnographic study, there were opportunities to ask children with 

disabilities, what they thought of their coaches. Some of the answers received were:  

Chloe’s response:  I don’t like (a coach’s name) because I don’t 
even think she knows my name, and I like (a coach’s name) because 
she talks to me like a person and is fun. 
Chloe, Fieldnote: March 8, 2019 
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Aspyn’s response: (coach’s name) is strict but I learn so much so 
that’s great and (coach’s name) I don’t really get along with 
anymore. I asked why is that and Aspyn says she just pressures me 
to do more and I just want this to be fun.  
Aspyn, Fieldnote: February 3, 2019 

In the examples, Chloe doesn’t like her coach, because she does not feel a personal 

connection; her other coach, by comparison regularly interacts with Chloe creating a fun 

environment.  For Aspyn, she is able to overlook the strict style of coaching, because Aspyn 

feels the benefit or effectiveness of the participation experience. 

Children’s responses about their coaches were not being sought by the organizations, 

and there was limited time for feedback from any family member. Parents either advocate for 

their child’s experience or nothing seems to happen. This is another example of children’s 

lived experience learning that coaches and organizations are not willing to hear their 

feedback making this loop non-participation (Hart 1992). There was no clear way that 

children could choose to participate in feedback, even if they wanted to assert their agency 

(Tisdall and Punch 2012). This research study views participants as beings capable of 

forming views (Qvortrup 1994); however, coaches made the expression of these views 

difficult, as they asserted their power over participants regularly. When questioning 

organizations, if there was opportunity for coach changes or feedback from children with 

disabilities, the response was that these opportunities were almost non-existent. However, 

there was some expectation that coaches adapt to each child and how they are behaving that 

day.  

Furthermore, this study allowed for participants to express their observations of 

participation activity and their appreciation of or frustration with the coaches:  

Kirby’s speed skating coach always seems to know what Kirby is 
going to do before he does it. If Kirby starts to look a bit frustrated 
or anxious or isn’t getting a drill it seems to be his coach is already 
there telling him to ‘slow down’ and ‘think’ about what he is doing. 



 243 

It seems to be working really well for Kirby, he’s always going to his 
coach for high fives and will look for him if he is late for directions.  
Reflective Notes: December 2018 

Moose today is very floppy on his horse he is falling over volunteers 
that are holding his hips to stay seated and then his upper body with 
their other hand to keep him from collapsing. The coach walks away 
and is looking outside before she comes back over to him and says ‘I 
don’t know what you want from me, we can’t do this every week’ she 
is clearly frustrated and perhaps out of ideas but is looking like to be 
ignoring the problem and now setting up for her next lesson.  
Moose, Fieldnote: October 20, 2018 

The observations reflect two extremes.  For Kirby, the coach appears to be fully 

attuned to Kirby’s experience picking up on subtle clues.  For Moose, the coach’s choice to 

ignore Moose’s performance appears to have created frustration for both the participant and 

the coach.  

Not all coaches in the extracurricular physical activity community have the same skill 

set and come to programs with different life experiences which may have an impact on how 

they behave towards children with disabilities. In the above examples, there are two very 

different interactions for children with disabilities. One coach treats the child as a valued 

participant which is recognizing that Kirby may need some extra instructions.  The other 

coach reacts differently, and the adult is refusing to listen and gets frustrated. It has been 

understood that children with disabilities may have a difficult time finding safe and 

reasonable adjustments to participate in extracurricular physical activities (Pickering 2018).  

Regulation of coaches should be considered.  There is a range of oversight by the 

organizations. In one instance, the executive director is always present watching the coaches 

interact with the participants while in another instance, there is no one observing the coaches, 

as shown in the examples below: 

Hockey is set up in the rink there are 2 ice pads and the executive 
director’s office is like a glass box in the middle of them. He is 
constantly watching and running out to make changes or offer 
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support or get a different piece of equipment. It seems like every 
potential problem is solved right away.  
Reflective Notes: November 2018 

At horseback riding, none of the ‘program’ staff are there when I am 
it seems. The executive director, program manager and head 
instructor all work during the day so not when lessons are running. 
It seems difficult for coaches to get any type of support or feedback. 
It seemingly takes weeks for changes to be made or for coaches to 
get feedback.  
Reflective Notes: October 2018 

For the hockey program, the executive director is always onsite when the participants 

are present.  Hockey takes place one-day per week and the facilities are rented.  For 

horseback riding, participation happens in the evenings and over the weekend.  The program 

manager is responsible for the facilities and the operation of the program making constant 

presence during participation less practical. 

In addition, coaches at hockey often reported feeling very supported, and at horseback 

riding there was a constant clear frustration about the staff. Hockey takes a team approach to 

participation while it is the horseback riding coaches who need to take ownership of the 

participation experience. As already noted, there were many cases of burn out with the 

horseback riding volunteer coaches, and it seemed that children with disabilities were not 

receiving adequate support staff.  

5.3.5 Section Summary  
 

The current section explores adaptations for participation in extracurricular physical 

activities for children with disabilities. Specific exploration of adaptations included physical, 

social, and emotional, non-verbal, and training for coaches. The chapter focused on 

participation, and although ideally children would be heard in decisions surrounding 

adaptations, that is not frequently the case. Adults and coaches often make adaptation 

decisions for children with disabilities, and sometimes have not explained to participations 
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why or how the decisions were made. There is a tension between children with disabilities 

and adults’ interactions with perhaps a lack of recognition for non-verbal communicating 

participants, as identified by verbally communicating participants.  

Adaptations for extracurricular activities are specific to individual participants, with 

individual experiences of implementations. Implementation was not consistent across all 

activities. Additionally, there were no policies and little opportunity for feedback from 

children. Organizations often relied on coaches to be the experts in implementation of 

adaptations with little to no room for children’s views or preferences.  

The following section of the chapter begins to explore participation elements in 

relation to extracurricular physical activities. The section will examine key topics of space, 

audience, influence, and voice alongside lived experiences of children with disabilities. The 

examination will explore the process of participation and the opportunities and constraints 

that children and adults negotiate in practice.  

5.4 Participation Elements  
The following section discusses participation in extracurricular physical activities in 

relation to the understanding Lundy’s (2007) Four Elements to Participation. The section is 

divided into the subsections of space, audience, influence and voice to further analyse the 

data in relation to participation.  

5.4.1 Space  
 

Developed in Lundy’s (2007) participation model, space is an essential component to 

ensure Article 12 of the UNCRC is being upheld, specifically the right to express a view. 

Under the concept of space, Lundy states “children must be given the opportunity to express 
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a view” (Lundy 2007, p.933). However, in the context of extracurricular physical activities, 

this opportunity to express a view was rarely given as seen in the following example:  

Coach: Today we’re going to start off with stretches then some 
trotting and then we’ll do our course and maybe go outside if we 
have time. 
Magic: Um hello I would actually like to go outside now.  
Coach: Ok we need to stop talking and start stretches.  
Magic: Great no one listens around here.  
Fieldnote: June 16, 2019 

In this example, horseback rider Magic expresses the desire to direct the activities to 

be undertaken.  Magic’s view is either not heard or ignored and Magic verbalises the 

frustration that no one was listening perhaps indicating that this is a common experience for 

Magic. 

The example highlights that there is no space for feedback or consultancy. We see 

Magic is resistant to a portion of the adults’ control, the coach’s decision on what to do’ and 

Magic is not being a passive recipient and is showcasing that she is actually a social actor 

(Tisdall and Punch 2012). According to the UNCRC, this would not be deemed to be 

participation, as there is no feedback for the voice Magic is asserting, and it is not through an 

ongoing conversation (UNCRC, 2009). Space according to Lundy (2007) includes adults 

seeking views of children, but in this example Magic is expressing a voice however, the 

coach is not hearing her voice.  

The previous example related to the structure of an activity space which is an issue 

throughout other aspects of activities as well as shown below: 

Researcher: If you could change one thing about dance what would 
it be? 
Aspyn: I guess I just wish we could pick some of the moves. 
Researcher: What kind of things do you wish you could do? 
Aspyn: I don’t know I would need some time, but I really like to 
make up dances with my friends and it would be fun to do some of 
those with the girls in my dance class too.  
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Aspyn, Interview: March 12, 2019 

In this excerpt, we hear Aspyn’s views about her dance class.  Although she enjoys 

her activity, Aspyn would like to have more freedom to self-direct what dances and moves 

are practised.   

We see again that coaches do not seek children’s views. Continuously it was observed 

that these spaces were regulated and policed by adults (James and James 2008). It was 

observed that these spaces were about power over children and silencing their views 

(Gaventa 2005). Although they are still participating in the activity, it makes for a grey area 

of participation as Hart (1992) describes, participation can be children being informed about 

the decisions whilst they are participating.  

Extracurricular physical activities are a defined social space and these defined social 

spaces are often regulated by adults (James and James 2008). Children with disabilities in 

extracurricular activities are part of a social space where adults should recognize children’s 

voices and take them seriously (Lundy 2007). However, in the example below this is not 

always translated into practice. 

Coach: I sometimes ask children questions about how they like 
horseback riding really to see if they enjoy it. 
Researcher: Which children do you ask? 
Coach: Ones that can respond. 
Researcher: Verbally? 
Coach: Yes. 
Fieldnote: December 10, 2018 

A contribution to research is recognizing a gap in lived experiences of children with 

disabilities who communicate verbally, and nonverbally. In the previous examples, there 

were limited opportunities for space for children to express themselves. However, coaches 

acknowledge a further divide when non-verbal communication is discussed. In literature 

there is a suggestion that space should include the use of technology, as it opens opportunities 
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for various perspectives of children with disabilities instead of being reliant on voice only 

(Lankshear and Knobel 2011). Participation is built on a process of interactions and 

communications (Lundy 2007), however, in this example there is little attempt at non-verbal 

communication inclusion.  

Additionally, physical space has been blocked off in extracurricular physical activities 

for children with disabilities such as office space where coaches plan lessons. This is similar 

to school environments where staff rooms are blocked off (Gallacher 2005). An example of 

an implication of this practice is seen below: 

Chloe is knocking on the glass office door where she sees her coach 
sitting behind. The coach answers the door and asks ‘can I help 
you?’. Chloe responds asking ‘can we talk about my lesson today?’ 
and the coach says ‘no, I’m busy right now.’ When the coach closes 
the door I ask Chloe ‘what do you want to talk about?’ and she says 
‘I just thought I could talk to her about trying something different’ I 
responded and said ‘well maybe you can talk to her during your 
lesson’ Chloe then responds ‘no she doesn’t like talking then’. 
Chloe, Fieldnote: February 6, 2019 

Physical space has been blocked off for children with disabilities in this environment, 

as they are unable to enter the office. It is also the only place in the building with stairs rather 

than a ramp, making it physically inaccessible for Chloe. In the example, lesson planning 

becomes a place where children with disabilities are physically blocked off. Various times 

coaches were asked about input from participants regarding lesson planning and comments 

would be similar to “I coach, so I make the lesson plan” (Coach, Fieldnote: October 20, 

2019).  The specific coach was asked about this experience later that day: 

Researcher: Did you ever talk to Chloe? 
Coach: What do you mean? 
Researcher: She came by your office before the lesson. 
Coach: Oh, no I didn’t ask about it later. 
Researcher: During lessons is there time to ask participants their 
views? 
Coach: On what? 
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Researcher: Just generally, how they’re experiencing the program 
maybe. 
Coach: I don’t ask them, but I can tell if they’re enjoying their time.   
Researcher: Does the organization ask children? 
Coach: No. 
Chloe, Fieldnote: February 6, 2019 

Participation is a learning experience for both children and adults, and a process of 

enquiry would perhaps support changes and improvements to the process (Percy-Smith 

2018). However, in this example it is shown that Chloe first does not feel comfortable 

engaging in conversation during lesson time, and when she attempted to have a conversation 

outside of lesson time, the coach did not make the time to listen. It has been noted that 

enforceability of including space for children with disabilities to express a view is lacking 

(Tisdall and Punch 2012), however, the organization in this example does not recognize the 

importance of including space for children’s perspectives. Creating a meaningful space for 

participation requires adults and children working together (Frankel 2017), however, this step 

has not been taken in some extracurricular physical activities.  

To contrast the previous experiences of space of participation, a different view is 

found in an example below:  

Kirby: (Coach’s name) listens to me when he isn’t talking to 
someone else, I’m not supposed to interrupt.  
Researcher: What do you talk to him about? 
Kirby: Well I tell him if I’m having a good day or bad day. 
Researcher: Why do you tell him that? 
Kirby: If I say bad day he isn’t as hard on me but if I say good day 
that means I’m ready to work. 
Researcher: How does he know that? 
Kirby: We’ve talked about it because he really wasn’t understanding 
when he first started coaching me.  
Kirby, Fieldnote: November 15, 2018 

The example above contrasts the previous examples in this subsection, as Kirby and 

his coach have worked together to construct space to communicate and knowledge about 

participation to change his experience. Kirby feels comfortable with his coach and has had a 

meaningful conversation to encourage participation (Cornwall and Coelho 2007). Within 
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Kirby’s space, he has negotiated action opportunities (Bacon and Frankel 2014), and he has 

worked alongside his coach to take action himself each session to reflect on how he will 

participate that day, and his coach has taken meaningful action to respond.  

To summarize, this section answers in part the research question one as adults are 

regulating the spaces children occupy and shaping their environment to how they see fit. The 

examples show how adults are either constraining or making opportunities for children’s 

recognized participation. Additionally, children are full of ideas on how to further 

participation, but their navigation of their environments is sometimes halted which adds to 

the understanding of the current research question. Participation elements as discussed by 

Lundy (2007) also include audience which will be discussed in the following subsection as 

audience is exploring beyond space to ensuring children’s views are communicated and 

listened to.  

5.4.2 Audience  
 

Children with disabilities participating and being co-participants in extracurricular 

physical activities involves having an ‘audience’ for their views to be safely shared (Lundy 

2007). It is not about just having conversations between adults and children, but it is also 

about children being comfortable participating with adults (Wyness 2013). In order for 

children to be co-producers of knowledge, children need to be respected and seen as experts 

(Tisdall 2017). There is a responsibility to listen to children’s views. Children with 

disabilities throughout the study show their agency when they are not being listened to. 

Participation should not just be a process of allowing children to offer their views (Woodhead 

2010, p.xxii), but rather children should be seen as co-participants. In the following example, 

we see a volunteer who is 16 years of age talking about one of the participants that she works 

with:  
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Researcher: How do you think her coaches support or impede her 
participation? 
Volunteer 45: They literally don't do anything too, it’s bad. Like I'm 
trying to think of like everyone as an individual like I've kind of just 
thinking about (Coach’s name) mostly. (Coach’s name) did nothing 
for her at all. Nothing. 
Volunteer, Interview: June 7, 2019 

This is similar to another interview with a 15-year-old volunteer: 

Researcher: Okay. How do you think the coaches support or impede 
his participation? 
Volunteer 124: I think she definitely impedes his participation 
because the attention gets put on (the other rider) for more 
advanced things and Charlie’s not given the opportunity to practice 
or try anything that she does. He just sits there really no one talks to 
him which is kind of sad. That’s part of participating right? Talking 
to him? I don’t know what I would do if my coach didn’t talk to me. 
Volunteer Interview: August 18, 2019 

In these two examples, the volunteers assisting with the lessons perceive the coaches 

as instructing at the participant rather than trying to communicate with the participant.  The 

volunteers question the value that the participants receiving.  

When talking about coaching styles to volunteers in this current research study, the 

volunteers seem to recognize various degrees of participation between the coach and 

participant. There was no clear way that children could choose to participate, even if they 

wanted to assert their agency (Tisdall and Punch 2012). This research study views 

participants as beings capable of forming views (Qvortrup 1994); however, coaches made 

this difficult to do, as they asserted their power over participants regularly. These coaches 

have made the decision about who is capable of forming views (Hanson 2012). In the 

discussion with Charlie’s volunteer, he is not as advanced as his riding partner and has been 

excluded based on the assumption of what he can do (Cockburn 1998). Although volunteers 

may notice a gap in participation opportunities, they do not often have the power to make 

decisions on changes to activities.  
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Children with disabilities understand who is approachable in extracurricular physical 

activity environments, as shown in the example below:  

Marie: (horseback riding coach’s name) doesn’t listen to me at all 
really, so I don’t really say anything anymore. 
Researcher: What about other coaches? 
Marie: Yeah my hockey coach always listens. 
Researcher: What do you talk to him about? 
Marie: Well I get really upset sometimes and need a break and he’s 
never mad or anything or makes me do anything. 
Researcher: What if he made you do something? 
Marie: I guess it wouldn’t really matter because I know it’s for a 
reason like if I just lie down in front of the net I’d get hit by pucks so 
he won’t let me do that. 
Marie, Fieldnote: January 28, 2019 

Marie understands that coaches have the ability to incorporate her views into the 

decision process or not and her experiences in various activities vary depending on the 

environment. She feels her ‘audience’ at hockey is being listened to and although she does 

not always make the decisions, she feels that her views are considered.  Marie in hockey feels 

she is listened to, and her views are taken into account (Sheir 2001). Marie suggests there 

may have been feedback about decisions made about her taking a break, as she cites safety 

reasons for where she takes a break. Marie feels she is a part of a participation opportunity 

and has some influence on the decision-making process which is encouraging her to 

participate with her hockey coach rather than her horseback riding coach (Bjerke 2011). 

To conclude this subsection answers in part the research question number one as 

adults are restricting children with disabilities’ full participation by shaping the environment 

which children occupy. Although there is little audience for children with disabilities to 

express their views in extracurricular physical activities, they still may find ways to do so, as 

seen in the next section.  

5.4.3 Influence  
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Within this project, children with disabilities that demonstrated agency around 

extracurricular physical activities were often left unrecognized or seen as exhibiting deviant 

behaviour. It is not only important for children to be able to express their views but also have 

their views taken into account in all matters that affect their lives (Tisdall and Punch 2012). 

The influence of children’s views is important throughout participation models (examples; 

Lundy 2007, Sheir 2001, Wall 2008). The following example is of participant Chloe looking 

for change from the researcher:  

Chloe has changed coaches almost weekly, it seems. I had a 
conversation with the program manager earlier this week who 
called asking if I would be there for Chloe’s session this week. I 
responded ‘yes’ and the program manager said, ‘ok great because 
Chloe’s parents are really mad, because she is switching coaches 
again, but they wanted to make sure you were there’. After riding 
this week Chloe came up to me looking super upset and said, ‘tell 
that lady that my legs are weak, I was ‘terrified’. I responded, ‘can 
we tell her together what you want?’ and Chloe said ‘no, I don’t 
know her, and she clearly doesn’t understand or know my 
disability’. I said, ‘ok what would you like me to tell her’ Chloe says, 
‘just tell her I can’t do all that stuff, my legs are too weak and it’s 
embarrassing telling her I can’t do it’. Chloe was getting 
increasingly upset so I said ‘ok let’s go feed your horse an apple and 
I promise I will tell your coach what you told me’.  
Chloe, Fieldnote: January 12, 2019.  

In this example, Chloe wants to communicate a message to her new coach, but her 

lived experience tells her that her voice will not be heard unless it comes from someone else.  

Chloe asks the researcher to her voice creating an ethical dilemma for the researcher whether 

to cross from observer to participant. The previous ethical decision was made in the moment 

(Wall 2010, Zigon 2008) and was situated and contextualised within this environment 

(Simmons and Usher 2002). There was a friendship that was built with Chloe and friendships 

have been seen to be of importance in good data collecting (Oakley 1981). The researcher 

had put in a good amount of time building rapport with Chloe to gain her trust and build a 

relationship (Punch 2002). Unfortunately, this same amount of time was not spent by the 
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coach in her extracurricular physical activity due to the constant changing of coaches; the 

person she felt comfortable communicating with was the researcher. As a result, of being in a 

‘friend’ researching role with Chloe, the researcher was her way of finding the result and 

‘influence’ she wanted through her strategically enlisting of another adult’s participation in 

the communication. In this way, Chloe’s voice is being heard and she is exerting influence 

resulting in agency (Lundy 2007), although this happened through the relationship with the 

researcher.  At first, the researcher struggled with this: 

I’m not sure if this is my place to tell a coach what they 
should be doing, or what their student is thinking. 
Reflexive notes: January 13, 2019 

 
If I’m taking the ‘friend’ role, as a ‘friend’ I would help the 
process of communication and do everything in my ‘power’ 
to help my ‘friend’ feel comfortable. I’ve also said I would 
say something, therefore, potentially making it worse and 
betraying trust if I don’t.  
Reflexive notes: January 14, 2019 
 
At the last session of the year, Chloe’s dad says to me. “I 
don’t know what we’re going to do without you next year”. 
The friend role is looking like I was too close to the 
everyday lives of children in my study. I perhaps should 
have taken a further seat back, because it is now going to be 
harder for children. 
Reflexive notes: June 22, 2019  

Over the period of the study, Chloe developed a strong friendship with the researcher 

which would be normal given the extended period of the study and the amount of interaction.  

The researcher’s participation in the activities was as a non-judgmental observer different 

from other adult interactions that Chloe experienced. 

Perhaps by becoming a ‘helper’ for Chloe, the researcher became more ‘powerful’ 

and Chloe became less capable and autonomous (Christensen 1999). Although children 

should be able to express their views to whomever they want, there could have been more 

support from the researcher to help her express her views to the ‘right’ adult who needed the 

information. By excluding her from the conversation, the researcher continued the divide 
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between children and adults which enabled the power divide even further (Frankel 2017).  

Seeing children as co-participants was the researcher’s ideal which would have included 

creating change making activities with Chloe (Frankel 2018); it could have become a self-

advocacy project alongside Chloe. Rather the researcher stepped in to aid a ‘vulnerable’ 

participant instead of seeing her as a co-participant.  

Although the reflexive notes do show that the researcher is questioning, whether 

assisting with Chloe’s communication is ethical, she did put pressure on Chloe to act (Hartas 

2008), and additionally, offered a choice of whether to participate in the process of talking to 

her coach or not (Tisdall and Punch 2012). Granted Chloe most likely had the ability to push 

back against the power structure (Frankel 2017), which in this case was her coach, the 

researcher made an in the moment decision on how to act that satisfied Chloe’s want to be 

heard and to create an influence in the moment. This is an example of Chloe navigating her 

participation through her activity which in part answers research question number one. In 

addition, Chloe was hopeful that her participation would create change with the adults that 

shaped her experience of horseback riding which in part answers research question number 

one.   

5.4.4 Voice  
 

Children with disabilities are perhaps more likely to express themselves in informal 

surroundings (Cockburn 2013). Before service providers are able to see children with 

disabilities as agentic, they need to recognize their voices. Although this adheres to the 

UNCRC as seen in previous examples, this was not always the case in the study. Normative 

expectations should be left behind, and different expression forms should be accepted as 

children communicate for understanding (Carroll and Twomey 2018). This is to go beyond 

language, expression and freedom of opinion to enhance communication rights (McLeod 
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2018). The example below is about a child with a disability who is using non-verbal 

expression in a way that cannot be ignored:  

Today Mickey was not going to be overlooked by anyone. He was 
very set on what he wanted from his horseback riding. When he got 
onto the horse and the horse started to move without him touching 
‘walk on’ on his iPad he gave a disgusted look to his volunteer who 
holds the iPad and then put his hand on her head. She automatically 
noticed what she had done wrong and said, ‘oh sorry bud you’re 
right here you go’ and gave him his iPad. Next, when the coach was 
talking to him like he was a 2-year-old saying ‘Mickeyyyy Mickeyy, 
look at me look at me’ he had enough and just laid down on his 
horse. She eventually got the hint and stopped talking to him in a 
baby voice. Finally, he’s now learnt how to get his horse to trot 
which is when he smiles the most. Today when he wanted to trot, 
without instruction he would just start to kick his horse to get him to 
go.  
Reflexive notes: May 2019 

In this example, Mickey was able to non-verbally communicate effectively with the 

volunteer, using an iPad and with the coach using body language. Voice is perhaps socially 

constructed whilst privileging spoken communication (Komulainen 2007), sometimes 

allowing children’s voices to be unheard (Carroll and Twomey 2018). However, in this case, 

Mickey presented his voice in a way that was unable to be ignored. Mickey utilized his 

agency to be heard and to make changes in his extracurricular physical activity. Mickey is 

participating through navigating his experience of horseback riding and changing his 

recognized participation.   

Children have the right to information to form a view or perspective (Flekkoy and 

Kaufman 1997, UNCRC 2009) and information should be shared between adults and children 

based on respect (UNCRC 2009). However, through extracurricular physical activities it is 

shown that is not always translated to practice.  

Ben is riding his horse and his coach asks him to put his heels down. 
The bottom of his feet look like they are parallel to the ground. His 
coach keeps asking him to do this, and he is slouching further and 
further down looking disappointed and maybe confused. His 
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volunteer asks the coach ‘like this?’ and she says ‘no his heels need 
to go down. The coach seems to be getting frustrated that she’s 
repeating herself and eventually said ‘just forget it’. At the end of 
the lesson I ask ‘why were you asking Ben for his heels down?’ and 
she stated ‘because if he were to fall with his heels up his foot could 
get caught in the sitrrup’. I asked her ‘does Ben know this?’ and she 
says ‘no he won’t understand’. I asked her ‘how do you know he 
won’t understand?’ and she says ‘he just won’t he can’t understand 
2 step directions, he won’t understand why he has to keep his heels 
down’.  
Ben, Fieldnote: October 7, 2018  

The coach has not shared information with Ben and the interaction with Ben was not 

based on mutual respect. Learning, dialogue and respect are included in the definition of the 

participation process (UNCRC 2009). The coach’s view of Ben’s understanding is perhaps 

limited; however, over time and in a language that Ben may comprehend and learn the 

participation process could be more inclusive. A criticism of the UNCRC is that the power 

for decision making is up to adults (Lansdown 2005), and in this example, the power the 

adult is exercising is to exclude Ben from the conversation completely, as the coach has 

decided his capacity independently. Although children’s voices have recognized legitimacy, 

they have little power (Thomas and Stoecklin 2018), which in this example is shown through 

no attempt to engage with Ben.  

5.4.5 Section Summary  
 

The current subsection builds on the previous findings of motivations and adaptations 

of extracurricular physical activities as participation elements furthering the understanding of 

lived experiences of participation. Through participation elements of space, audience, 

influence and voice the data showed various opportunities and constraints to children’s 

recognized participation in extracurricular physical activities.  

Children with disabilities’ participation opportunities and constraints were relational 

to their environment and interactions they had with adults. Organizations did not prioritize 

opportunities to create space and listen to children with disabilities’ views about their 
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participation. Children were seen to utilize strategic flexibility in some of their environments 

as a way to change their participation experiences. However, coaches often were unwilling to 

engage in conversations and dialogue alongside children with disabilities which resulted in 

hierarchical constraints, and limited opportunities for children to act.  

The next subsection of the chapter will further explore the interactions and 

relationships children with disabilities had with adults in extracurricular physical activity 

environments as identified as an important theme in the current subsection.  

5.5 Relationships and Interactions  
For the following subsection, relationships and interactions have been identified as 

key themes in answering research question number one as shown through participation 

elements. The subsection will discuss key findings such as time with children, willingness to 

understand and power. 

5.5.1 Time with children  
 

The shortest duration extracurricular physical activity program observed was 

snowboarding which was scheduled for 6 weeks; however, due to weather conditions there 

were only 3 weekly lessons. The longest extracurricular physical activity program observed 

was horseback riding which was 10 months in duration. Building rapport through an ongoing 

process (Milton 2018)  with participants is necessary for not only the participant but for the 

coach to be continuously motivated to try new things and to add excitement to the activity, as 

shown in the example below:  

Hockey coach: I know I can try new things with him, I trust 
him, and I think he trusts me. It makes a really big difference 
when there is mutual trust because we can push boundaries.  
Fieldnote: January 10, 2019 
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Horseback riding coach: I do really enjoy teaching Magic, 
she is my favourite student by far. I don’t think I’d still be 
coaching if it wasn’t for her. I know she isn’t good with 
change, so I like to be here for her and to be sure she likes to 
be here.  
Magic, Fieldnote: June 10, 2019 

Both the hockey coach and horseback riding coach are motivated by seeing their 

participants succeed. Through the time spent with children, coaches were able to see what 

they were able to push from their participants and understand their unique forms of 

communication as shown below: 

I asked Charlie’s hockey coach why Charlie bangs his stick on the 
ice and his response was “It really depends it is on the boards or on 
the surface of the ice, if it’s on the boards I think that he is 
distracted and looking out the glass towards his parents. If it’s on 
the ice and he’s looking at the other kids he wants the puck passed 
to him.’ I then asked a further question of ‘how did you learn that?’ 
and he said ‘I’ve been working with him for two years and I know I 
don’t fully understand what he’s trying to say but I am trying and 
watching what he does after he makes gestures it just takes time and 
I was frustrated when I started working with him at how long it was 
taking me but I’m just trying to be patient and learn’.  
Charlie, Fieldnote: January 5, 2019  

The hockey coach is viewing Charlie as different, but equal to himself in the 

participation process (Bjerke 2011). Understanding the complex relationships between 

children and adults and how it relates to implications for children’s participation is important 

(Mannion 2007), as the process of participation varies from different interactions. The 

hockey coach is taking a role of learning from Charlie, as he attempts to unpack Charlies 

different ways of communicating. This is different for Charlie in other environments as 

shown below.  

Researcher: How do you communicate with Charlie? 
Baseball Coach: I don’t really, we require children with multiple 
disabilities to bring staff with them. 
Researcher: Does Charlie ever communicate with you? 
Baseball Coach: I don’t think he can. 
Charlie, Fieldnote: July 20, 2019 
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Baseball, as a program is 8 weeks long with sessions once a week, whereas hockey is 

a program that is 6 months long with sessions twice a week. Although the baseball coach 

does not take time to learn communication from Charlie, during hockey there is much more 

opportunity and time to learn communication methods. Charlie also explores opportunities of 

how to participate as shown below: 

Charlie has skated up without prompting to be the center of the puck 
drop three times today, and once hit the puck in the direction of one 
of his teammates. After doing this he skated to a teammate and 
bumped his glove to their glove. 
Charlie, Fieldnote: March 11, 2019 

Agency is seen through negotiation of relationships and different opportunities and 

constraints (Leonard 2016). Charlie took an opportunity to act in the hockey game and gained 

perhaps some capital and power (Frankel 2017), amongst his teammates which were cheering 

him along. Charlie does not often engage in the exact structure of a hockey game and is often 

off to the side, however here he is showing that he can act purposely (Valentine 2011).  

Additionally, coaches who spend time with children with disabilities are seen to 

develop relationships with some participants as seen below. 

Chloe: (riding partner’s name) is the favourite so she gets whatever 
she wants, anything she wants to do its kinda annoying because I get 
ignored sometimes. 
Chloe, Fieldnote: December 20, 2018 

A similar example is shown below: 

Aspyn: I know I’m the favourite at horseback riding and I know I get 
like more opportunities because she (coach) always lets me go to 
shows and stuff. It’s awkward sometimes because I feel bad for the 
other riders but I also like it. 
Aspyn, Fieldnote: February 2, 2019 

Children with disabilities have taken note of how much time they are given in 

comparison to others. The role of the adult is important as in Aspyn’s example the coach is 

enabling different forms of action whereas Chloe’s participation is limited (Leonard 2016). 

Adult run organizations have been shown to potentially hinder children’s participation and 
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choice (Baraldi and Cockburn 2018), however, as both examples show adults may enhance 

participation opportunities depending on how the adult views the child. Components of social 

life include structures and constrains to participation (Baraldi and Cockburn 2018), however, 

it is important to note differences in lived experiences. Through the subsection, the 

importance of time spent with children with disabilities has been demonstrated; however, 

there is also a need for a willingness to understand children with disabilities’ perspectives 

which will be explored next. 

5.5.2 Willingness to understand 
 

Coaches and volunteers within the extracurricular environment benefit from a 

willingness to understand children with disabilities, as individuals. The activities observed 

were not always rigidly structured experiences demonstrating a benefit to flexibility in 

session planning. Below is an example of willingness to learn and adapt to a child’s needs:  

This one time we had a child that was having such a hard time 
moving their hands up and down the stick. Our normal equipment 
are gloves but this young lady had two fingers missing so the fingers 
of the gloves are so hard, and they were getting in the way. I mean it 
might not seem too out of the box, but it took me a week to think let 
me just cut those off and sew the glove back together. I’m telling you 
there’s always a way we just gotta keep thinking.  
Fieldnote: January 2, 2019 

 
In this example, the coach observed the participant struggling and identified an 

adaption, the modification of equipment, to allow full participation. Spending time and the 

willingness to seek various opportunities for children to participate led to greater 

participation opportunities. 

The modification and adaptation of an activity for an individual can create 

opportunities for success and make participation easier (Geidne and Jerlinder 2016). In this 

case, a simple adaptation to the equipment meant the child was able to go from unable to 
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perform the activity to a full participant.  In contrast to being willing to explore and learn 

different techniques, some coaches have a different approach:  

I don’t know why Moose rides here, he doesn’t like it and it’s not 
really safe, like I’m not a therapist. 
Fieldnote: April 4, 2019 

In this example, the coach is clearly frustrated with the lack of success Moose is 

experiencing and does not understand why he is still in the program.  

Individual physical activities may be easier to adapt to individual needs than group 

activities (Grandisson et al. 2012).  In contrast to the hockey example, there was no one 

taking ownership for exploration of how to make participation for Moose more enjoyable 

causing the child to derive little from his presence at the activity. 

An important factor to acknowledge is the attitudes towards children with disabilities 

and participants in physical activities (Rimmer et al. 2004). Children with disabilities notice 

that there are differences between coaches’ attitudes towards them as shown in the examples 

below: 

Chloe: I don’t know why she yelled at me last week. I’ve been 
thinking about it all week and I just hope that I don’t get yelled at 
again this week. I am trying. 
Chloe, Fieldnote: November 19, 2018 

Magic to her mother: ‘Hey guess what?’ her mother responds 
’what’ and Magic says ’(coach’s name) said I was really good today 
and I did a good job’ and her mother responds, ’that’s great!’ 
Magic, Fieldnote: May 22, 2019 

In these examples, Chloe appears to dread her lessons, because the coach yells at her.  

In contrast, Magic appears quite excited by the positive feedback she is getting. Children 

perceive the level of positivity in their environment which translates into their willingness to 

participate and benefit. Chloe’s views are not taken into account or explored which leaves a 

lack of dialogue and a constraint on participation (Fitzgerald et al. 2010). There is an impact 
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created by coaches’ actions on the everyday life of children with disabilities (Leonard 2016), 

Magic feeling pride from praise, and Chloe feeling confused about criticism.  

Furthermore, children with disabilities are active in their negotiation of power 

relationships around them (Klocker 2007). Children with disabilities are participating and 

understanding their audience as shown below. 

Well I know if I just ask (Volunteer’s name) she won’t do anything 
only my (coach’s name) can change anything around here.  
Magic, Fieldnote: March 7, 2019 

In this example, Magic is expressing that her coach is the only adult that can make 

decisions regarding her participation. Additionally, Magic knows how to interact with her 

coach for her benefit: 

All you’ve got to do to get them (coaches) to listen I just yell.  
Magic Interview: August 7, 2019 

Magic has learnt a way to get attention and dialogue from her coaches and utilizes 

that tool to her advantage. Magic has negotiated with her coaches through the action of 

yelling, that her coaches respond making her an agent in the interaction (Mayall 2002). 

Although perhaps utilizing agency in a negative way, Magic is actively changing her 

experience by utilizing her abilities and resources (Bjerke 2011). Children with disabilities 

can take action and create opportunities for participation, however, a willingness to 

understand and engage from adults in the environment of extracurricular activities is 

important as well. The following subsection will further discuss power relationships between 

adults and children.   

5.5.3 Power in Relationships 
 

Exploring lived experiences of children in extracurricular activities highlighted 

complex negotiations and the complex process of participation and power (Davis and Smith 

2012). The structures of extracurricular physical activities has been discussed, often coaches 
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are in a hierarchical position of power over children with disabilities participating. However, 

this subsection will look at a few examples where power is negotiated resulting in 

opportunities and constraints for recognized participation.  

Children understand when they are in a position where they lack power (Bacon and 

Frankel 2014), as shown in an example below.  

Spyro: I’m constantly having to follow instructions and I get kinda 
bored. 
Researcher: Do you always follow them? 
Spyro: Not always but sometimes if I’m really bored I’ll tell one of 
the coaches another coach told me I could take a break or do a 
move a different way. 
Researcher: Do they ever figure out your trick. 
Spyro: No, I don’t think they ever really talk because they never find 
out. 
Spyrou, Fieldnote: November 29, 2018 

Spyro realizes that she is in a position that lacks power; however, she understands her 

activity that other coaches have power that she can borrow. She has made an opportunity for 

herself to demonstrate her own power in the social space (Bacon and Frankel 2014). 

Although her views are not being directly heard, she has negotiated a position where she can 

choose what movements she wants to do with little questioning. The example shows 

‘strategic flexibility’ and Spyro moved through multi-layered relationships gaining power 

(Bacon and Frankel 2014).  

To contrast with this example, children with disabilities who assert agency have also 

been seen through a negative view and their behaviours as problematic (Tisdall and Punch 

2012), as shown below.  

During Moose’s horseback riding lesson tonight the coach was not 
overly paying attention to him. She was on her phone and giving 
limited instructions to Moose’s volunteers in order for him to 
participate. After numerous cries from Moose, perhaps attempting to 
signal discomfort he drops his weight to one side and tries to slide 
himself off of the horse. The coach starts to scream at him saying 
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‘you can’t do that’ and very abruptly pushing him up back on the 
horse. She is clearly very upset and states ‘I can’t teach this lesson 
it’s too much if you can’t even sit up’. 
Moose, Fieldnote: November 6, 2018 

Moose has shown the ability to push back against power structures (Frankel 2017).  

The coach has become upset and views Moose’s behaviour as challenging and problematic 

(Tisdall and Punch 2012).  Moose often has limited opportunities for recognized participation 

as his volunteers and coach often do not engage with communication of any degree. In this 

example, Moose’s decision to get off his horse was seen by his environment negatively rather 

than as an attempt to communicate or show agency. The example reaffirms that people with 

disabilities’ views are often not sought (Richards 2018). Additionally, if there was perhaps 

reflection on the example utilizing the social model (Oliver 1996), there could be an 

examination of the environment to question how inclusive it is.  Power can be understood 

through examples of lived experiences in the thesis; however, it was important to show the 

reactions to children with disabilities acting. The following subsection notes an important 

finding in the change of lived experience when a researcher is added into the participation 

environment.  

5.5.4 Researcher power  
 

Researcher power was discussed in the Methodology Chapter; however, a couple 

examples below are important to note for the understanding of opportunities and constraints 

created for the lived experience of participation. Mayall (2008), suggests minimizing the 

hierarchal relationship of child-adult interactions, which the study followed by placing the 

researcher as ‘friend’ and not the ‘boss’. In classrooms, the ‘boss’ is the teacher (Watson 

2017), and in this case the ‘boss’ is the coach. My power relationships with children shifted 

continuously based on how the particular child perceived me and what that meant for them 

(Jones et al. 2018). For some participants, they saw this as an advantage: 
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Coach: Katie: So I know you’re looking at participation, what would 
you like me to do today in the lesson I can do whatever you need me 
to do.  
Researcher: Just continue as normal. 
Marie: Actually, shouldn’t you be asking me? 
Coach: Well, Katie is the researcher, and she’s going to be writing 
about us, so she needs to see some stuff.  
Marie: Did you know participation is about 
children too? 
Coach: But you’re horseback riding and I’m the 
coach. 
Marie: Katie said I get to make any decision I want about my 
research.  
Researcher: And what would you like to do today? 
Marie: Ride backwards. 
Coach: I guess we’ll do that then. 
Marie, Fieldnote: June 14, 2019 

In this example, Marie wants to dictate what the horseback lesson will look like.  The 

coach listens to Marie to the extent that Marie’s wishes are within the framework of a 

horseback riding, the goals of lesson, and safety. 

In this research study, participants were viewed as participants rather than objects of 

research, and one way this was done was building a trusting rapport with the children 

(O’Kane 2008). Although this research study valued the children’s perspectives, there was a 

tension when it came to other adults in the field. Corsaro (1985) suggests that the research 

should let the children in the study shape and define the ethnographer’s role. In this example, 

I allowed Marie to take the lead after she voiced her need to participate further, with the 

information she received from my study. I started at a baseline of explaining to participants 

what participation was to children in this project. Hill (2005), suggests methods that are 

geared to the understanding of children; an explanation was needed directed at children. 

However, as Marie points out in the example, with knowledge came the power to tell her 

coach what she would like to do, because her voice mattered in the context of participation. 

This answers in part research question number one, as shown adults and children can shape 
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their experiences. Marie was advocating for herself; she pushed the boundaries of what 

participation would be allowed within her environment.  

5.5.5 Section Summary  
 

The current section built on the previous sections of motivations and adaptations to 

extracurricular physical activity environments. In the subsection main themes that were 

discussed included time with children, willingness to understand and power. Lived 

experiences were shown to vary between participants and environments which resulted in 

vast differences in participation opportunities and constraints.  

Time spent with children with disabilities was imperative to the participation 

experiences for participants, especially participants who communicated non-verbally as 

different communication styles needed to be explored. Second, a willingness to understand 

and explore participation opportunities for children with disabilities was essential. 

Exploration of opportunities to seek out ways for children to enhance participation 

opportunities are needed. Finally, power within relationships was discussed and how children 

with disabilities can utilize strategic flexibility to negotiate their participation through various 

structures and interactions.  

5.6 Chapter Five Conclusion  
At the beginning of this chapter, the stated aim was to answer research question 

number one:  

Question 1: How do adults and children create opportunities 
and constraints for children’s recognized participation? 

 

The chapter is broken up into the topics of motivation of key personnel, adaptation 

within these environments, participation elements and interactions with children. Various 

themes are raised with some of them being agency, participation opportunities, participation 
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constraints, voice of the child, and the child’s perspective. The chapter derives insights from 

examples of children with disabilities and their lived experiences in extracurricular physical 

activity environments. The voices and experiences of the children are prioritized in the 

research to highlight that children with disabilities are not just subjected to their environment 

but are also able to make changes and express their views through their agency. 

The chapter analysed various participation opportunities and constraints that children 

with disabilities experiences in extracurricular physical activities. This was done by exploring 

elements of participation such as space, audience, influence and voice. Throughout the 

chapter, the process of participation was influenced by structure and how that structure can 

change as seen through the adaptation section. The motivations of key personnel involved 

was important in understanding how interactions played out and were negotiated over the 

course of the chapter. Participation opportunities and constraints were explored throughout 

and were seen as something that was constantly changing over time, negotiation and 

environments. The process of negotiating participation was embedded in the interactions 

children with disabilities had with adults, coaches, volunteer, environments, and structures. 

The following chapter will continue to unpack lived experiences of children with disabilities; 

however, it will focus on the topic of inclusion within the extracurricular physical activity 

environments.  
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Chapter Six: Children with Disabilities 
experiences of living through the 
Process of Inclusion 
 

6.1 Introduction  
 

The previous chapter gave an in-depth look into the lived experiences of children with 

disabilities participating in an extracurricular physical activity environment. Having a good 

fundamental knowledge base of what is happening day to day in extracurricular environments 

is an important starting point, as this chapter will narrow the study’s focus to inclusion. The 

lived experiences of inclusion practices will be examined from the participants’ perspective 

with the aim of this chapter being to move the common thinking around inclusion. Western 

society sees inclusion as worth striving for, as it is universally agreed to be morally ‘right’ 

and ‘good’. The goal of full inclusion for people with disabilities has been disseminated 

through international documents (UN, 2006; WHO, 2001) and national legislation (Canadian 

Disability Policy Alliance, 2009), and it is the aim of organisations involved in the delivery 

of extracurricular physical activity, as shown in this study. Through these documents, 

inclusion is seen as a desired achievement to attain.  Generally, definitions of inclusion in 

literature tend to lack clarity (Nilhom and Göransson 2017). An examination of the various 

definitions of inclusion can be found in Chapter Two of this PhD thesis. To this point, 

literature has called for an exploration of the perspectives of people with disabilities 

regarding their lived experiences of inclusion (Spencer-Cavaliere and Watkinson 2010, 

Susinos 2007). This chapter will address the academic literature gap in respect of the 

perspectives of children with disabilities about inclusion and their lived experiences of 

inclusion through answering the following research question.  
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Question 2: How do children with disabilities navigate (or live 
through) the process of inclusion in extracurricular physical 
activities?  

This chapter will explore the perspectives and understanding of children with 

disabilities whilst they live through everyday experiences of inclusion. Some previous 

research does utilize participatory research methods; however, this chapter will take the 

inclusion agenda further by ensuring inclusion is looked at through the eyes of the 

participants in this study. Throughout this study importance has been placed on children’s co-

participation in all aspects of their lives, and this PhD thesis will ensure children’s 

perspectives are represented by examining the ways in which they see inclusion. The chapter 

will start with data from participants and coaches about their respective understandings of 

inclusion. The chapter will also share some lived experiences of inclusion and explore how 

children with disabilities are shaping inclusion, in practice.  

6.2 External Factors of Inclusion  
The following section of the chapter will begin to unpack external factors that impact 

the lived experience of inclusion in extracurricular physical activities for children with 

disabilities. The section starts with a discussion of organizational factors, followed by 

parental factors and concluding with the perspectives of children with disabilities. 

6.2.1 Organizations’ understanding of inclusion  
 

The participation in extracurricular physical activities that was explored for this thesis 

took place at 11 different organizations. Inclusion was a goal of all the organizations. In 

literature, it is understood that the goal would be to have all children participate and to 

remove exclusionary practices (Barton 2013). One interpretation of inclusion is shown below. 

Coach: Inclusion here is allowing children with disabilities to 
participate.  
Researcher: All children with disabilities? 
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Coach: Most, but they have to go through a process with a physio 
(therapist) and some kids can’t if they’ve had a seizure or they have 
other issues.  
Fieldnote: October 12, 2018 

In the example, the coach is insisting inclusion is happening at their organization 

simply by having children with disabilities present. This is similar to the implementation of 

‘inclusion’ in mainstream schools where the attendance of children with disabilities was how 

inclusion was going to be reached (Krischler et al. 2019). However, there is still a medical 

understanding of disability and children with disabilities who fall outside of the accepted 

criteria are excluded. Although the space is meant for people with disabilities, there is still 

medical understandings and exclusionary based practices occurring. Inclusion in this example 

is also at a facility with only children with disabilities participating rather than amongst 

children without a disability which would be understood as segregated in literature (De Beco 

2016). The contradiction of inclusion understandings between practice and literature was 

common in all segregated activities a similar definition from fieldwork can be seen below.  

Coach: It is inclusive here because we welcome all children with 
disabilities to come out and try skiing, we try to make it work for 
everyone.   
Fieldnote: January 7, 2019 

Skiing is a separate activity from children without disabilities which continues to 

show a contradiction to the definition in literature, as it would not be inclusive for all 

children. However, the example shows some aspects of inclusion in that the coach is striving 

to welcome children (Price and D’Eloia 2018), and is committed to finding ways for children 

to be involved and try their best (Miller and Katz 2002).  

Inclusion understanding in a segregated activity was noted to be different than 

explanations from activities that had all children participating as shown below. 

Coach: We’re inclusive because I think we try not to see disability 
and try to help everyone progress through the levels. 
Researcher: Do you think all children could participate here? 
Coach: Yes and no, I think you’d need to have some level of physical 
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ability, because we are standing up and moving around and you 
need to be able to follow directions. 
Fieldnote: February 20, 2019 

The example is showing that inclusion or integration is happening as children with 

and without disabilities are participating in the same environment (De Beco 2016). The coach 

is also attempting to have people with disabilities incorporated into the activity with a 

positive approach to being able to adapt for all children. However, there is also a limit on the 

inclusion, as there are requirements for physical ability and being able to follow directions.   

During the fieldwork, it was apparent motivation in the organization for labelling the 

activity, inclusive, shown in the example below.  

Coach: We need to show to (funding name) that we’re inclusive so 
we can continue to receive funding. 
Researcher: How do you show that? 
Coach: We say how many kids we have with each disability and then 
that’s kind of it, I guess.  
Researcher: Do they ask for anything else? 
Coach: No, they must trust us, I guess. I mean they can come and 
see but we’re an organization for people with disabilities so there’s 
no reason for us not to have the numbers.  
Fieldnote: October 7, 2018 

A factor in ensuring that organizations are inclusive towards people with disabilities 

is a motivation for funding opportunities. The funder, in this example, asks for numbers in 

categories of impairment for people with disabilities reaffirming a medical model standpoint, 

rather than being interested in the lived realities of the program. However, a lack of funding 

is important as a barrier for people with disabilities causing lack of access to physical 

activities (Bedini and Thomas 2012). It is interesting to note that although organizations 

receive funding, it does not always directly impact the participation of children with 

disabilities. In this study, 8 children participated with this organization and 4 of those 

participants had problems with cost, an example shown below. 

We really struggle with how much horseback riding costs, it’s a lot 
for half an hour. We’ve thought about taking him out, but the 
waitlist is so long to get back in if we change our mind. 
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Mother of Charlie, Fieldnote: March 11, 2019   

The cost is a known barrier for physical activities for people with disabilities in 

Canada (Heritage Canada, 2006), and although motivations for funders is perhaps further 

inclusion, the benefits may not reach to lowering cost of activities.   

However, it is important to note that there are contrasting motivations, such as:  

Coach: We’re inclusive because it’s the way of life, everyone is 
different, and we all deserve a chance to play hockey.  
Fieldnote: November 20, 2018 

Inclusion is perhaps seen as the morally right thing to do in another organization. 

Here, the coach is appreciating the child first rather than focusing on their difference (Elvidge 

2013). Hockey is also a ‘segregated’ activity, as it is for people with disabilities only (De 

Beco 2016). Segregated settings for sport are common for people with disabilities (Goodwin 

and Peers 2012). The example has some aspects of inclusion, as they embrace difference, 

adapt to various needs, and recognize the human first (De Beco 2016).   

In summary, there are external factors which impact the lived experience of children 

with disabilities participating in extracurricular physical activities. The organizations’ 

understanding and motivations to be inclusive impact the participation, as what organizations 

strive for translates into practices and understanding of what children with disabilities should 

be experiencing. The standpoint organizations start from relate to how they interact with 

children with disabilities and the service they will provide. The following subsection will 

explore how these understandings are implemented in practice, specifically who is the target 

of inclusion.  

6.2.2 Targeting Children for Inclusion 
 

Inclusion was identified for children with disabilities, often by the organization 

themselves. It was observed that some participants needed extra attention to be included for 

various reasons, such as: limited or no communication, needing extra help to follow 
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instructions, or help staying in the group setting, thereby aligning with the medical model of 

disability in identifying an impairment and the desire to treat the impairment to adapt to 

society (Oliver 1996). Targeting specific children with disabilities for inclusion can be seen 

in the examples below: 

Coach: Mickey won’t be able to interact with any other kids, may be 
just wave which we need to facilitate.  
Fieldnote: October 20, 2018 
 
Coach: He just doesn’t follow any directions so just constantly 
remind him about what I’m saying. 
Coach to Volunteer of Ben, Fieldnote: September 22, 2018 
 
Coach: Can you please make sure Charlie doesn’t run away, just 
stay with him the whole time.  
Fieldnote: July 14, 2019 

Coaches have identified children with disabilities that they believe need extra help in 

extracurricular physical activities. The desired ‘inclusion’ level in the examples is for 

children with disabilities to ‘fit in’ and adapt to the plan of the activity, as they promote 

homogeneity (Valeo and Bunch 2004). Coaches may believe that they are adapting to meet 

the needs of the children with disabilities (Loreman et al. 2005), as they are providing 

support, but there is no real choice, as children are expected to do exactly what they are told.  

The approach of having an adult volunteer with a child with a disability for the 

duration of the activity was a common solution utilized to keep the participant physically 

included, as follows:  

I’ve known Charlie for 9 months now and he does like to wander 
in other extracurricular physical activities. He is required to have 
one-on-one support at baseball, this support is an adult worker. 
Initially the other children would ask the support worker ‘who are 
you’ and ‘what are you doing here’, after the first couple of weeks 
the questions seemed to be answered and not asked again. As he 
has this one-on-one support, he is constantly watched. Every time 
he moves it seems he is corrected into sitting, or standing, or 
watching, or throwing. He is told when he can interact with other 
children and when he cannot. Today his worker went over to the 
bench without Charlie to get a sip of water. A couple of other 
children seemingly took over for the one-on-one worker and were 
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asking him to throw the ball back and forth with them. When he 
got distracted, they said ‘hey Charlie over here, throw it here’. 
Charlie, Fieldnote: July 12, 2019 

In this example, the children saw which supports Charlie needed to participate, and 

they included him when his worker took a step back. Children here were keen to include 

Charlie, and although that does not seem to be his experience in horseback riding, hockey, 

skiing, or in baseball, he is having positive interactions with others. Children are active 

agents (examples, Frankel 2018, Hanson et al. 2016, James and James 2012, Sorin and 

Galloway 2006, Tisdall et al. 2009a), and shown through this example when faced with an 

opportunity to include, children did without the support of coaches. Although the views in 

this study from participants are that coaches are responsible for inclusion practices, this 

example shows that children’s capabilities also foster inclusion.  

To contrast Charlie’s experience, there are potential disadvantages to singling a 

participant out with a label of disability. Some examples are seen below:  

Teammates talking about Spyro: We have to include Spyro 
remember, a child responds I actually like Spyro so I’m going to 
go over there with her. 
Spyrou, Fieldnote: March 3, 2019  
 
Teammates talking about Charlie: I don’t think he’ll understand 
anyways he’s dumb remember, a child responds, He’s not dumb, 
he just doesn’t like you.  
Charlie, Fieldnote: April 12, 2019 (Teammate talking about 
Charlie to a coach) 
 
Magic talking to coach: I don’t have anything wrong with me, so 
I don’t understand why you tell everyone that the coach 
responds, you do, and they need to know when you need extra 
help.  
Magic, Fieldnote: November 19, 2018  

A problem with using labels for children with disabilities is that it may place them in 

a separate group, which is maybe seen as different than what should be ‘normal’ (Sayers 

2018). Additionally, the labelling will aid with ‘othering’ which simply means an individual 

that is ‘not one of us’ in a group (Wendell 1996). The last example shows a medical model 
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approach with the need to classify and identify impairment (Benson 2014).  However, it is 

important to note that this is not always the case. In the first two examples, children with 

disabilities experience acceptance (Ayling 2018), by the responding teammates. In literature, 

it has also been noted that children with disabilities are less likely to have friends and more 

likely to experience rejection (Crothers et al. 2007). Children with disabilities did in these 

examples experience a form of ‘othering’; however, they also in two examples experienced 

an ally.  

Inclusion is not only about acceptance, but it is important to look at how individuals 

are in control and how they experience their involvement (Cobigo and Martin 2011, 

Cummins and Lau 2003). Although there were negative comments made to some of the 

participants, other children stepped in to defend the participants or the participant themselves 

used it as a learning opportunity. In these examples, they did not need to be facilitated as to 

what to do, they are facilitating the experience themselves. Assuming that children need adult 

facilitators, lessons on how to be inclusive and seeing children as co-participants in the 

environment are needed, and there needs to be questions about how we know inclusion is 

happening.  

6.2.3 Inclusion as a tick box exercise  
 

Following the previous subsection, it is important to understand how inclusion is 

happening, and this subsection will look at answering that from the perspectives of coaches. 

Various informal conversations and observations were made surrounding what was believed 

to be inclusion in extracurricular physical activity environments. Although some definitions 

of inclusion may be vague, the people involved in this study often had very set ideas as to 

what inclusion looked like in their environment. The following discussions happened during 

fieldwork demonstrating one coach’s view of inclusion:  

Researcher: How is inclusion possible here? 
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Coach: It’s just the environment it just works. Horses bring it out 
in people.  
Researcher: How do you know that inclusion is taking place? 
Coach: Look around, everyone gets involved and really is helping 
out the disadvantaged children.  
Researcher: Helping children do what? 
Coach: Ride horses.  
Researcher: And that is automatically inclusion? 
Coach: Yes, they can’t do it anywhere else. 
Researcher: Is there nowhere else in the area? So, then horseback 
riding is inclusion? 
Coach: Well, we’re the only certified place in the area and yes, 
they get to ride a horse, so they’re included.  
Mickey’s horseback riding coach, Fieldnote: October 12, 2018 

Literature surrounding inclusion suggests it is perhaps symbolic when people with 

disabilities are just present in an environment, as this is not necessarily inclusion (Hodkinson 

2011). There were a few coaches in this study who had this view that children with 

disabilities being present in an environment was inclusion; the children were present in an 

environment that they otherwise would not be but for the program. Before the inclusion 

movement , integration of people with disabilities was the goal where people with disabilities 

were involved with little adaptations made (Weber and Bennett 2004). Additionally, the use 

of language surrounding children with disabilities as disadvantaged is perhaps a result of 

inadequate training (Rheams and Bain 2005). Inclusion is often a sought-after goal; however, 

it can be found to actually be misinterpreted integration (Jahnukainen 2015, Rosenqvist 

2005). Integration is often seen as restricted to the intermixing of people or groups previously 

segregated.  In the example, the environment is that of a segregated activity where only 

children with disabilities participate; it really is not inclusion or integration with others.  

It is important to note that upon reflection on some of the questions posed to the 

coach, my bias and different viewpoint that I do not view children with disabilities as 

disadvantaged may have been apparent. Additionally, my understanding of inclusion was 

evident being that meaningful inclusive opportunities which go beyond just having access to 
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an activity of space (Tardif-Willams et al. 2009).  Therefore, there was a potential for missed 

data on how and why the differing beliefs came to be.  

I reframed my inclusion question for other coaches who had previously said in their 

coaching environment inclusion exists, as I wanted to know more about specifics. Below is 

an exchange from another coach to solicit views on inclusion:  

Researcher: How do you know inclusion is happening here? 
Coach: We facilitate it. 
Researcher: How do you do that? 
Coach: Well, some kids have special equipment so they can 
participate here. 
Researcher: Is there anything else? 
Coach: Um yeah, like if no one is talking to someone I’ll go over 
and talk to them.  
Charlie’s skiing coach, Fieldnote: February 12, 2019 

Although this is a similar example to the one above, this is a coach providing 

equipment adaptations for Charlie in order for him to be able to participate in skiing.  

Inclusion can mean “being allowed or enabled to take part” (Davis and Hill 2006, p.1). 

Additionally, there is a debate in literature surrounding the notion of inclusion and what 

should constitute integration instead (Fitzgerald and Long 2017). In practice, inclusion has 

been criticised for having a standard, one size fits all view (Gordon 2006), and just providing 

equipment may not be enough to cause a change. Although one has access to physical space 

and physical adaptations that does not equate to being accepted, belonging, or having a sense 

of community (Tardif-Willams et al. 2009).  However, in these examples, the children are 

being allowed and enabled by the adults in the environments, and this chapter will look 

further into what else is going on, such as the negotiation of participation in relation to 

inclusion and the process of inclusion.  

Within the environments observed as part of this study, there was no specific training 

provided for children to learn how to include other children. However, coaches when 
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undertaking the actual activity may have added cues with the goal of helping children to 

include other children, as seen through the observational fieldnotes below:  

Today is currently session 11 that I am doing fieldwork with 
Chloe. 
At the end of the horseback riding lesson, the coach seems to 
always ask the participants to ‘tell (other riders name) 3 great 
things Chloe did today’  
(The other rider) will respond super-fast that I can barely make 
out what she is saying. 
I’ve asked the coach why she asks this specific question and she 
said ‘her mother wants her working on building relationships with 
other children so that’s how I’ve decided to cue her to interact 
with (the other rider). 
I asked her if this was going well, and she’s said yes.  
I’ve also asked Chloe about this question and she said, ‘I never 
know what to say I just make it up’. I’ve looked through my notes 
and can only see ‘say hi’ cues for greetings between the two 
children.   
Chloe, Fieldnote: January 28, 2019 

Inclusion at a surface level may seem to be occurring, as the children interact at some 

point during their time at the activity. However, it does not appear to be a meaningful 

inclusive opportunity, as the questions are tokenistic. Here it shows that inclusion is a very 

subjective experience and cannot be simply measured by being ‘in’ the activity (Spencer-

Cavaliere and Watkinson 2010). The child in this example, Chloe, is having a difficult time 

answering the same question each week, and there seems to be no acknowledgement that 

repetition of the same question or approach is not working or evidence of changing the 

routine. Although inclusion was in part attempting to be accomplished with this step, this 

shows inclusion is not as simple as a formulated method. Furthermore, there is an assumption 

from the coach that this will ensure building relationships, instead of involving Chloe in the 

process, or giving space for her to assert her own friendship building skills. The one-size fits 

all approach to inclusion and standard practices have been shown to fail in the education 

settings (Warnock 2006); the coach in this example is utilizing power over Chloe whilst 

assuming she knows best. There is a need to broaden inclusion strategies (Slee 2008), which 
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thinking outside the box and trying something different does not seem to be happening 

through this example. If inclusion means ‘being allowed or enabled to take part’ (Davis and 

Hill 2006, p.1), one may perhaps see the adaptations taken by coaches being enough for 

inclusion. As when children show up to their activity, they are seen to be included 

automatically. However, there are more interactions taking place besides an adult to child 

power imbalance surrounding the ideas that coaches are the only ones facilitating inclusion. 

As such, my findings confirm previous research that just being physically present does not 

result in positive inclusive experiences (Holt 2003, Milner and Kelly 2009). The following 

subsection will continue with external factors of inclusion and explore parental perspectives.  

6.2.4 Parents’ of children with disabilities understanding of 
inclusion   
 

Inclusion is a contested topic, and its theory has been extensively discussed and 

researched including research of its application in various venues such as: the workplace, 

schools, and playgrounds. ‘Social inclusion’ amongst their peers for children with disabilities 

is a subjective multifaceted term (Croucher and Le Boutilier 2010) which is often described 

as the opposite of ‘social exclusion’ (Koller et al. 2018). Social exclusion refers to a 

marginalization or stigmatization of a group; in this study children with disabilities who 

achieve meaningful involvement perhaps need to overcome economic, social and political 

barriers (Hill et al. 2004). Social inclusion suggests that one is a valued and contributing 

member of a community (Mâsse et al. 2012, Murray and Greenberg 2006). Throughout the 

study, parents did not shy away from discussing inclusion and their concerns or worries about 

inclusion, as shown below:  

I just hope that he can make a friend, I know it’s difficult because his 
behaviours do scare some children because they’re so sporadic.  
Mother of Charlie, Fieldnote: October 10, 2018 
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He acts a bit young for his age so they put him with really young 
kids sometimes, but I do wish they would let him interact with 
children closer to his age.  
Mother of Mickey, Fieldnote: January 18, 2019 

Parents, being close to their children’s lived experiences, have views but do not 

always see an avenue to advocacy.  For example, Mickey’s mother has asked the 

organization for him to be partnered with someone close to his age; however, she was often 

ignored. The program manger complained about the requests and stated, “I don’t understand 

why she cares so much, he doesn’t engage anyways” (Fieldnote: February 7, 2019). The 

program manager is assuming, because Mickey is non-verbal that he does not have the 

capacity to communicate. At the time, Mickey’s partner was 5 leaving a ten-year age gap. 

Although not all children follow the same age-based development path (James 2005), 

children that use augmentative and alternative systems to communicate experience social 

isolation and additional struggles to keep up with their age based peers (Clarke et al. 2011). 

Mickey is potentially being further excluded on the basis of his difference (Moosa-Mitha 

2005), as negative assumptions are being made about him without involving him.  

Previous research into parents’ perspectives of social inclusion has suggested that 

parents express concerns about how their child’s behaviours may affect inclusion (Recchia 

and Lee 2004).  Children with disabilities are at an increased risk of being bullied or isolated 

in comparison to typically developing peers (Cummins and Lau 2003, Guralnick et al. 2007, 

Koster et al. 2010). Parents indicated that there are obstacles to social inclusion encountered 

from within the child and from the environment which shows a biopsychosocial model 

(Shakespeare 2006a, Thomas 2004).  Parents in the study expressed concerns about a loss of 

control over the process:  

We don’t really have a say too much, if we want Chloe to participate 
in horseback riding, we have to follow their rules. We can ask for 
more support for her but we’re at the mercy really of the coach.  
Father of Chloe, Fieldnote: November 22, 2018 
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I think the coaches try and get Ben involved. It is difficult but we’ve 
been told to sit outside the arena and not watch so the coach is just 
responsible when he’s in there.  
Mother of Ben, Fieldnote: March 7, 2019 

The parents are expressing concerns that they are being excluded from the activity, 

and in the second statement, the parent has started to assign responsibility for the inclusion 

experience.  Findings show that parents of children with disabilities believe service providers, 

or coaches in the example, are ultimately responsible for facilitating inclusion (Schleien et al. 

2014). When parents have tried to get involved, it has been met with resistance, as shown in 

the second example where Ben’s parent was asked to watch from another room.  

The children in this study expressed similar views as to their parents about control in 

the extracurricular environment, such as: 

Yeah, I have to say hi to (child’s name) because (coach’s name) tells me 
I have to talk to him.  
Chloe, Fieldnote: December 11, 2018 

 
If I ever feel left out, I think (coaches name) wants me to go to her, but I 
won’t.  
Magic, Fieldnote: April 21, 2019 

If someone doesn’t want to include me, it’s almost worse if it’s like 
forced by (coaches name) and it doesn’t work they’ll just do what they 
want again anyways.  
Aspyn, Fieldnote: June 6, 2019 

In these examples, children have a similar understanding to their parents that coaches 

are the ones in charge of facilitating inclusion, although they may not agree with their 

methods and there are signs of resentment. Here it can be seen that inclusion can be viewed 

and understood differently depending on the viewpoint (Roulstone 2000). When coaches 

offer solutions, such as being ‘forced’ to include in Aspyn’s example, it is attempting to solve 

a ‘problem’ which may lead to further segregation. In Magic’s example it shows that 

although coaches may offer a solution, it may be met with resistance.  
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These experiences contradict research conducted in classrooms that found children 

with disabilities noted the educators had a vital role in facilitating and ensuring quality social 

inclusion (McPherson and Lindsay 2012). Children in this study felt that sometimes coaches 

make the inclusion process more difficult or worse.  

Overall, in this study, parents seemed to be grateful that their child has an opportunity 

to participate, although at the start of the study parents were reporting environmental barriers, 

trouble with access to services, and negative community attitudes (Ault et al. 2013, Leyser 

and Kirk 2004, Schleien et al. 2014). When there is a negative experience, parents feel that 

having their child involved in an activity is better than not and can get stuck when advocating 

for change. Parents and children had similar views on whom the responsibility of inclusion 

falls on which is the coach in these environments. The following subsection will look further 

into the views of children with disabilities in relation to their understandings of inclusion.  

6.2.5 Children with disabilities understanding of inclusion    
 

The understanding of inclusion from participant’s view is important. The universally 

‘good’ term of inclusion needs to be explored by those who are identified as the excluded 

(Cook and Swain 2001, Holt 2003, Slee and Graham 2008); the organizations in this study 

are catering to a potentially excluded group, children with disabilities. The question was 

asked to some children in this study: ‘what does inclusion mean at (their activity)?’. Some 

responses were:  

Magic: Does that mean do I feel included? 
Researcher: Sure, do you feel included? 
Magic: I guess so.  
Researcher: Who helps you to feel included? 
Magic: Well, I’m friends with my volunteer we get to talk a lot. 
Researcher: Are you friends with anyone else? 
Magic: Not really. 
Researcher: What about other children? 
Magic: We’re not really allowed to talk; I think that I might distract 
her. 
Researcher: Why do you think that? 
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Magic: Well (coach’s name) doesn’t let me talk to (another rider) 
because she needs to focus. 
Researcher: Can you talk to her other times?  
Magic: No not really because I don’t know when I’m allowed.  
Magic, Fieldnote: April 26, 2019) 

Throughout this study, Magic does have a relationship with the other rider, and they 

do start to interact. In my fieldnotes, I had an assumption that children’s inclusion was with 

their peers, perhaps it is important to note that sometimes children can also feel included with 

adults in their environment. However, the process of inclusion for this child, although 

wanting to build a relationship with the other child involved, has been challenging as the 

gatekeeper, the coach, is stopping the interaction. These interactions are important for the 

development of social capital which may lead to meaningful relationships (Weisel and Bigby 

2014). The same question (what does inclusion mean in your activity?) was probed further: 

Spryo: I think when we’re all getting along. 
Researcher: Getting along with all the other children? 
Spryo: Yeah and no one is left out.  
Researcher: How would someone be left out.  
Spryo: Umm if someone was being mean to them.  
Spryo, Fieldnote: March 7, 2019 

 The base level understanding participants had of inclusion is ensuring that no one was 

left out, and the majority were aware, if another child was not participating in the same way.  

Development of future practices and policies of inclusion need to be informed by people with 

disabilities (Spencer-Cavaliere and Watkinson 2010, Susinos 2007). Throughout all of these 

conversations with children, coaches were for the most part uninterested in how children 

were feeling about inclusion. In this example, the environments are set up for adults to be in 

charge and we get a sense of what inclusion means from the child’s perspective. 

Implementation of inclusion has also been discussed in this section, children with 

disabilities have views on the implementations, as shown below.  

Aspyn: I don’t think my coaches really think about inclusion, they 
put us together and I know they make adaptations for my hearing 
but that’s it.  
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Researcher: What else do you think they could do? 
Aspyn: I think they can talk to us about it because like sometimes I 
get it, I just want to do my own thing and not really talk to other 
kids, but I also don’t think it’s fair that because I can talk. 
Researcher: What’s not fair? 
Aspyn: Well, I can choose if I talk to other kids and like I guess I’m 
thinking of one kid doesn’t speak and my coach always thinks she’s 
bothering us by being around us so tells her to stop but that’s not 
inclusion. Sometimes I do like doing my own things, but I also think 
like she can be with us too.  
Aspyn, Fieldnote: March 7, 2019 

Aspyn notices a privilege to verbal communication (Boggis 2018b, Richards and 

Clark 2018), specifically in her ability to choose how she participates with other children, 

where other children do not get to make the same choices. Here there is an example that some 

children’s voices are not even being acknowledged (Warming 2011). The coach reinforces 

the exclusion by assuming that a non-verbal child is perhaps ‘bothering’ a verbal child 

without asking the children themselves. Although children who communicate non-verbally 

are ‘included’ and present in extracurricular physical activities, they are also perhaps being 

excluded within the environment, another child has a similar view, as shown below.  

Marie: Yeah, I mean if they can’t speak it’s harder for the coaches 
to include them. I always try to just be with them and understand 
what they’re going through. 
Researcher: How do you think the coaches try to include them? 
Marie: (laughs) I don’t really think they try, but maybe they just like 
don’t know. 
Researcher: How does that make you feel? 
Marie: I think sad because we’re all kids and like if I was born a 
different way I’d be treated differently, I already am and it just 
makes me feel bad because they’re treated like different.  
Marie, Fieldnote: August 8, 2019 

Impairment can be viewed as socially constructed, as a determination of a difference 

(French and Swain 2001). Here, Marie identifies that there are multiple layers to 

discrimination (Degener 2016), as she identifies having a disability and she is treated 

differently and acknowledges that non-verbal children are treated differently, as well. The 

human rights model of disability strives for people with disabilities to be active and equal in 
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participation in strategies for the development of programs (Degener 2016). The example 

shows a lack of understanding by the coaches in the discrepancies of non-verbal 

communication, and including the various voices may result in greater levels of inclusion. 

‘Disability’ in this example becomes disability through the relationship with the coach and 

other children (Campbell 1999), the ableist practices have preferred ‘normal’ verbal 

communication.  

The subsection starts the understanding of inclusion and inclusion implementation for 

children with disabilities.  There is a gap in practice of the implementation of inclusion for 

children with disabilities who communicate verbally and non-verbally. Children with 

disabilities have a desire to include other children; however, sometimes the implementation 

of inclusion does not always allow for children to communicate their perspectives.  

6.2.6 Section Summary  
 

The start of the section began to answer research question number two by identifying 

external factors to inclusion. External factors of inclusion were discussed in the subsections 

exploring organization views, inclusion implementations, parental views, and participants 

perspectives. Inclusion was seen as a goal to be worked towards from all perspectives; 

however, from the parent and child perspectives, it was determined that inclusion is perhaps 

not being achieved. A key theme that has been identified is a gap between experiences of 

children with disabilities who communicate verbally and those who communicate non-

verbally. Additionally, perspectives on inclusion were not often sought after by organizations 

and coaches, as they exercised their power in making inclusion decisions.  

Inclusion in extracurricular physical activities has been seen as a tick box exercise.  

Coaches believe that they are implementing inclusion and are the ones to determine who 

needs adaptations for inclusion to occur. This is challenged by children with disabilities 

views, as they view coaches as a gatekeeper for them blocking them from negotiating 
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relationships with other children. Children with disabilities believe that there are changes 

coaches can make to be further inclusive of children, specifically non-verbal children.  

The section noted some tensions between literature and practice, specifically in the 

various understandings of what inclusion is. This is an important theme, as the thesis allows 

for an in-depth look into the lived experience of inclusion and how the understandings of 

inclusion are processed and negotiated which will be discussed further in section 6.4. The 

next section will have a focus on the process of inclusion, building on this section looking at 

how we know inclusion is happening, and various boundaries children with disabilities face. 

6.3 The process of Inclusion  
The following section will explore the process of inclusion starting with how coaches 

implement inclusion and how children with disabilities view the implementation. 

Additionally, it will explore how we know inclusion is happening and inclusion boundaries.  

6.3.1 Coaches facilitating inclusion  
 

The following subsection will expand on the previous section exploring further in-

depth the implementation of inclusion and the tensions and reactions it may create. In the 

literature, there are some examples of pairing children up, so they can be included in 

activities, sometimes by giving support to a child with a disability. Children supporting 

children is perhaps seen as a more ideal situation, as when adults are paired with children 

with disabilities, the child can be further excluded by children. An example of one of the 

participants receiving this buddy support is Chloe, as her horseback riding partner (another 

child with a disability) is often asked to help her out on various tasks:  

Coach: Hey (other rider name) can you help Chloe brush her horse 
she just isn’t as experienced as you. 
Other rider: Yeah. 
Chloe and I overhear this as we are 2 meters away from this 
interaction.  
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The other rider now stands and observes Chloe brushing her horse, 
sometimes correcting her on the technique.  
 
Other rider: No, you’re doing that wrong you have to use that in 
circles like this I’ll show you. 
Chloe: Oh, ok.  
 
When we were in a different room, I asked Chloe 
 
Researcher: Did you have fun with the (other rider)? 
Chloe: Yeah, she knows more than me. 
Researcher: You’ll learn too. 
Chloe: Yeah, one day I just don’t like having to be watched by her, I 
want her to think I’m good too.  
Researcher: Why do you think she would think you weren’t? 
Chloe: Well, you heard (coach’s name) she told her I wasn’t as 
good, and I need her help. I think it’s just because of my legs I 
always get helped.  
Researcher: How does getting help make you feel? 
Chloe: I don’t mind when I need it but when coaches tell other kids 
to help me, I don’t think they know when I don’t need it. I’d rather 
just be normal. 
Researcher: What do you mean normal? 
Chloe: Just not needing to be singled out to other kids.  
Chloe, Fieldnote: January 9, 2019 

In this example, Chloe appreciates the help of her partner but feels singled out when 

the coach directs her partner, almost as an extension of the coach needing to assist. People 

with disabilities often face hurdles to meaningful inclusion and participation such as in this 

example a social barrier (Hill et al. 2004). Social inclusion views individuals as valued 

members of the community (Mâsse et al. 2012, Murray and Greenberg 2006), where there is 

respect of voice. Negative attitudes towards children with disabilities resulting in social 

exclusion is often found in literature (examples, Hamilton 2005, Houghton and Taylor 2008, 

Humphrey and Symes 2010, Krull et al. 2014, McPherson and Lindsay 2012, Pijl and Frostad 

2010, Rotheram-Fuller et al. 2010). In this example, Chloe’s partner is supposed to be a peer 

which makes Chloe feel belittled in comparison by needing help and having the rest of the 

group know that she needs help. In physical activities, feelings of inclusion have resulted 

from participation, access, and achievement (Slee 2006).   
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In the next example, Spryo is partnered up (asked to assist) with a less experience 

participant, something that she was not anticipating before the session.  

Spryo has been partnered up with a new participant at martial arts 
tonight. The coach asked her to get the other participant up to 
speed. Throughout Spryo’s experience tonight, there were a lot of 
comments from the coach that said, ‘stop talking’ or ‘pay attention’ 
or ‘did you hear the instructions’. During a water break, I asked her  

 
Researcher: Are you having fun? 
Spryo: Not really. 
Researcher: Oh, what’s wrong?  
Spryo: I keep getting into trouble. 
Researcher: Why? 
Spryo: Well (coach’s name) asked me to help out the new girl and I 
am but I really want to practise my own routine for grading, but I 
know that she needs help so I am, but I have a hard time listening to 
instructions on the best of days. I’m really bad at night and I can’t 
do all these things at once.  
Researcher: What do you think would help? 
Spryo: Maybe I should’ve said no to helping the new girl, I really 
want to focus on my own stuff.  
Researcher: You could be helping her feel included.  
Spryo: Yeah, and I like talking to people before and after class but I 
want to be included because people think I’m really good and I need 
to get my yellow belt, but I can’t do that with distractions. 
Researcher: So the most important thing for you to be included is 
getting to the next level? 
Spryo: Yeah I like chatting but here I just want to be good at 
something and I’m really trying.  
Spryo, Fieldnote: March 11, 2019 

Spryo, in this example, wants to work on getting good at a skill, part of her identity 

that she is good at and succeeds at martial art, but she is asked to help someone new which 

takes away from Spryo’s goal causing some frustration. In this example, Spryo wants to ‘be 

recognized’ and ‘become known’ for her skills at martial arts which develops social capital 

perhaps leading to more meaningful relationships (Weisel and Bigby 2014). There is a 

tension surrounding the experience, as Spryo wants to advance her own experience but is also 

supporting someone else. Spryo does not want to exclude the new participant; however, her 

choice would be to focus on herself.  The example shows how an ‘identity’ is being placed on 

Spryo to be a helper with little flexibility, rather than making purposeful choices on how she 
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would like to interact in her own lifeworld. Additionally, there is a tension because Spryo 

does not want to convey an identity surrounding disability. Making the choice to not 

participate in inclusive practices does not equal exclusion (Jeanes et al. 2014). Being able to 

make independent choices on how and where to participate is important (Misener 2014), 

whereas in this example, she is being subjected to a form of control where she feels there is 

little to no choice to change her experience.  

Coaches, as seen in section 6.2, have taken responsibility for ensuring that inclusion 

of children with disabilities in extracurricular physical activities is happening. The next 

example shows coaches upholding their promise of inclusion.  

In hockey today one of the coaches asked a teammate of Charlies to help 
encourage him to stay with his team as Charlie likes to skate on his own 
normally laps of the rink. The teammate kept trying to redirect Charlie by 
saying things such as “Charlie over here”, “Charlie, Charlie”, “Charlie 
come over here”, “Charlie we’re all over here”. Sometimes Charlie 
would smile in the direction of his teammate but was giggling more whilst 
skating around. Another teammate heard all of this encouragement and 
said, “it’s useless stop trying”. Charlie stopped smiling for approximately 
10 seconds after hearing this. A coach then jumped in and said to the 
other teammate, “oh it’s ok Charlie can just keep skating around.”  
 
I asked a Charlie’s mom and Charlie’s coach about this after the practice. 

  
Coach: I don’t mind that Charlie skates around, he seems to be 
having fun and sometimes there’s just too many kids that need one-
on-one coaching that there isn’t enough time.  
Researcher: What about other children’s views of Charlie.  
Coach: Well, they can get frustrated because he’s just skating, but I 
don’t think Charlie minds.  

 
Mother of Charlie: I do wish that he would interact more with his 
teammates, I know he isn’t like the other children, but he does get 
really excited to come and he does need social interactions too.  
Charlie, Fieldnote: January 30, 2019 

Inclusion within an activity can often further benefit those who are already included 

more than those who are in need of inclusion (Allman 2013). The example shows Charlie’s 

teammates bonding by critiquing Charlie’s way of participating.  For Charlie’s teammate, 

there was social restraint to continue to interact with Charlie. Negative attitudes where 
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children with disabilities experience social exclusion is well researched (examples, 

Humphrey and Symes 2010, Krull et al. 2014, McPherson and Lindsay 2012, Pijl and Frostad 

2010). Additionally, this is another example of the situation often found in research where 

children with multiple impairments generally experience more difficulties being included 

(McCoy and Banks 2012). It is important to note that the choice of not participating does not 

equal exclusion (Jeanes et al. 2014), and Charlie seems to be making the decision to 

participate in a different way where he appears to be happy while skating around the arena by 

himself. He can take part, as he often does at least one faceoff when directed each game. This 

is perhaps a choice that he is making to participate in his own way. 

This section hopes to give insight into how inclusion is being played out by coaches 

in extracurricular physical activity environments. The following sections will give further 

examples on how children navigate their experiences of inclusion. 

6.3.2 Participant views on the implementation of the coaches’ 
inclusion practices  
 

A look at what children have said about what they believe adults think about inclusion 

may provide some insights. It is interesting to know what children gathered from adults in 

these settings about views on inclusion. I asked participants questions similar to ‘what do you 

think inclusion means to your (coach’s name)?’ or ‘what have you learnt about inclusion 

from (coach’s name)?’ Some of the responses are:  

Magic: They just like to talk. Not about anything though, it’s the same 
questions all the time. Like at skiing I have to talk to Olivia and 
(coach’s name) always tells me to ask her about school blah blah blah 
(whilst rolling her eyes).  
Researcher: Is that inclusion?  
Magic: No of course not Katie, you should know that, how is that 
inclusion if I ask the something’s all the time being watched like maybe 
she hates school, but she can’t tell me because (coach’s name) will tell 
her to respond differently. I can’t be myself or I get in trouble, can’t ask 
the wrong question. 
Researcher: Do you feel the same way at horseback riding or 
swimming? 
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Magic: Yeah well, I’m never really allowed to talk at swimming, but you 
know what happens at horseback riding. 
Researcher: I think I do but maybe you see it differently from me. 
Magic: Oh my god, ok well you know the guy I ride with doesn’t talk 
which is fine because I can talk for both of us but it’s the same, I get 
told to say hello, he doesn’t respond. I go in for a fist bump which he 
might like but oh no I can’t do that.  
Researcher: How would you include him? 
Magic: Well, I would just ask him to show me what he likes. 
Researcher: Is that different from what your coach is asking you to do? 
Magic: Yeah, duh. I said show me, also I didn’t say ask the same 
questions. How am I supposed to get to know him by saying hi, that’s 
not going to work? You get to know someone by being allowed to talk to 
them without a hawk swooping in. 
Researcher: If he doesn’t talk though, does that make it more difficult? 
Magic: Nope nope nope, I talk enough for both of us. He also has an 
iPad he isn’t allowed to use anymore which is weird. Also, he does 
communicate, and he laughs when my jokes are funny. 
Magic, Fieldnote: June 4, 2019 

The example will be discussed in relation to the coach’s thoughts on inclusion as 

shown below.  

Coach: It’s really hard to implement inclusive practices when 
there’s one verbal kid and one not. 
Researcher: Which inclusive practices do you implement with 
Magic? 
Coach: Well, every lesson I get her to say hello to her riding partner 
and then I’ll get her to say goodbye at the end.  
Researcher: Do you think they could communicate more? 
Coach: No. 
Researcher: Do you think they’ve tried to communicate besides just 
the hello and goodbye? 
Coach: No, (other rider’s name) is nonverbal so they can’t have a 
conversation.  
Researcher: Is there anything else you’d like to try to promote 
inclusion? 
Coach: No.  
Magic, Fieldnote: June 4, 2019 

In the above example, we see how a coach utilize a tactic of cueing children with 

disabilities to ask the same questions. There are many observation fieldnotes with the same 

questions in them such as cueing for ‘how was school’, ‘how are you’, and ‘what did you do 

on the weekend’. These cues would end at each question. The examples above do explain the 

implementing of inclusion similarity. However, the understandings from the experience are 
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very different. Magic explains that her riding partner’s communication is not being 

acknowledged, and the coach confirms her stance of the child not being able to communicate. 

The coach assumes that the child cannot communicate (Boggis 2018c), and is excluded from 

an inclusion process. Additionally, in relation to the extracurricular activity, there is often a 

barrier of knowledgeable instructors (Bedini and Thomas 2012, Rimmer et al. 2004), which 

has been noted by Magic as she is untrained beyond greetings in how to include children with 

disabilities who communicate non-verbally. Magic has a desire to continuously try to 

communicate with her partner, whereas her coach is unwilling to advance the process. 

Inclusion can be seen here as a negotiation process between the children which is being 

impacted by the coach not recognizing inclusion. As Magic acknowledges, this process 

should go beyond verbal language (MacLure 2009, Mazzei 2003,2004,2007,2009).  

The example above could perhaps be viewed differently if with different participants 

involved. In the example below, there is a different experience for children with disabilities 

interacting and their inclusion desires.  

Chloe: I don’t want to be friends with my riding partner. I come 
here for me because I love to be with horses. I’m nice to people all 
day at school, I just want my own time.  
Chloe, Fieldnote: November 2, 2018 

In this example, Chloe desires limited interaction with her horseback riding partner 

and the greetings required by the coach above would perhaps be ideal for Chloe. Chloe’s 

interpretation of the coach’s implementation of ‘inclusion’ may have been received as 

positive rather than Magic’s negative commentary. Chloe not wanting to be friends with her 

riding partner to feel included contradicts an aspect previous activity research (Spencer-

Cavaliere and Watkinson 2010). Choice of sport has been seen to be important for people 

with disabilities (Kiuppis 2018), and choice of how children participate in sport should be 

equally as important. 
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Children with disabilities can be shown to resist inclusion practices that coaches are 

implementing as shown below.  

Aspyn horseback rides with 3 other students who are all older than 
her.  
Coach: (to the older students) You guys really need to include Aspyn 
in your conversations it’s quite rude to leave her out! 
Aspyn: No thanks. 
Coach: Why do you want to be left out? 
Aspyn: They’re talking about high school stuff and I’m not 
interested. 
Coach: Oh ok, they can talk about other things. 
Aspyn: I’m happy doing my own thing.  
 
I asked Aspyn about this after the lesson and she said:  
 
Aspyn: I don’t understand why it’s so important for me to talk to 
kids so much older than me, it might make my coach feel better that 
I’m not like left out, but I don’t want to be included.  
 
I asked the coach about this after the lesson, and she stated:  
 
Coach: I do want Aspyn and the other kids to get along, so I try to 
encourage it. 
Researcher: Is it important they get along? 
Coach: Maybe not, but it’s upsetting she’s never included. 
Aspyn, Fieldnote: January 20, 2019  

There is a key theme that emerges with the examples, as there is a disconnect between 

the wishes and preferences of the participants and the coach’s understandings. This creates a 

tension in the adult-child relationship, as Aspyn is clearly stating her wishes, but the coach is 

desiring a different result. Although Aspyn is being heard, she is not being listened to, 

Aspyn’s has changed her experience and influenced the environment, and she is choosing not 

to interact with the other participants (Oswell 2013).  She has made a choice to act on her 

own which has not been determined by an adult (Baraldi 2014), and this has been accepted. It 

is worth noting that this is not always the experience when children with disabilities express 

agency, a contrasting example follows.  

Ben’s coach normally gets Ben to wave at the other rider each week 
to signal ‘hello’. This week when she asks Ben to ‘say hello’ and he 
shakes his head no and looks down, away from the coach. The coach 
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asks 4 times before asking the volunteer leading Ben’s horse to stop 
the horse, the coach walks over and says “Ben look at me” as she 
waits for him to do so, he eventually looks up. She then says, “you 
can’t walk on with your horse until you wave.”  
Ben, Fieldnote: March 10, 2019 

The example contrasts with the previous example, because Aspyn was seen as able to 

make her own decision about who to interact with. The example confirms that Ben as a non-

verbal participant is being told to respond to prompts (Potter and Whittaker 2011), and his 

agency is being perceived as problematic and negative (Tisdall and Punch 2012). Ben has 

limited action choices and opportunities available (Baraldi 2014), as the coach insists on him 

following directions or takes away participation opportunities. Agency is shaped through 

various relationships and negotiated (Leonard 2016), with a focus on the process (Valentine 

2011). However, in Ben’s example, the process is lacking as the motivations and 

understanding of the coach is not working towards a collaborative process.  In both examples 

the children were not a part of the decision-making process on which inclusion practices were 

to be prompted (Wyness 2018).  

To summarize the subsection, a key theme developed identifying a clear gap in 

communication between children with disabilities and coaches in the implementation of 

inclusion. Children who communicate non-verbally are being further marginalized by the 

limited understanding of inclusion, and non-recognizing of the by their coaches. Furthermore, 

there is a tension that arises about the understanding of inclusion, and if a homogenous label 

can be placed on what inclusion is, as there are varying desires of children with disabilities.   

The following section will further explore the child-coach relationship and the roles at play.  

6.3.3 Discussing children’s experience with boundaries  
 

All the lived experiences being discussed in this PhD thesis are within structured 

physical activity environments, although recognizing that there are some less structured 

spaces such as changing rooms, before and after allotted time, in a car time, meetings outside 
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of the activity, etc. It has been discussed that coaches or instructors are the people in charge 

at these activities as noted by parents and children. A few examples of this relationship can 

be seen below.  

Marie: We have to do what (coach’s name) says or we can get into 
trouble. 
Marie, Fieldnote: January 12, 2019 
 
Ben’s mom: When we arrive, we hand off Ben to whoever the coach 
is that day and they’re in charge from then on. 
Ben, Fieldnote: September 22, 2018 
 
Magic: Yeah, the coach is the boss, sometimes I even salute her. 
Magic, Fieldnote: April 18, 2019  

The hierarchical experience that takes place during these activities correlates with 

some literature suggesting that there is a barrier to children’s agency when child-adult 

relationships are based and embedded in hierarchical frameworks (Esser et al. 2016). 

Additionally, this barrier is difficult to navigate when the culture and structure of the 

environment is inflexible and rigid (Davis and Smith 2012). Within these spaces, there is a 

clear forefront of a hierarchy and power relations at play (Davis et al. 2012).  

In this study, there are various examples of predetermined boundaries for children 

with disabilities. Often these boundaries were determined by the coaches or organizations 

without consulting the children. Some of these boundaries specific to inclusion are shown 

through two examples below.  

Ben is non-verbal although he does express himself through noises, 
sometimes loud noises. He often attempts to interact with the other 
rider by making noises whilst looking at the other rider, pointing at 
him and pointing back at himself and waving. He seems to be really 
happy doing this smiling and laughing. When he does this, he is 
almost always met with ‘stop talking’, ‘focus’, ‘I’ll remove you from 
the lesson’ from his coach. When he gets really excited often when 
he receives a wave back, he gets even louder laughing and making 
cheering noises.  When this happens, he often gets a time out which 
is his horse walking to a wall in the corner and sitting there for a 
few minutes. After this happened a couple of times, I asked the coach 
‘why is it so important that Ben stay focused and isn’t engaging with 
the other child?’. Her response was ‘he needs to follow the rules and 
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I find it really impulsive and disruptive’. This struck with me 
because I feel there are so many missed opportunities for interaction 
with children with disabilities and it’s upsetting watching almost a 
punishment for trying to talk amongst each other in an activity that’s 
supposed to be fun.  
Reflective notes: December 2018 

A similar example is shown. 

 
Researcher: Can you explain what normally happens at Martial arts 
to me? 
Spryo: I get there early so I can talk to some of my friends and play 
tag um then when we start which is at like 6, we line up then we 
break into groups for drills and stuff and then it ends at 7.  
Researcher: Do you like how it is set up? 
Spryo: Most times yeah but I don’t like how we can’t like talk to our 
friends if we’re in a line waiting anyways. It can’t be super loud I 
know but like I have to sneak a thumbs up sometimes and I can’t 
control it sometimes I get distracted and it’s annoying getting in 
trouble.  
Spyrou, Fieldnote: February 12, 2019 

As viewpoints of children involved in these experiences are being excluded, the rigid 

system is not allowing for improvements. Inclusion in these spaces have hierarchies and 

power relationships (Davis et al. 2012). Power in these examples is being used to threaten 

exclusion and being singled out for those not following the rules to prevent undesirable 

behaviours (Foucault 1977). There are children that accept conformity, as they feel safe 

within the structure and some other children choose to rebel (Gallagher 2004 , Tallant 2015). 

In these examples, children are accepting a suspension of their agency (Hill 2005), however, 

in other examples this is not always the case. Although it is important to note that these 

experiences are potentially not relative to all children with disabilities, as teachers or coaches 

have a variety of differing approaches (Davis and Watson 2001). An example being with 

Kirby who is verbal, very athletic, and often the coaches’ favourite will frequently receive a 

high five from coaches when saying hi or chatting to his peers.  

The extracurricular physical activities in this study had participation from children 

with disabilities, and some environments had children without disabilities as well. Segregated 
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activities, as they cater to children with disabilities, perhaps have more experience with 

working alongside children with disabilities. The following examples are experiences of 

boundaries within segregated activities.  

Coach: Charlie you need to stop rocking on your horse that’s not 
what horseback riders do,  
Charlie, Fieldnote: April 28, 2019 
 
Infront of the other participant and Mickey, the coach says to the 
volunteer: “You really need to repeat everything to him and if he 
doesn’t get it just put your hand over his and make him do it.”  
Mickey, Fieldnote: October 16, 2018 

In these examples, there is an attempt at following traditional approaches and 

structure for horseback riding. Coaches are defining boundaries on what is acceptable in their 

structured environment (Foucault 1977). Additionally, there is an identity that is imposed on 

children that they are different, and they should be something else (Davis and Watson 2001). 

This view represents the medical model of disability, as the activity is defining what is 

normal.  

The subsection has looked at the experience of boundaries that children with 

disabilities may experience in extracurricular physical activities which helps to answer in part 

research question number two, because it is highlighting the experience of what ‘inclusive’ 

activities may look like. Although there are assumptions that inclusion perhaps is the best 

way forward, there seems to be little to no checks on feedback from children with disabilities 

and how the power relationships between coach and child are perhaps hindering the 

participation.  The final subsection below explores how we know inclusion is happening in 

extracurricular physical activity environments.  

6.3.4 How do we know inclusion is happening? 
 

The topic of inclusion and the way it is discussed affects the participants in this study; 

therefore, their views, on how we together process what inclusion is, is important. At the 
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beginning of the data collection, I discussed with the participants what they know about 

inclusion.  Early on, I noticed a power struggle within myself, as a researcher about how 

inclusion was going to be discussed, as shown below:   

I can see all the participants of any given activity in the same space. 
I know that in some studies attendance in activities would count as 
inclusion. I am also aware of different inclusion practices on an 
overall level. I’m feeling quite awkward and avoiding writing about 
if any of my participants are included or not because this research is 
supposed to be about the children’s views. I don’t feel I’m capable 
of being the judge to what is inclusion.  
Reflective Notes: November 2018 

An important strength about ethnography is that changes can be made to further the 

depth of the research. Early in the ethnographic notes, I had a standard about whether 

inclusion was happening; however, the conversation should have started with children’s 

interpretations. An active effort was made to ensure that children’s voices came to the 

forefront of inclusion conversations.  

One of the ways this was encouraged was by carving out time to fact check research 

notes as soon as possible. If the next session went by before being able to fact check my notes 

alongside the participant, they would sometimes not remember the examples that I would 

share by stating things such as “um I don’t think I remember that happening” (Aspyn, 

Fieldnote:  May 12, 2019), or “I don’t know” (Marie, Fieldnote: August 9, 2019). Although I 

tried to narrate scenarios for participants, they would respond in part with “I guess I would 

have said hi to him (Magic, Fieldnote: June 10, 2019)”, or “Maybe she just wanted time 

alone” (Chloe, Fieldnote: February 12, 2019).  

Magic is at swimming tonight. The pool is always full of children and 
they are all one on one with a coach. They are all doing different things, 
some playing with a ball, some learning strokes, some trying to just get 
in the water. There is little to no interaction between children. Magic 
has a foam kickboard in front of her and she is being encouraged to kick 
her legs to go forward. A ring hits her in the crowded pool from another 
child who says ‘sorry’ Magic responds and says ‘I’ll get it’ as she 
reaches over and grabs it and passes it back. When she does this, she 
asks her coach ‘can I play that game too?’ and the coach says, ‘no 
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we’re working on our kicking’. When she comes out of the pool for a 
break, I asked her. 
Researcher: How are you enjoying swimming? 
Magic: I’m cold and it isn’t really fun. 
Researcher: You’re pretty good at swimming. 
Magic: Yeah, but I wish I could play games sometimes too. 
Researcher: What kind of games? 
Magic: I really like (coach’s name) but she never lets me talk to any 
other kids here. 
Researcher: Hmm do you feel included at swimming? 
Magic: Sometimes.  
Researcher: When? 
Magic: I like my coach she is a lot of fun she makes me tired though,  
Researcher: When do you not feel included? 
Magic: Well, she (coach) doesn’t listen to me if I’m just going to be with 
her, she needs to listen.  
Researcher: Do you wish it was with other people? 
Magic: Yeah, even for like 5 minutes, everyone is here I think it would 
be fun to play a game for a little.  
Researcher: How could you be more included? 
Magic: Umm.  
Magic, Fieldnote: December 18, 2018 

It is important to note that the question ‘when do you not feel included’ is perhaps 

directive and may have resulted in a change of response by Magic. The example above gives 

insight into what Magic believes being included means for her. Magic wants to be listened to 

by whoever she is participating with, and she wants to be interacting with other children. 

Magic also notes that having fun is very important to her enjoyment of the activity which has 

been cited in previous research (Spencer-Cavaliere and Watkinson 2010). The coach is seen 

as a gatekeeper to whom Magic can and cannot interact with. Coaches as gatekeepers was a 

theme throughout the examples:  

Researcher: Do you feel more included at dance or at horseback 
riding? 
Aspyn: Dance. 
Researcher: Can you tell me why? 
Aspyn: Yeah, I guess all my friends are here like we have sleepovers 
and stuff too.  
Researcher: Could you make friends like that at horseback riding? 
Aspyn: Not really, we can’t really talk but here we get time to like work 
on things together and we can practice with each other after class.  
Researcher: You like having time to work on things together? 
Aspyn: It’s hard to make friends when (coach at horseback riding) is 
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telling us what to do all the time or not to talk. We can’t talk here either 
sometimes, but we’re always given time to practice on our own and I 
can teach some of my friends the moves if they don’t know them. 
Researcher: Is having friends the most important thing for you to feel 
included here? 
Aspyn: I think so, no one really knows about my disability here like they 
do at horseback riding. One of my friends here her dad has a hearing 
aid too, so no one really cares so I like having friends where I don’t 
need to explain my disability  
Aspyn, Fieldnote: March 12, 2019 

Aspyn values being included with others, feeling like a legitimate participant, having 

fun, and making friends leads to her feeling included (Spencer-Cavaliere and Watkinson 

2010). It is always important to double check that a participant feels included within the 

environment before making assumptions as being with others leads to feeling included does 

not apply to all children with disabilities, as seen in the example below.   

Kirby appears to be having a good time snowboarding. His coach is 
encouraging him to interact with his friend, by asking him to ask him 
questions such as ‘what did you do this weekend’. I asked Kirby during 
break how tonight was going and he stated ‘I told Luke that I don’t want 
to talk tonight, and I’m being forced to’ 
Kirby, Fieldnote: February 7, 2019 

 Standardized inclusion practices promote homogeneity, which may result in feeling 

pressure to fit a preconceived notion of what is ‘normal’ (Valeo and Bunch 2004).  It seemed 

to be a common theme for coaches to cue children with disabilities to ask the other children 

participants questions. However, in this example, Kirby was having an off day and did not 

want to participate in the asking of questions. If a child without a disability just wanted to 

snowboard, he may have been allowed to. Another example where the subject’s and observed 

experience did not line up was:  

Kirby has been interacting a lot with two girls tonight at track and field. 
They keep coming over and are really nice to him, some examples 
telling him he is really good at long jump, asking him questions about 
school, and sitting by him. When it is Kirby’s turn to long jump and he 
gets up, the girls start gossiping about Kirby and telling the coach ‘I 
think he’s so weird, I just don’t like him’ they tell other participants 
‘he’s just a weirdo I wouldn’t be friends with him’. At the end of the 
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session, I asked Kirby ‘did you have a good time tonight?’ and he 
responded ‘yeah I think I made friends with those two girls over there’  
Kirby, Fieldnote: July 22, 2019 

This example shows that there are so many things happening in an extracurricular 

physical activity that it is important to understand the whole environment before deciding on 

what is inclusive. Here Kirby does feel that he was included, making friends, and adding 

value. Whether Kirby’s perceptions match other’s observations may not be important, 

because he felt included. In the first example, Kirby was being ‘forced’ to talk when he did 

not want to, and in the second example Kirby wanted to talk to his peers. The idea of 

inclusion can be seen to change from one experience or environment to another; this has been 

noted in literature as essential to fully understand the process of inclusion and lived 

experiences of inclusion of people with disabilities (Spencer-Cavaliere and Watkinson 2010, 

Susinos 2007). Additionally, inclusion looks different depending on who the observer is 

(Roulstone 2000), which has been shown through the examples in the subsection. Although 

Kirby in the last example may have felt included, his peers are also excluding him by their 

responses to interaction with him, making his experience both inclusion and exclusion 

(Titchkosky 2011).  

The understanding of inclusion is a process and cannot be oversimplified (O’Reilly 

2005), as the relationship between inclusion and exclusion is complex (Labonte 2004, Ponic 

and Frisby 2010). The examples in the subsection begin to show how complex the 

relationship between inclusion and exclusion are, and how individual views can shift 

overtime. It is difficult to have a standardized definition of inclusion, as the examples show 

how fluid inclusion is. Inclusion has been shown to fit with the perspective that inclusion is 

dependent on who the observer is (Roulstone 2000).   

6.3.5 Section Summary  
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The current section explores the process of inclusion in extracurricular physical 

activities for children with disabilities. The section starts with an understanding of how 

coaches implement inclusion and how children with disabilities react to the implementations. 

The section then discusses boundaries of the child-coach relationship. The section concludes 

with a discussion of how we know inclusion is happening from the perspective of the 

participants themselves.  

Key themes emerged through this section that answer in part research question 

number two. The analysis included a comparison of the viewpoints of child-coach and their 

understanding of inclusion practices. There are implications for literature suggesting that the 

perception of inclusion and exclusion vary depending on the observer and the person who is 

experiencing the inclusion or exclusion. Furthermore, there is a lack of communication 

between the child and coach in understanding of the various perspectives of inclusion and 

how to implement.    

Key tensions have emerged surrounding participation and negotiating of the process 

of inclusion; to further answer research question number two, the following section will 

further explore the process. The section will continue to examine the relationship between 

inclusion and exclusion and the interplay between the two different terms.   

6.4 Recognizing participation and negotiation 
in the inclusion process  
The following section will aim to answer in part research question number two. The 

section will do this by exploring participation and negotiation in the inclusion process starting 

with inclusion experiences connecting to participation literature and followed by a discussion 

of choice and inclusion. The section will conclude with a further discussion of the 

relationship between inclusion and exclusion.  
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6.4.1 Parallels to participation  
 

Participation of children with disabilities in this study has not been as passive 

recipients of predefined inclusion practices, and in some instances, there was space for choice 

and decisions. Additionally, children have been active participants in discussing ways to 

include other children as shown in the example below. 

Aspyn notices one of the other children in jazz class is having a hard 
time tonight. She goes up to her and asks, ‘want me to show you?’ 
and the other dancer responds ‘yes’ and Aspyn begins to count out 
the moves while doing it with her.  
Aspyn, Fieldnote: January 12, 2019 
 
Later, I followed up with Aspyn  
 
Researcher: I saw that you helped your friend with some dance 
moves.  
Aspyn: Yeah. 
Researcher: That was nice of you, I noted that you asked her if she 
wanted help first.  
Aspyn: Yeah…. Sometimes you don’t want help.  
Aspyn, Fieldnote: January 12, 2019 

Here we see that Aspyn has also been respectful to other children in recognizing their 

choice. She is clearly demonstrating agency by making a purposeful choice on how to include 

her dance partner (Samman and Santos 2009), and ensuring the opportunity for her partner to 

make a choice whether to engage. There was no coach’s instruction needed in order for 

Aspyn to make inclusion happen. Although the space has a hierarchy, it is also a process not 

a static entity and here we see how there is room for children to be involved in the process.  

In previous chapters the thesis has a focus on participation, which the data is showing 

often intersects with inclusion practices, as children are either participating in the inclusion 

process or not, and they are included or not in the process. None of the organizations had 

opportunities for formal feedback specific to inclusion; however, the examples below show 

informal conversations surrounding the topic.  
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Chloe: I wish my coaches would just ask me how I would like to be 
included. My coaches switch frequently and sometimes they tell 
whoever I’m with to talk to me a certain way and sometimes I feel 
like it comes across that they talk to me slow, and I don’t need that.  
Chloe, Fieldnote: February 8, 2019  
 
Kirby is one of the fastest hockey players on his team. One of his 
teammates who is slower to him often taps his stick on the ice when 
Kirby gets the puck to signal for him to pass to him. When Kirby 
does pass the puck to him the coach always says positive comments 
to him from the bench such as ‘great team play’ or ‘great pass’. 
Kirby, Fieldnote: December 19, 2018 

The first example is a participant who is looking for a conversation with her coach to 

discuss a plan for her inclusion. Throughout the study, it was not observed that time was 

made for this conversation resulting in non-participation (Hart 1992). Although Chloe did ask 

her coach on several occasions such as one time saying, “can I talk to you when you have 

time?” (Fieldnote: November 24, 2018), the response was similar to the one in this example 

of “I’m busy can we talk next week?” (Fieldnote: November 24, 2018). Although in theory it 

is known that the views of people with disabilities should be taken into account regarding 

inclusion (Spencer-Cavaliere and Watkinson 2010, Susinos 2007), in practice this is not 

always the case. In the second example, Kirby is being praised for including his teammate 

where a conversation was not needed, and the positive encouragement led to more positive 

interactions.  

As shown through various examples in the current chapter, children with disabilities 

are not consulted on their inclusion preferences and their influence over decisions is perhaps 

limited. The examples below are from interviews with children and the question they are 

answering is ‘how would you change inclusion in (activity)?’.  

Aspyn: I do think the coaches need to listen to us, I don’t really 
know other ways to include kids, but I think it’s important to talk to 
us because then everyone will be happy.  
Aspyn, Interview: March, 12 2019 
 
Marie: Maybe allowing it to be more fun. I know about all the rules 
but like if we could have more fun and time to hangout, I think that 
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we would just all become friends because like if we’re shouted at for 
chatting, I don’t think that’s good. 
Marie, Interview: August 28, 2019 

To compare to the participants’ views, a parent’s answer is below:  

Mother of Mickey: I think there should be more training for coaches 
on how to interact with the kids who are non-verbal. I think the 
coaches are often scared of Mickey but maybe if there was more 
training, they would feel more comfortable. And I think talking to 
him, and us I think if everyone shared information that would be 
helpful. Coaches often just take Mickey and then when he isn’t 
included people are surprised. I know it will take more effort but to 
just give up is really annoying.  
Parents’ of Mickey, Interview: August 9, 2019 

The above examples have elements of participation, as there is a desire to have a 

voice recognized, be listened to, and have an influence over the inclusion experience (Lundy 

2007).  To experience meaningful participation, it has been argued that children’s voices need 

to be heard (Frankel et al. 2015), and it has been recognized that children’s voices are easy 

for adults not to listen to (Lundy 2007). Children and parents do not feel listened to by the 

coaches regarding inclusion practices in extracurricular physical activities. Aspyn 

understands that she may not have an answer for furthering inclusion, but if consulted, a co-

constructed solution to further the experience may be found. Additionally, Marie suggests 

that less structure may help inclusion to take place, such as allowing for chatting to other 

children might give space for inclusion. Furthermore, the mother of Mickey understands that 

including children who communicate non-verbally is difficult, however, discussing and 

interacting with each other may derive some improvements. 

It has been argued that children make inclusion themselves, and perhaps do not need 

intervention from adults. However, participation is needed for inclusion to take place. 

Communication and feedback on challenges and successes should be valued more which 

would require a mindset shift from adults to encourage feedback. The following section will 

explore when inclusion is taking place amongst children but goes unrecognized by adults.  
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6.4.2 Recognized and unrecognized inclusion  
 

In observing structured activities, it initially seemed hard for children to interact with 

each other without being watched or told what to do. However, children can be active in their 

own experiences:  

Ben and Mickey are both non-verbal. They horseback ride together 
but after initial instructions to say hi to each other they are often 
separate.  I’ve asked the coach about this and she says, “they can’t 
talk anyways” or “Ben will get worked up and make loud noises” or 
“they need to focus on building horseback riding skills”. When they 
sit on the bench together before they get on their horses, they have a 
couple of minutes by themselves. Sometimes they poke each other 
and laugh pretending they didn’t touch the other. Sometimes Ben 
will act out a story and Mickey will laugh. Mickey when he has his 
iPad will touch a button like “balloon” and Ben will pretend to have 
a balloon. When they get too rowdy the coach asks them to separate 
and sit quietly.  
Fieldnote: November 4, 2018 

The example shows that the coach assumed that because her students did not use 

verbal communication, they were unable to communicate. Here, ethnography was a powerful 

tool to listen (Warming 2005), to the experiences of Ben and Mickey through being able to 

understand their bodily gestures (Maconochie 2018). After this example, and following 

similar observations of interactions with the coach and Ben and Mickey:  

I’m seated in the waiting room waiting for Mickey and Ben to arrive. 
Ben arrives first and starts to laugh and waves a big high at me. 
When Mickey arrives, Ben runs over to him and shows him a plastic 
horse, Mickey smiles at it. When they’re ready to go up to the bench 
to wait for the horses Mickey puts out his hand for me to take and 
leads me up there with him. Whilst sitting with them, they continue 
to interact, poking each other, laughing, communicating through 
bodily gestures. As the coach approaches, she says to me ‘you must 
be bored up there’ and I said, ‘no I’m not’. After the lesson I 
approached the coach and asked, ‘why do you think I would be 
bored with Ben and Mickey?’ and she responded, ‘well they don’t 
talk’.  
Fieldnote: November 27, 2018 

There are many different perspectives in this example, the coach is viewing Ben and 

Mickey through their impairment, making it their defining factor which suggests a medical 
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model of disability perspective (Goodley 2011b), however, Ben and Mickey have found a 

way to adapt to communicate to each other and strategically use their time not controlled by 

their coach to connect. Although they are demonstrating their abilities, these abilities are not 

being taken into account by the coach. The coach also coached Marie for part of the year who 

is verbal, and had different comments towards her such was “She’s so smart, don’t you 

think?” (Fieldnote: May 2, 2019), “Marie is really doing well this year” (Fieldnote: April 14, 

2019), and “I haven’t taught Marie in over a year and she’s really improved” (Fieldnote: 

March 4, 2019).  These comments seem to contradict the coach’s view of people with 

disabilities, as defined by their impairment. Below I ask the coach what the differences are: 

Researcher: You coach a couple of the participants in my study right 
now. 
Coach: That’s right.  
Researcher: Are there any differences in how you coach them? 
Coach: Yes, Marie is really excelling in her horseback riding skills. 
Ben and Mickey will not be able to get to that advanced stage.  
Researcher: What is your main focus with Ben and Mickey? 
Coach: Getting a pony ride and having fun.  
Researcher: Do you think about inclusion with them? 
Coach: They’re riding a horse.  
Researcher: Could they be included in other ways do you think? 
Coach: They can’t really do anything else. 
Researcher: You get Marie to interact a lot with her riding partner 
do you think Ben and Mickey interact a lot? 
Coach: No.  
Researcher: Why not do you think? 
Coach: They’re non-verbal I can only get them to wave to say hi 
really.  
Researcher: I wonder if they could communicate in other ways.  
Coach: Mickey has a hard time using the iPad but besides that no 
they’re non-verbal.  
Fieldnote: May 18, 2019 

The coach was getting uncomfortable talking about Ben and Mickey’s 

communication and although being led into perhaps thinking of different communication 

types was unwilling to discuss further. His coach is disqualifying non-verbal utterances, body 

gestures, eye contact and other forms of communication which has been cautioned against in 

research (Komulainen 2007). Inclusion, although perhaps not a goal for the coach, it is for the 
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organizations and Ben and Mickey are not treated as valued participants making inclusion 

non-existent (Price and D’Eloia 2018). Similarity, a coach of Moose’s said that “he doesn’t 

get anything out of coming here” (Fieldnote: December 8, 2018) and “I literally just put him 

on a horse” (Fieldnote: November 22, 2018). Attitudes and beliefs of children with 

disabilities affect how they are treated (Boggis 2018a). Here they are not being viewed as 

‘becomings’ but less than.  

The section thus far has discussed coaches’ difficulties in understanding different 

forms of communication that are other than verbal. The examples below are from different 

moments during a hockey game of Charlie’s.  

Coach: Hey Charlie how’s it going today.  
There is no response from Charlie, the coach skates in front of him 
so he is in Charlie’s line of sight. 
Coach: Hey Charlie, how are you? 
Charlie smiles and lets out a little laugh.  
Coach: What drill are we doing today? 
Charlie is skating and moving his stick back and forth and the coach 
joins him for a couple of laps.  
Charlie, Fieldnote: January 14, 2019 
 
Charlie is skating around the arena and not lining up for a face off 
where he is supposed to be. A teammate yells over ‘yo Charlie’ and 
Charlie lines up smiling. Once the puck is in play Charlie laughs 
and skates towards it.   
 
After the game I talked to his mother  
 
Researcher: That was a good game? 
Charlie’s Mom: It was.  
Researcher: I saw him smiling and laughing a lot when people were 
talking to him.  
Charlie’s Mom: He really loves that interaction he really likes 
coming here, he tries putting on his hockey clothes almost daily 
during the week. 
Researcher: What makes it so special for him do you think. 
Charlie’s Mom: I do notice here unlike his other activities they let 
the other kids talk to him and I know it isn’t always positive but 
everywhere else I feel they’re scared to engage with him but here he 
genuinely is on the team. During the week I see him looking at the 
hockey stats and he’ll point to names he knows. 
Researcher: How do you think they make that possible here? 
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Charlie’s Mom: They don’t protect him well they obviously have the 
equipment so he’s safe, but it isn’t a big deal when a kid says 
something to him. He’s on the same playing ground, on the ice the 
same amount of time as everyone else. They’re just playing and not 
focused on oh he can’t talk because non-verbal communication is 
important in hockey. 
Charlie, Fieldnote: January 14, 2019 

 Charlie participates in skiing, hockey, baseball, and horseback riding. Charlie has a 

one-on-one working relationship in all of the activities except hockey where there are two 

coaches on the ice for all the players. Starting with the example of the interaction between the 

coach and Charlie, the coach attempted communication and tried again when the first attempt 

did not work. Additionally, he asked what drill Charlie would like to do and followed through 

and did it with him ensuring that he had a say in his experience. Charlie’s mother believes 

that they are ‘valuing diversity’ (Florian 2019), as at hockey the community is perhaps seeing 

good non-verbal communication as a positive. Attitudes that surround children with 

disabilities can vary depending on which society they live (Halder et al. 2017) and these 

examples show varying beliefs in the different environments.   

Although both scenarios are different, there is a similarity in that non-verbal children 

sometimes have difficulty initiating communication themselves, as they are often taught to 

respond to promptings (Potter and Whittaker 2011).  In these examples, Charlie’s experience 

at hockey was better than Ben and Mickey’s at horseback riding, however, communication 

does stop at the bare minimum with Charlie.  

The subsection shows that children with disabilities are participating in inclusion 

practices whether they are recognized or not. Children with disabilities are active in their 

experiences and influence the environment around them. The following subsection will 

explore participants’ actions further, in relation to choosing inclusion.  

6.4.3 To choose or not to choose  
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As discussed in subsection 6.4.1, parallels to participation, participation which is 

similar to inclusion should have an aspect of respect for the participant choice. Inclusion is 

regarded to as ‘good’ (Cook and Swain 2001, Holt 2003, Slee and Graham 2008), however, 

inclusion practices should take into account the perspectives of people with disabilities 

(Spencer-Cavaliere and Watkinson 2010, Susinos 2007). Participation includes having a 

choice to participate or not, and ensuring that it is voluntary (Tisdall and Punch 2012). The 

example below showcases a conversation with a coach on the topic of inclusion followed by 

discussion with the verbal participant.  

Researcher: What do you think inclusion means for Magic?  
Coach: That’s a tough one, I’m not too sure what she would think. I 
hope she thinks that she’s welcomed here by me. I haven’t thought 
about it. 
Researcher: What about with other children? 
Coach: There isn’t a lot of time for them to interact because we’re 
doing different things. 
Researcher: Why different things? 
Coach: Umm well I’m not sure. I guess we want her to learn to ski. 
Coach, Interview: March 10, 2019 
 
Magic rolls the interview dice and reads the question.  
Magic: What do you want adults to know? That’s confusing like all 
adults? 
Researcher: You’re right that is confusing, can you tell me what you 
would like the adults at skiing to know? 
Magic: I want them to know I’m not going to the Olympics. 
Researcher: Ok, anything else? 
Magic: Yeah, I want to have fun and they panic if I go over and talk 
to Abby. I don’t have many friends at school, and I think they should 
not be so serious.  
Researcher: Do you think they’d understand that? 
Magic: Uh no but maybe. I mean I like my coach, but I think 
sometimes she forgets we’re kids like I hear kids talking at school 
and they get to chat to their friends at skiing. 
Magic, Interview: July 12, 2019 

Although inclusion is seen as a ‘good’ thing, there is a strong theme throughout the 

quotes that there are different practices at play. Coaches utilize their symbolic capital in these 

environments to have obedience (Cushion and Jones 2006, Swartz 1997), from the 

participants to follow their desired outcomes. It is important for children to be able to share 
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their views and know that they are valued and heard (Tisdall and Davis 2004). However, 

there seems to be a disconnect in what is allowed to be shared. In another sport, a coach said, 

“parents don’t pay money for their kids to not learn a skill” (Fieldnote: January 3, 2019), 

although all parents I talked with had similar desires to “I just want Mickey to be happy, if he 

gets a couple of laughs or talks to someone that’s a great day” (Mickey’s mom, Fieldnote: 

November 20, 2018).  There seems to be a pressure on coaches to focus on skill development 

rather than the interactions of the participants.  

Inclusion is a choice, just as participation is. However, inclusion, in the data for this 

thesis from the perspective of coaches, has been a predefined structure and a way of 

interacting with other children. The examples below illustrate the result when children act in 

different ways than a predefined structure: 

There is a new participant at lawn bowling tonight. Marie is the first 
one to go over and strike up a conversation. Marie asks the coach if 
they can be in the same group which was agreed. Marie is talking to 
the new participant during her swing and releases of the ball. Marie 
gets told “focus Marie or we’ll move you to another group”. Marie 
responds, “I just want to have fun and I’m teaching Beth how to do 
it”. Marie ends up getting moved groups.  
Marie, Fieldnote: July 11, 2019 
 
Mickey is non-verbal and when he wants the other rider’s attention, 
he gently places his hand on them sometimes on the shoulder.  He is 
reminded by the coach that there is a hands-off policy and the coach 
tells the other rider to move away from him.  
Mickey, Fieldnote: November 7, 2018 

Both Marie’s and Mickey’s behaviour was not tolerated, as it was considered 

disruptive to the predefined structure of the session.  Believing in capabilities of individuals 

and responding to what each individual may need may lead to greater social acceptance 

(Farrell 2017), however, in this example capabilities are not taken into account. Adults have 

left little room for co-creation of inclusion by eliminating the viewpoints of the children. A 

chance to socialize and focus on fun has been cut to focus on skill development. As children 

are actively creating their social selves (Nutbrown 1996), and self-esteem can be enhanced by 
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listening to children (Tallack and Neaum 2002), it is important to engage in a dialogue with 

children instead of just disagreeing. There is an attitude shift needed with coaches who work 

with children to create opportunities for joint ideas on how solutions can work to include all 

viewpoints (Cairns 2006).  

The data has shown thus far that the way we think about inclusion needs to transform, 

especially in practice. As discussed, there is a need for participation within the inclusion 

process to ensure every viewpoint is taken into account. Below is another example of how 

Spyro feels about inclusion in Martial Arts. 

Spyro in an interview rolling the question dice.  
Spyro: Where do you feel the most included? Hmmm. Where I don’t 
feel different. When people are like listening to me and I’m being 
helpful.  
Researcher: Do you feel those things at Martial Arts? 
Spyro: Sometimes, and sometimes I don’t. 
Researcher: Could that change to all the time? 
Spyro: Yeah I guess, I don’t really have lots of problems with the 
other kids but the coaches I feel like could listen to us although 
they’re the Sensei. 
Researcher: Do you feel included by the other children? 
Spyro: Yeah they’re all really nice and I guess we’re all doing the 
same thing just like waiting for breaks to talk and stuff.  
Spyro, Interview: July 12, 2019 

A repeated theme throughout this chapter is children wanting to be heard and listened 

to by adults. However, Spyro does feel included by her peers and is excited to talk to them 

when she is able. It should be of note that most participants when discussing inclusion 

mentioned their coach as being a part of that process. A reflective note through the research 

starts to explain why.  

I have lots of notes about non-verbal participants receiving one-on-
one coaching, being singled out by coaches, and having coaches as 
a gatekeeper to other children. I assumed this was potentially a non-
verbal experience, however Aspyn who is verbal said to me this 
week ‘coaches are always there you can’t get away from them’. I 
started to look through my notes and every time something small 
went wrong they were there or always telling children what to do. 
Reflective Note: March 2019  
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Children with disabilities in this study were surrounded by coaches for most of their 

experience. It seems relevant for participants to include their interactions with their coaches 

in their inclusion experiences. Adults are often seen as fully competent and in control of the 

environment (Qvortrup 1994), making space for children’s perspectives difficult. Coaches are 

correcting the children when they do not act in the way in which they desire.  

The subsection explores the space in which children with disabilities have the ability 

to choose during their extracurricular physical activity environments. Coaches play a role in 

which spaces the process of inclusion can occupy which may result in feeling included and 

excluded. The following subsection of the chapter will further explore the relationship of 

inclusion and exclusion.  

6.4.4 When inclusion and exclusion co-exist  
 

A portrayal of defined inclusion and or exclusion, as labelled by me as researcher or a 

participant, was found to be limiting. There were many moments throughout this study where 

experiences were exchanged sporadically one minute to the next.  The portrayal of the 

experience of a member of a marginalized group, as a passive recipient of a simple binary 

label as either included or excluded is unsatisfactory and without value (Ponic and Frisby 

2010). The following section looks further into the day to day lived experience of inclusion 

amongst children with disabilities in extracurricular physical activities.  

The first example looks at an everyday experience of a structure set up for 

participation in hockey:  

Marie is one girl on a hockey team where the rest of the team is 
male. She gets on the ice at a different time than the rest of the team, 
because she does not utilize the same change room as they do. The 
rest of the team talks before getting on the ice. Once on the ice they 
appear as a team and interact with Marie.  
 
Researcher: How do you feel being the only girl on your team? 
Marie: I do like it for the most part.  
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Researcher: For the most part? 
Marie: If there was just one other girl I could skate onto the ice with 
someone or I don’t think I’m the fastest.  
Researcher: Do you think your teammates like having a girl on the 
team.  
Marie: If I score yeah, but a couple of them don’t talk to me a lot. 
Probably because they think I have cooties.  
Marie, Fieldnote: November 29, 2018 

In further and previous conversations with Marie about participating alongside boys 

in hockey, she seemed to have an overall positive experience with them. Later in the study, 

Marie started to get dressed quicker and wait for the boys to come out of the dressing room, 

so they could go on the ice together.  Structurally, Marie is excluded for a portion of the time 

during hockey, as she is in a different changing room. Marie is excluded from some 

relationships with the boys at hockey because of her gender. There is an intersectionality of 

experience of gender in her disability physical activity experience (Baraldi and Cockburn 

2018). Although Marie is in a segregated ‘disability’ activity, there are other factors at play, 

and in this example, gender plays a part in her lived experience. However, Marie does state 

that she feels included overall, and there are just moments of exclusion experiences.   

There are perhaps intermittent moments in the relationship with being included and 

excluded, with different overall feelings of inclusion or exclusion. Another example of 

inclusion and exclusion experiences can be seen below. 

Moose is the only participant in his horseback riding lesson. Usually 
after his lesson when the next rider is going into her lesson she will 
say “Hi Moose” on her way in. Moose looks at the other participant 
when she says Hi. When Moose is participating in his lesson there 
are often discussions in front of him about his capabilities. Some 
examples “He doesn’t do anything so just keep him on the horse”, 
“I think he wants off, but his time isn’t up yet”, and “just push him 
up if he’s slouching”. Moose’s communication through his body is 
often pushing to get off the horse, and crying. His only interactions 
in his lesson are with his coach and volunteers. Today he had a new 
volunteer and instead of just moving his body for him she asked him 
several times throughout the lesson the following “Moose can you 
sit up”, “Moose can you hold on” additionally she spoke to him a 
couple times about the surroundings. “Hey Moose, it’s a pretty nice 
day today”, “Moose I hope you have a good day after this”.  When 
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his new volunteer was talking to Moose, Moose looked in her 
direction off to the side, and was not appearing to try and get off the 
horse.  
Moose, Fieldnote: April 7, 2019 

The above example is not inclusion, however there are moments where Moose was 

being regarded as an individual. Exclusion like inclusion is not stable (Ponic and Frisby 

2010), which the above example shows, although social exclusion seems to be pretty stable 

for Moose in this environment, and sometimes there are new people who try to interact with 

him. Moose is non-verbal and has physical impairments; researchers have documented that 

children with these impairments have high levels of social exclusion (Morris 2001a,2003, 

Smith and Perrier 2014a,b, Whitehouse et al. 2009). A ‘normal’ individual from the coach’s 

standpoint would be able to sit up on command, and because Moose does not that makes 

Moose an outsider due to the coach’s predetermined normative view (Imrie and Edwards 

2003).  

During interviews with participants in this study, there were experiences that were 

recalled about inclusion which can be seen below.  

Chloe: I think I feel inclusion. I can’t really describe it but like I 
know when I feel it and when I don’t feel it.  
Researcher: Can you describe a time you felt it? 
Chloe: Umm yeah. I feel really happy and like I matter when I get 
asked if I know something and I do and the coach will be happy I 
know it and then the other kids can see that I’m smart.  
Researcher: That must be really nice. 
Chloe: Yeah but it’s scary also because if I don’t know the answer I 
look really dumb and like I could get made fun of for not knowing.  
Chloe, Interview: August 9, 2019  

Furthermore, a similar example:  

Kirby: People often think I’m not being included. 
Researcher: Why is that? 
Kirby: Well I don’t like talking to a lot of people, I do my own thing. 
Researcher: That’s ok. 
Kirby: I guess but it’s also a problem. 
Researcher: Why is that? 
Kirby: People then ignore me and then when I do want to talk to 
people, they’ve all made friends already. 
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Kirby, Interview: July 4, 2019  

In the first example above, Chloe discusses that she likes to be included, but it can 

result in some worries about not being included. In the second example, Kirby suggests that 

he chooses to be alone, but sometimes he would like to interact with others and finds that 

process difficult later. Chloe and Kirby both suggest that they experience inclusion but also 

exclusion, and both are suggesting that there is a process of inclusion in their activities. The 

goal of choosing how they participate and with whom (Misener 2014), is almost achieved 

with Kirby, as he made the choice to be on his own, however, re-joining the group could be 

identified as an inclusion process to improve. Improvement could be discussed amongst 

Kirby and the coach to find a solution together. There is a tension between the choice of 

participation made, and how that affects Kirby’s inclusion. The results may appear to be 

moments of inclusion that co-exist alongside moments of exclusion.  The motivations for the 

choice of participation vary, for Chloe access to inclusion in this example shows being 

knowledgeable, and Kirby’s is interacting with others. This could contradict with the feelings 

they have during their participation, as shown below.  

Chloe: I really like talking to (other rider) she makes me feel like so 
welcomed and I haven’t really made friends here before so it’s 
exciting.  
Chloe, Fieldnote: February 7, 2019  

 
Kirby: Did you see me throw that? 
Researcher: I did!  
Kirby: It was amazing right; I think everyone here thinks I’m the 
best at javelin. 
Researcher: Do you think so? 
Kirby: Yeah, they’re all going to want me on their team. 
Kirby, Fieldnote: July 20, 2019  

In the examples of inclusion during fieldwork, it may contrast with the individual’s 

interview preferences. The journey of inclusion is different for each individual throughout the 

thesis, and the process is important to reflect upon. Preferences can change over time, and 

vary from one moment to the next proving that inclusion is very different depending on the 
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observer (Roulstone 2000). For example, in this case the observer could be the child, the 

coach, the assistant or the other children. Children with disabilities are active agents 

participating and changing their actions and viewpoints, the process of inclusion cannot be 

oversimplified (O’Reilly 2005).  

Children with disabilities acting in the process of inclusion may not always result in a 

linear process to inclusion, as shown in the examples below. 

Mickey is sitting on the bench next to a new student tonight. He 
reaches over and puts his hand on the student and smiles. This is 
something Mickey regularly does to the student he normally rides 
with. This time the student jumps up and says, ‘don’t touch me this 
guy is weird’.  
Mickey, Fieldnote: January 28, 2019  

 
A contrasting example is shown below.  

 
Ben has a different interaction with his riding partner tonight. When 
the other rider does something that Ben thinks is good, he cheers 
him on by making a cheering noise and then giving him the thumbs 
up. The other rider reacts to this by saying ‘thank you’ with a big 
smile, and when Ben keeps doing this the rider says, ‘I appreciate it 
man’ and ‘you’re really cool.’ 
Ben, Fieldnote: November 22, 2018  

The examples above show that participation choices of inclusion practices can have 

differing results, as there are various actors at play. In the first example, Mickey made a 

choice to say hello like he normally does but to a new student. The result was perhaps not one 

that was desired, however, it is important to note that participation choices can lead to forms 

of exclusion. To contrast, the second example shows that participation choices can also lead 

to forms of inclusion. Both participants communicate non-verbally, however, they have very 

different experiences. Although children with disabilities have opportunities to act and make 

purposeful choices in their inclusion experiences, there are negotiations and a process to be 

had. A few weeks after Mickey’s experience above, the following happened.  

The other rider goes up to Mickey and says, ‘please don’t touch me 
and I know you don’t talk but I think I just prefer a high five’. 
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Mickey looks at the other rider. The other rider holds his hand up to 
invite for a high five and Mickey touches his hand and smiles.  
Mickey, Fieldnote: February 10, 2019 

Mickey’s first action to promote inclusion with his peers did not work, however, as 

time passed there was a door open to inclusive experiences. The negotiation from a touch to a 

high five was a simple one, but it took time for the other rider to process what Mickey 

wanted, and what he was comfortable with. Although exclusion may have been experienced, 

the experience changed even for a moment to an inclusive experience where both children 

were happy. The process of inclusion has elements such as participatory, relational, and 

psychosocial (Ponic and Frisby 2010). 

The subsection looks at various experiences and viewpoints on inclusion and 

exclusion. The subsection highlights a tension, as inclusion is constantly changing from the 

viewpoint of the person experiencing inclusion or exclusion. Additionally, children with 

disabilities are active in their experiences and negotiation of inclusion.  

6.4.5 Section Summary  
 

The current section aim was to answer in part research question number two by 

exploring the negotiation of inclusion. To answer the research question, the section was 

divided into four parts.  First, inclusion was discussed in relationship to participation, and a 

key theme of limited communication and a feedback loop in child-coach relationships. 

Second, inclusion can be recognized and unrecognized depending on the observer. A key 

theme of children’s perspectives was discussed. To understand and recognize the process of 

participation it is important to explore the lived realities of the individuals experiencing 

inclusion. The third subsection explores the aspect of choice in relation to inclusion and the 

changes children with disabilities are able to create. Finally, the section concluded with a 

discussion of the relationship of inclusion and exclusion. The section provided examples of 

when the two terms can co-exist, and how children can navigate between the two. There is a 
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consistent tension throughout the subsections that inclusion and exclusion experiences are 

changing from the viewpoint of the person experiencing the inclusion and exclusion. The 

tension of the process of being included and excluded changes due to preferences, 

environment, relationships, expectations, actions, and motivations. The section provides lived 

experiences and examples of these tensions to understand how children with disabilities 

navigate and live through the inclusion process at various stages throughout their 

participation.  

6.5 Chapter Six Conclusion  
The current chapter’s aim was to answer research question number two of the thesis 

which states:  

Question 2: How do children with disabilities navigate (or live 
through) the process of inclusion in extracurricular physical 
activities?  

The chapter answered this question by looking at coaches’ practices of implementing 

inclusion, parents’ perspectives, children’s perspectives, and children’s lived experiences 

through participating in inclusive activities. Rethinking is needed on how researchers discuss 

inclusion. Inclusion and exclusion can co-exist, inclusion can be a choice and inclusion can 

look very different depending on the individual. Children with disabilities can feel that they 

are being excluded in some aspects of an activity and included in others. The process of 

inclusion has been similar for participants in this study, as they make their own inclusion 

experiences and are able to navigate power structures to engage with their peers. Similar to 

participation seen in other chapters, there are many different ways for a child to feel included 

and all those different ways should be equally valid.  Predefined structures and definitions 

have not seen great success through the data calling for a mindset shift of these organizations 

to include the voice of the child. The lack of communication often leaves limited space for 

children to act and make choices on their inclusion experience as that does not seem to be the 
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overall aim of the coaches. Integration of children with disabilities in these extracurricular 

activities is occurring, with moments of inclusion.  

The chapter focused on examples of how children with disabilities are navigating the 

inclusion process. Inclusion and exclusion were influenced by external factors such as 

parental, and organizational factors as described in the first section. The factors played a key 

role as they set boundaries, and goals for inclusion although often without input from the 

children.  

Additionally, the chapter showed how children with disabilities understand the 

meaning of inclusion and how that can change for them over time or in different 

environments. The chapter also explored examples of coaches implementing inclusion 

practices and how children reacted to those implementations. Children provided feedback on 

the coaches’ implementation strategies and offered a way to perhaps improve on inclusion 

goals.   

The following chapter, Chapter Seven, aims to offer practical solutions to help willing 

coaches learn more about engaging with children.  Furthermore, it will offer concluding 

thoughts and future suggestions for inclusion.  



 322 

Chapter Seven: Conclusion on how 
children with disabilities navigate their 
experiences in extracurricular physical 
activities 
  

7.1 Introduction  
The overall aim of this thesis was to explore and create an understanding of how 

children with disabilities experience and navigate their participation in extracurricular 

physical activities. The reason for this exploration was the lack of evidence and 

understanding in respect of the lived reality of participating in extracurricular physical 

activities from the perspective of children with disabilities. The data from this study has 

added to this knowledge through incorporating lived experiences from multiple perspectives 

including children with disabilities, coaches, and parents.  To understand these perspectives, 

the research study focused on the following research questions:  

Question 1: How do adults and children create opportunities and 
constraints for children’s recognized participation?  
 
Question 2:  How do children with disabilities navigate (or live 
through) the process of inclusion in extracurricular physical 
activities? 

The research questions were explored using a participant led ethnography 

methodology which was conducted alongside children with disabilities in London, Ontario, 

Canada. The research was conducted over an eleven-month period, with ten participants 

across eleven extracurricular organizations. The thesis answered the research questions from 

the perspectives and lived experiences of ten children with disabilities. As the ethnography 

method did not only rely on spoken communication, it was utilised over an extended period 

allowing time to engage with all participants.  Additionally, I was able to experience 
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extracurricular physical activities environment alongside the participants to co-create in-

depth knowledge. Throughout the ethnography, I observed how the views of various coaches, 

organizations, parents, and children were similar and how they contrasted on the topic of 

what experiences were actually taking place.  

In this final chapter of my doctoral thesis, I will review the findings of my research 

beginning with a summary of my findings based of my two research questions. I will then 

discuss the implications this research has for literature, policy, and practice. Following this, I 

will reflect on the limitations of this study, my role and beliefs, children’s positions and 

perspectives, and my research methods. 

7.2 Summary of findings  
This section will summarize each finding of the research in order. The research 

questions were developed whilst identifying gaps in the literature to understand how children 

with disabilities navigate their participation in extracurricular physical activities.  In-depth 

answers to the research questions can be found in my finding chapters four through six.  

7.2.1 The Role of ‘Choice’ in extracurricular physical 
activities for children with disabilities 
 

The fieldwork has expanded and improved the understanding of how choices are 

made in the extracurricular physical activity spaces. It was important to start with the concept 

of choice and a look at how children with disabilities were involved in the process of 

deciding which activities to take part in.  

This section summarizes and discusses the findings in respect of the thesis (the full 

discussion is found in Chapter Four). The key themes of the research findings for question 

one and two are the:    

• Context surrounding the experience of choice, 
• Parent-child relationship in the process of choice,   
• Coach-child relationship in the process of choice, and  
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• Participant’s impact on the choice made. 

These key themes will be discussed in order. 

First, I will discuss the context of choice regarding finding extracurricular physical 

activity opportunities. The study participants experienced difficulty in finding activities 

where they would be accepted after considering their impairment or specific impairment type. 

In London Ontario and surrounding areas, there was typically only one program for each 

sport that was specific to those with disabilities. Throughout the data, there is a theme of 

choice that being the particular activity is “really the only choice” (Teachman 2016, p.132). 

This is significant for choice, because if there was a negative experience at an activity, there 

was an overall feeling of not wanting to give up on the limited opportunity afforded to the 

participants. More specifically from the data it was found that non-verbal participants, or 

participants with challenging behaviours (as defined by the organizations) experienced this 

‘only choice’ more. Access to specific programs is limited, so even with a negative 

experience, participants and parents do not want to give up their position. Additionally, the 

application process to get on a waiting list was time consuming, so participants did not want 

to get caught between programs, for a concern having no activity. Parents found there to be a 

lack of information and resources to assist for children with disabilities to identify and 

facilitate participation in physical activities (Dyck et al. 2004, Martin Ginis et al. 2016). 

There were barriers such as membership fees, inaccessible facilities, limited resources, 

program policies and procedures and undertrained staff (French and Hainsworth 2001, Martin 

2013, Mulligan et al. 2012). The thesis builds on the previous research and shows the 

tensions between children and their parents when navigating the process of activity choosing.  

Second, the understanding of the parent-child relationship surrounding choice was found 

to have an impact on the opportunities and constraints of experiencing extracurricular 

physical activities. In Chapter Four, it was shown that parents often picked the activities that 
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children with disabilities were participating in. Parents were found to protect their children 

from navigating access by not informing them when an activity was too expensive or when 

they were rejected or asked to not come back to an activity. Parents often did not consult 

children about the activities that they were searching for stating that they did not want to get 

their children’s hopes up. 

Parents of children with disabilities were found to have the final say in the choice of 

the extracurricular physical activity their child participated in. When making the choice of 

which activity, data showed findings similar to previous research that identified motivations 

for parents included rehabilitation, fun, and belonging (Gibson et al. 2014, King et al. 2014b). 

However, parents were often paying for the activities, and providing transportation to the 

activities, resulting in limitations from parents on which activities and when their children 

could participate due to logistics.  

Third, the relationship between coaches and participants had an impact on choice. 

Coaches are often the first point of contact for children, as they enter the extracurricular 

physical activity space. My analysis, in Chapter Four of this thesis, starts by showing that 

children with disabilities are sometimes offered tokenistic choices by coaches on how their 

experience generally will be framed. Choices are sometimes offered and taken away, or it is 

made clear that there would only be one right choice. Some participants experienced goal 

setting with their coach, although in many cases the goals were forgotten about. Tokenistic 

consultation or choices led to ‘participation fatigue’, as if they were consulted, there were 

often no changes (Cornwall 2008, p.280). Children with disabilities would often not seek out 

choice opportunities as frequently with some coaches, as they learned who was willing to 

consider their perspective seriously.  

When children with disabilities tried to navigate their choices and assert their agency, 

coaches can see this as ‘testing boundaries’. Coaches talk to other coaches and have often 
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labelled children that were navigating their agency in the space as ‘difficult to work with’ or 

‘does not take direction’, rather than viewing children with disabilities as competent 

individuals to learn from. This becomes problematic as the culture around the child becomes 

one of expecting them to ‘act up’, so coaches become stricter to counteract the behaviours.  

Relationships between coaches and children with disabilities who communicated non-

verbally were more difficult. Coaches were sometimes timid to allow non-verbal participants 

in their programs, as they were described as being difficult to communicate with (Boggis 

2018c). Children with disabilities have the right to be able to communicate in ways that they 

prefer and to be heard (Boggis 2018c), for non-verbal participants, people working with them 

need to be skilled in observation and assessment (Hunt 2018). The data repeatedly highlights 

views and assumptions from coaches that non-verbal participants lack competence and 

maturity (Richards et al. 2015). These views and assumptions are a continuation of the 

narrative that children with disabilities having various communication methods are a 

‘problem’. 

Participants in this study were involved in various physical abilities. Some 

participants were seen by coaches as not being able to achieve a high level in the activity, and 

a couple of participants were seen as exceptional and were pushed to excel. A participant 

voiced that she wanted to participate to have fun, but her coach decided to push her to 

develop her ability resulting in her leaving the activity. Choice, belonging, and fun were lost 

by service providers who focused on the activity to build skills instead (Gibson et al. 2013). 

This study is building on the idea that after a choice of activity is made, there are still 

opportunities for choice about how the activity is going to be experienced.  

Finally, this summary looks at participant’s own impact on choice. The thesis furthers 

knowledge surrounding extracurricular physical activities for children with disabilities which 

had previously looked at what activities they participated in and attendance rather than 
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children’s viewpoints of the choice (examples, Coates and Vickerman 2008, King et al. 2006, 

King et al. 2004, Longo et al. 2012, Ullenhag et al. 2012a, Ullenhag et al. 2012b, Wuang and 

Chwen-Yng 2012). It is important for individuals to have choice of activity (Kiuppis 2018), 

and people with disabilities should have the opportunity to choose their sport (Misener 2014). 

Participants in this study expressed that they would have liked to be consulted before the 

picking of their activities. In regard to the viewpoint of children with disabilities on the 

choices made for them, they for the most part enjoyed the activity chosen. In other cases 

children with disabilities expressed their perspectives of non-enjoyment by visibly being 

upset at an activity. Some examples of not enjoying an activity looked like crying, taking a 

while to get ready, dragging their feet, or verbally saying things such as ‘I don’t want to be 

here’. The responses to participants not wanting to participate in activities are significant, 

because there is a disconnect on whose responsibility it is to listen between the coach and the 

child and the parent and the child. Coaches would say things, such as, ‘their parents are 

paying for them to be here, so we have to keep them here’ whilst parents would make 

comments, such as, ‘well at least they’re doing something’. Overall, this work extends 

literature that looks at how attendance in activities reflects on the role participants have in 

choice of activity and choice of how they want to experience their activity.  

To conclude, the thesis closes gaps in literature by looking at the process of choosing 

a physical activity while taking into account different perspectives, which adds to the field by 

giving a rich account of how physical activity choice is made for children with disabilities, 

and their role in the decision-making process.  

7.2.2 The lived experience of participation and how it unfolds 
amongst children with disabilities and adults in extracurricular 
physical activities  
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Chapter Five of the thesis explored the topic of the lived participation experience of 

children with disabilities in extracurricular physical activities. The purpose of this chapter 

was to discuss and answer research question number one. The key themes of the research 

findings for Question one are:  

• Participation, motivations, and views of parents, coaches, and children with 
disabilities and how these motivations facilitate or hinder participation;  

• Different types of adaptations for participants to participate and how the adaptations 
work in practice; 

• The influence that context and environment have on participation; and  
• Comparison of experiences of participation for children with disabilities who 

communicated verbally versus non-verbally. 

The section will now discuss in order the key findings which in part answer research 

question number one.  

First, I began the overview of the lived experience of participation with a discussion of 

participation motivations and views of coaches, parents, and children with disabilities and 

exploring how that motivation hinders or facilitates participation. Starting with the coaches’ 

view of their role in extracurricular physical activities as being fully in charge. A few coaches 

made comments that represented the view of children being less than adults (Priestley 2003), 

or needing to be protected and cared for, rather than viewing the children with disabilities as 

having capabilities (Fitzgerald and Graham 2009).  

In line with other research, the motivations expressed by parents for their children with 

disabilities to participate in physical activity were for the health benefits (Carson et al. 2010), 

social benefits (Breuer et al. 2015), enjoyment (Beurskens et al. 2016), and personal respite. 

Additionally, this finding supports that parents can change their motivation for participation 

in these activities, if parents get the impression of a lack of support, knowledge, and 

experience (Beurskens et al. 2016). As parents live through their children’s positive and 

negative social experiences, it shapes their views on participation. Some parents were 

unwilling to have their children participate in activities alongside children without 
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disabilities, as previous attempts resulted in negative experiences. Additionally, parents also 

found themselves in the position of advocating for positive experiences in both segregated 

and integrated activities. The data shows that some parents were at times unable to enjoy 

their children participating in physical activity reporting feeling ‘on edge’ and being ‘ready to 

jump in’ to either advocate for more positive participation experiences or to educate people 

about their child’s needs to ensure their needs are met (Williams 2013).  

Overall children with disabilities in this study reported motivations for participation in 

extracurricular physical activities as wanting to have fun, seeing their friends, becoming 

stronger and learning new things. Wanting to participate alongside friends was important, as 

it led to them feeling like a valued member of the activity which is consistent with other 

research done in Canada (Spencer-Cavaliere and Watkinson 2010). Data showed that some 

friendships extended beyond the activity’s environment which contradicts other research that 

showed friendships being restricted to specific environments (Bloom et al. 2009). Bonds 

amongst participants also led to supporting one another (Goodwin 2001), which sometimes 

resolved a previous understanding for the need of adults to support children with disabilities 

(Biricocchi et al., 2014; Zitomer & Reid, 2011; Oriel et al., 2012). The friendship 

relationships are significant, as they add a positive experience to participation (Gustavsson 

and Nyberg 2015).  

Participants actively found opportunities to create fun in their different environments, 

which changed the way participation was experienced (Frankel 2018). For participants, 

having fun was a way of connecting and participating with their peers which could be 

expressed by non-verbal communication.  

From motivations of participants, the role of identity emerged, as the activities 

provided an opportunity to be recognized for something other than their disability. One 

desirable identity was that of an athlete (Anderson 2009). Through participation in physical 
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activities, there was space for development of identities that would extend to other aspects of 

their lives (Anderson 2009, Goodwin and Staples 2005, Groff and Kleiber 2001). It became a 

sense of pride for some participants, as they gained knowledge and skills which could 

translate to teaching others what they had learned. Additionally, teaching other children their 

skills in their current environment built up their self-esteem by being identified as being 

skillful and succeeding in an activity. However, there were occasions where children with 

disabilities wanted to focus on their own activity rather than helping others.   

Second, participation in extracurricular physical activities for children with 

disabilities is often experienced with surrounding adaptions. In literature, it is known that 

some children with disabilities may need physical adaptations to participate in physical 

activities (Shields et al. 2012). The data added that sometimes children with disabilities are 

able to pick what physical adaption that they feel they need for that specific session without 

asking for permission. However, there is contrasting data that showed children were unaware 

of why they had a physical adaptation and were not consulted when deciding what was best 

for them. Additionally, sometimes coaches did not know the reason for the adaptation which 

led to frustration from children when trying to understand why they were different. 

Emotional adaptation was implemented more inconsistently, and it was very relative to who 

was providing the support, where the support was being provided and the views of the child. 

Some coaches did not take into account the participants’ views (Smart 2002), whilst some 

coaches took time to observe to understand (Roberts 2008).  There were various examples in 

Chapter Five about coaches not willing to take into account participants’ views, or if they 

were shared, they were sometimes ignored. As children’s needs change, it would be 

important to ensure that there is room for expressing the needs and wants of the child. 

Sometimes children would be consulted about minor decisions, but they were not consulted 

for major ones. 
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Adaptations for non-verbal participants were often having to be organized and funded 

by parents (Goodwin and Ebert 2018). Non-verbal participants found the experience of 

support to be challenging, as it was often the case that their personal helpers and coaches 

were changing frequently. It takes time to learn the unique ways of communicating causing 

non-verbal participants to restart the process with each new person that was introduced to 

their environment. Unlike the other adaptations, non-verbal adaptations are unique in that 

they seemed to be less important to the organizations and coaches. If there was a problem in 

securing the specific adaptation for the activity, the default was to not find other solutions but 

to just say ‘he’ll be fine for today’. Non-verbal cues can be similar between non-verbal and 

verbal participants; however, there seemed to be a big disconnect in the desire to recognize 

these communications. The attempts to communicate and get attention, if not being 

recognized, would be seen as a social problem and disruptive (Barron 2015). As adaptations 

have an impact on how participation is experienced by children with disabilities, it is 

important to explore the context further to imagine a fuller picture.  

Third, a theme of Chapter Five in answering research question one was the 

importance that context and environment had on what experiences actually unfold in 

extracurricular physical activity environments.  Unpacking participation as a lived experience 

from the start of data collection was challenging, as there were a lot of differing perspectives 

and tensions surrounding participation. The vast majority of participants did not know about 

their rights. Similarly, most coaches and parents did not know about children’s rights, while 

some parents made their concerns known about educating their children on their rights. The 

culture around children’s rights in Canada is important to recognize because participation 

experiences can be shaped by the culture itself.  

The extracurricular space for physical activities exists in a clear hierarchy of power 

with the coach being in control. The environments are regulated and policed by adults (James 
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and James 2008). However, there were many examples where children with disabilities are 

not just passive recipients and resist the control (Tisdall and Punch 2012). During 

observations, there was little to no explicit opportunities for expressing participant 

viewpoints. Some participants reported being uncomfortable when expressing their views to 

coaches, suggesting a lack of a safe space for information sharing. Although there were 

various actions from children that showed they were capable of forming a view (Qvortrup 

1994), the coaches instead made their own decisions on whom they thought capable (Hanson 

2012). It is commonly known that children should be involved in matters that affect their 

lives (Tisdall and Punch 2012), however, this viewpoint is not being incorporated in practice. 

The understanding in literature surrounding participation often cites the UNCRC, however, 

none of the coaches or organizations had heard of the UNCRC before the study. For 

children’s perspectives to be incorporated in practice there will need to be an understanding 

by the organization of why children’s voices are important to incorporate.  

The analysis shows the difference between protection of children with disabilities in their 

ongoing participation versus support. How coaches view children with disabilities is a key 

contributor as to whether they are protecting or supporting participants.  

In the thesis, I have strived in my researcher role to understand how the process of 

participation was changing and how the culture was hindering or supporting the process.  The 

research placed an importance on how the individuals in each environment interacted, and of 

equal significance understanding and deconstructing the attitudes towards children with 

disabilities (Rimmer et al. 2004). Some coaches were very explicit about not wanting to teach 

certain children, these children were often non-verbal which resulted in children who 

communicated non-verbally to be treated differently than their verbal peers, some examples 

included non-verbally communicating children being ignored, coaches assuming a lack of 
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competence, assumptions and that the children’s communication was a form of ’acting up’ 

causing a disregard their ability to communicate.  

Finally, an important theme throughout this research is the differing perspectives from 

verbal and non-verbal participants. Four participants in this study communicate non-verbally, 

which is a significant contribution of knowledge, because often their perspectives are 

excluded from studies. Literature promotes that children with disabilities should be seen as 

capable rather than viewing them through their impairment (Fitzgerald and Graham 2009, 

Mason 2009, Noble-Carr 2007).  Some verbal participants experienced being viewed as 

capable; however, it was extremely rare that non-verbal participants were viewed as capable. 

Even if children were expressing the same non-verbal communication, such as looking in the 

direction of the person speaking, verbal participants were assumed to be listening on all 

occasions. Non-verbal participants would be asked questions, such as, ‘are you even listening 

to me?’. Spoken language is continuously preferred and therefore privileged (Komulainen 

2007). Non-verbal communication is not respected as a legitimate form of communication 

and the coaches’ preconceived notions are leading to participant perspectives not being 

recognized. Coaches made comments about verbal and non-verbal participants that could be 

described as harsh or at least insensitive, and coaches would make these comments in front of 

non-verbal participants. When questioned, coaches would just assume that the participant did 

not understand. When children with disabilities are excluded from conversations, this furthers 

the power divide between adults and children (Frankel 2017).  

In conclusion, research question one was answered through the key themes of 

motivations of parents, coaches and children with disabilities, adaptations, context specific 

impact and verbal versus non-verbal communication experiences.  

7.2.3 Experiences of children with disabilities through the 
inclusion process  
 



 334 

Scholars have highlighted that there is a need to explore inclusion from the perspectives 

of people with disabilities (Spencer-Cavaliere and Watkinson 2010, Susinos 2007). Chapter 

Six of the thesis is contributing experiences and perspectives of inclusion from children with 

disabilities to further understand inclusion in practice. During the Chapter Six discussions on 

research question two, a few key themes emerged which are:  

• Various perspectives of inclusion from parents, coaches, and children with 
disabilities,  

• Context of the culture and motivations surrounding inclusion, and  
• Lived experiences of inclusion.  

The key themes are summarized in order.  

First, the data shows the perspectives of parents, coaches, and children with 

disabilities about inclusion. Parents viewed inclusion as what is often described in literature 

as social inclusion which is being a contributing and valued member of the community 

(Hickingbotham et al. 2021, Mâsse et al. 2013, Mâsse et al. 2012, Murray and Greenberg 

2006). Parents expressed worries about their children not being included and often felt they 

had to advocate for their children to have a meaningful presence in extracurricular physical 

activities. Parents of non-verbal children experienced this more often, as they were further 

excluded on the basis of communication (Moosa-Mitha 2005). Similarly, parents with 

children who had behavioural challenges felt that this affected inclusion for them (Recchia 

and Lee 2004).  

Coaches had a different view of inclusion which was sometimes reduced to being the 

same as attendance. All the organizations where the activities took place had claimed to be 

inclusive. In society, inclusion is seen as a goal, and funding for programs is often tied to 

being inclusive. Attendance previously has been measured as inclusion; however, literature 

shows that attendance is not enough for inclusion to occur (Tardif-Williams et al. 2009) 

which was confirmed in the data of this thesis. Other coaches believed that provision of 
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special equipment facilitated inclusion which was seen to be through a medical model 

perspective of disability (Oliver 1996).  

Children with disabilities in this study believed that inclusion was “felt”. They 

believed that they could feel inclusion from their peers and not their coach or vice versa. 

Inclusion was discussed in literature as having meaningful relationships with others which 

sometimes resulted from social capital (Weisel and Bigby 2014). Additionally, children did 

feel similar to their parents in their desire to be meaningful in their environment and 

contribute (Mâsse et al. 2012, Murray and Greenberg 2006). However, there were occasions 

where children with disabilities did not prioritize making friends or feeling included, rather, 

they wanted to practice skills.  

To understand the complexity of interconnection of inclusion perspectives amongst 

children with disabilities, parents and coaches in inclusion practices, ethnography was a 

necessary tool. There are similarities and differences surrounding the understanding of 

inclusion amongst the coaches, parents and participants which plays a role into the lived 

experiences of inclusion. 

Second, building on the theme of how key people view motivations and culture 

surrounding inclusion will be summarized. Extracurricular physical activities as a space has a 

hierarchy where children with disabilities, parents and coaches believe that coaches are in 

charge. It was believed that coaches were in charge of ensuring and facilitating inclusion 

from the perspectives of parents, children with disabilities and the organizations. The 

structures of extracurricular activities were found to be rigid making the environment 

difficult for children with disabilities to navigate (Davis and Smith 2012). Data in the thesis 

shows that children with disabilities attempted to connect with their peers in their 

environment and sometimes would get in trouble for their unstructured attempts, as they were 
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seen as disruptive. Power is used by coaches to limit undesirable behaviours (Foucault 1977), 

whilst at the same time limiting potential for social relationships.  

The goal is to have inclusion; coaches are placed in charge, and they feel capable to 

include children with disabilities because sessions are advertised as ‘inclusive’. One method 

that was observed in the data collection was coaches singling out certain children by telling 

the other children about their impairment and asking them to be inclusive. This method 

serves to reinforce that those children with disabilities are different from the ‘normal’ (Sayers 

2018). The ‘othering’ language would reinforce exclusion from the group (Wendell 1996), 

and it reinforces to the other children that it was permissible to use the same language. 

Children with disabilities in this study believed that sometimes coaches made the inclusion 

process worse. Some children in this study preferred to identify with other labels such as their 

name rather than the coach explaining to other children and volunteers their impairment first. 

Discussing a label of impairment first rather than a skill sometimes left children frustrated by 

some of the labels. These experiences did not reflect a valuing of individuality, rather it is 

attempting to conform children to be ‘normal’ (Valeo and Bunch 2004).   

Coaches’ views varied on inclusion resulting in varying approaches (Davis and 

Watson 2001). Children with disabilities who were excelling athletically were often allowed 

more freedom to engage with other children leading to more social capital and seemingly 

making it more desirable for other children to be friends with them. This finding supports 

literature that has said inclusion within activities benefits those who are already included 

more than those who need inclusion (Allman 2013). However, my study builds on the idea 

that space is also a process and not a static entity (Christensen et al. 2015). Space changed 

throughout the study as relationships were built, children had new teammates or coaches, the 

time of the activity varied, new equipment was utilized, and various other factors led to space 

changing constantly.   
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Third, the lived experience of inclusion is an important addition to knowledge, as it 

provides observations of how inclusion is experienced over an extended period. Inclusion can 

be viewed and understood differently depending on the viewpoint (Roulstone 2000), making 

it a subjective and a multifaceted term (Croucher and Le Boutilier 2010). It is important to 

understand specifically from the perspective of participants how inclusion was being 

experienced. 

For some children with disabilities in this study, it was clear that they were not 

experiencing inclusion. Labeling inclusion or non-inclusion within these environments 

became very limiting. Non-verbal children were not seen as valued participants throughout 

the study which makes inclusion non-existent (Price and D’Eloia 2018). Beliefs and attitudes 

of children with disabilities have a direct influence on how they are treated (Boggis 2018a), 

and included.  

Inclusion was also experienced as co-existing with exclusion from one moment to the 

next. Observations showed engagement in activity followed by exclusion. It seemed difficult 

for children with disabilities to navigate the ever-changing rules of engagement.  

The data also showed that children with disabilities would include other children by making 

strategic and purposeful choices to include (Samman and Santos 2009), especially occurring 

in spaces that were not overlooked by coaches. In these spaces children would often interact 

and would sometimes express the frustration of not being allowed to have fun with each other 

in front of their coaches.  

The summary of Chapter Six answers the research question number two through 

inclusion perspectives, the context of extracurricular physical activities and lived 

experiences. The analysis shows the importance exploring the term inclusion that is 

universally understood as ‘good’ through the perspectives of those who are previously 

identified as excluded (Cook and Swain 2001). The data shows that children with disabilities 
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can question if their experience is really inclusion. Numerous participants were unsure on 

whether to say they were included or not, as a whole. 

7.3 Implications for literature, policy, practice, 
and future research  

Following the data summary of the answers to the thesis’s research questions, I will 

now discuss the implications for literature, policy, practice and future research.  

7.3.1 Implications for literature 
 

The thesis is adding to literature and has theoretical implications to fields of childhood 

studies, disability studies and inclusion literature. The following implications will be 

discussed below: 

• Rethinking inclusion,  
• Participation is uncertain and ever changing, and   
• Inclusion of non-verbal participant perspectives.  

First, there is a need for literature to rethink the way in which inclusion is defined. 

Inclusion is currently defined and labelled by people who are not experiencing exclusion. It is 

often discussed as being a goal for the future to work towards; however, it needs to be talked 

about in the present as well. The thesis attempts to give a wholistic approach to examining 

inclusion by looking at the process of inclusion, and different perspectives of inclusion. 

Additionally, inclusion should be continuously researched through lived experience, as 

inclusion and exclusion may co-exist and understanding the interplay between the two is 

necessary. Furthermore, choices for children with disabilities and their role in their own lived 

experience of inclusion and exclusion should be given weight as their choices have value. To 

summarize, the thesis has direct implications for literature as the understanding of the fluidity 

of inclusion and exclusion should be acknowledged. The understanding of inclusion should 

be from the perspective of the child who is experiencing inclusion and exclusion.   
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Secondly, the data adds to the field of children’s participation literature, as it highlights 

participation being uncertain and changing. The data aligns with the criticisms that 

participation can be treated as a technical exercise (Hinton 2008, Malone and Hartung 2010). 

The thesis provides implications for literature, furthering the importance of researching 

participation amongst children, specifically children with disabilities and acknowledging 

their role in their lifeworld.  

Thirdly, the research methodology of ethnography was utilized to widen the diverse 

perspectives of participation experienced in extracurricular activities. This has implications 

for future research, as children who communicate non-verbally should be included more in 

research as shown through this study, their perspectives are unique and sometimes different 

from the overall disability population. Children who are non-verbal are often excluded from 

research, and the thesis clearly shows an extremely unique lived experience that needs to be 

acknowledged.  

7.3.2 Implications for policy  
 

The thesis points to implications for policy in Canada regarding participation of children 

with disabilities in extracurricular physical activities. The key implications for policy are:  

• Inclusion of children with disabilities perspectives,  
• Enforceability, and  
• Adaptations 

First, it is important that work on policy is furthered to include the experiences and views 

of children with disabilities. There is a need for policy to incorporate their perspectives on 

participation and inclusion. Additionally, it should be policy to evaluate and ensure that 

children’s participation is at the forefront of their experiences in their lifeworld. Evaluation 

and feedback on the current policy effectiveness to translate into inclusive practice or its 

impact on children’s experiences falls short.  
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Second, children with disabilities are often limited in choice of extracurricular physical 

activities as some activities where all children were allowed to participate had limitations. 

Segregated activities also had limitations which made activities more challenging to access. 

Although Canada in policy terms is moving towards aspiring to achieve greater inclusion, 

there is an oversight in not identifying who is accountable for the changes to be made. 

Additionally, when discrimination is faced, parents and children risk losing their participation 

opportunities, if they speak up to the organization. The thesis suggests that there should be an 

avenue for support in finding activities for children with disabilities, and a place where their 

voices can be heard to adapt their experiences to make it overall more positive.  

Third, adaptations made in physical activities were often made for children with 

disabilities rather than working alongside children with disabilities for solutions. In policy, 

there should be an understanding that assumptions should not be made about children with 

disabilities and their perspectives should be gathered about adaptations. Additionally, 

adaptations on how coaches interact with children with disabilities should be understood 

from the children, such as their preferred method of communication, what they would like to 

be disclosed to volunteers and other parties, and how they identify. The implication of these 

policy changes is important, as respect for children with disabilities needs to be demonstrated 

from the initiation of interactions.  

7.3.3 Implications for practice 
 

In childhood studies literature, it is commonly discussed that children should be able to 

participate in meaningful ways in their everyday lives (Percy-Smith and Thomas 2010a). 

However, my data shows that theory does not always translate into practice. The key themes 

for change are:  

• Mindset shift on the view of children with disabilities,  
• Feedback, and  
• Choice.  
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First, one of the thesis’s implications for practice are about the need to change those who 

are in charge. My research demonstrates the importance for a mindset shift into viewing 

children as co-participants who have value to shape whether they are verbal or non-verbal. 

Organizations need to encourage coaches to learn more about how to interact with children 

with disabilities generally and those who are non-verbal specifically. Although children with 

disabilities were viewed in various ways by coaches and organizations, there is a clear need 

for a baseline understanding on how to interact with children with disabilities. The 

implications of a mindset shift to perhaps viewing children with disabilities as children first 

may change how people interact with children with disabilities. Instead of viewing children 

with disabilities as ‘needing’ support, children may be encouraged to have fun and their 

perspectives taken more seriously.  

Second, there is a need to include the views of children with disabilities through using 

consistent feedback on their participation in extracurricular physical activities. Organizations 

were contacted near the end of my fieldwork to inquire, if they would like to receive a 

summary of findings, only one organization said yes. Feedback was sent to all organizations, 

with only one response. The lived experience examples in the thesis highlighted that 

feedback from children with disabilities was rarely important. However, children with 

disabilities also expressed very important and impactful perspectives that should be heard and 

valued. The thesis highlights the implication that there is a need for a space for children to 

share their views, and to be heard.  

Third, whilst including children’s perspective of their experience, there needs to be a 

recognition that choice is ok. Children with disabilities, sometimes did not want to be 

included in the traditional sense with their peers and should have the option to choose. 

Additionally, children with disabilities sometimes wanted to focus on skill building, instead 

of teaching other children. Hearing children with disabilities preferences, it should be 



 342 

acknowledged that children should also have a say in how they participate. Coaches 

sometimes assumed that parents wanted education goals, rather than a fun activity. However, 

children with disabilities should be entitled to have ‘fun’ rather than a continuation of a 

school like instruction. The implications for practice would be to allow for children to be co-

participants in their experience by allowing them to shape their experience.  

7.4 Reflections  
The chapter is now shifting into a reflexive account of the thesis overall. Throughout 

the thesis, a reflexive approach was taken and intertwined in the data. The following will look 

at the impacts of the thesis through a reflection on the methods used, limitations of the study, 

and my impact on the participations. 

7.4.1 Reflecting on limitations of the study  
 

Ethnography generated rich and in-depth data for this thesis. However, there were 

only 10 participants resulting in only 10 perspectives being reflected. Due to time limitation 

and nature of extracurricular activities such as weeknights and weekends, it would have been 

impossible for me to add any other participants to the study under the existing design. 

However, more perspectives or sports may have added depth to the research conducted.  

The research was limited to the context of extracurricular physical activities, and 

although there are dialogues with participants discussing their other environments, it would 

have been interesting to see other contexts.  

Participants included in this study had access to extracurricular activities which means 

funds, transportation, parental approval, and acceptance into programs. It would have been 

interesting to explore how children with disabilities navigate extracurricular time without 

these supports. 
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The age group of participants targeted for the data collection was not young children. 

For future research, it would be interesting to do a similar study to understand if experiences 

are similar at different ages. I assumed at the start of my study that older children would have 

a bigger say about which activities they participated in, which was not always the case. There 

were reflections from participants about discriminatory practices in integrated programs in 

their earlier childhood which led participants to sometimes prefer disability participant only 

programs. It would be worthy research to follow these lived experiences firsthand to see how 

coaches, parents, and children navigate the experience.  

7.4.2 Reflecting on my role and beliefs  
 

I began the thesis journey with a belief that the experience children with disabilities 

live through in extracurricular physical activities matter. Throughout my previous studies, I 

was constantly thinking back to the ten years of volunteering or coaching with children with 

disabilities. I felt that participation needed to be explored in these settings. 

My ‘personal, political and intellectual autobiography’ shaped the research process 

and data creation (Mauthner and Doucet 1998, p.121). I am a middle class, white, female, 

coach, PhD student, daughter, and sister. I believe that children with disabilities should be 

seen as co-participants. In Chapter Three, I discussed further my identity and the lived 

experience that may have shaped the way I understand the lived experiences of participants.     

Before recruiting participants for the study, I was apprehensive of working alongside 

non-verbal participants. I believed that they should be included in the study; however, I was 

nervous about learning various methods of communication. In practice and the world in 

which non-verbal people live, this is a common experience. Working alongside all the 

participants, ethnographic research was also looking at non-verbal language of all children. 

Once in the field, I found that non-verbal participant data to be vital. It was helpful that non-
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verbal participants were interacting with others during the fieldwork, as I was able to observe 

communication and learn actively.  

I also found the data collection inspiring while working alongside children with 

disabilities following their journeys of meaning-making and reflections. It is an important 

process to document and not rush into.  

I found the data chapters difficult to write. I was a part of other people’s families 

celebrating successes and watching them navigate challenging situations for an extended 

period. The researcher role did not end in fieldwork. As I took on a ‘friend’ role during data 

collection, it was important that I reflect on all the data presented to ensure I am representing 

the participants contributions in a respectful manner. 

Participation has been an interest for me, especially how to further participation 

opportunities. Data from the fieldwork shows that children with disabilities are navigating 

their spaces and creating participation opportunities. I choose to label and categorize various 

participation elements surrounding the perspective of children with disabilities. However, I 

did not label adults’ actions as ‘resisting child control’ or ‘becomings’ as they learn 

participation processes through living rights. Adults are in a position of power throughout the 

study, they can be seen to stop participation, not acknowledge participation, define the rules 

of engagement of participation or limit participation opportunities. Although it may not just 

be a result of a hierarchy, the hierarchy may continue to exist because of how coaches and 

parents view children. The communal view on children with disabilities in these 

environments needs to change for the culture in these spaces to shift to focus on recognizing 

participation.  

7.4.3 Reflecting on children’s position, perspectives, and 
research relationship 
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Asserting a judgment on children’s positions and perspectives throughout this thesis 

has been challenging, as I am an adult commenting on their life experiences. Throughout the 

study it was vital to continue to check ongoing findings with participants to ensure their 

perspectives were being represented appropriately. I asked a couple of the participants how 

they felt about me writing up their experiences and a couple answers were “Well I don’t want 

to do your homework” (Magic, Fieldnote: April 12, 2019) and “You’re here all the time so I 

think you have a pretty good idea about what to say” (Chloe, Fieldnote: June 4, 2019).  The 

data created through this research study adds to research by showcasing different and further 

understandings of the experiences of children with disabilities in extracurricular physical 

activities.  

Participants that were in this study took on a role of teaching me about their everyday 

experiences. They seemed to get enjoyment in teaching me about their activity, checking my 

notes and telling me things I was missing. The majority of the participants, like me, were 

white, middle class and growing up in an area I knew well. This is perhaps a limitation of the 

research and a gap that future research could cover. I was able to connect with participants 

talking about extracurricular physical activities, different schools they went to, and different 

local activities. During the data collection, some participants would tell me straight away that 

something was important by saying things such as ‘Katie are you getting this?’, or ‘did you 

just see that?’. On some occasions, children requested I take less active roles, as I was 

researching with them one on one, they wanted their free time to be allocated to other 

activities.  

During the fieldwork, children with disabilities raised questions about the importance of 

participation which may or may not have shaped the way they navigated their spaces, some 

of these questions can be found below. 

• “Why are you the only one that writes down what I say?” (Chloe, Fieldnote: 
December 10, 2018) 
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• “You always talk about participation but what does it matter if we can’t talk to 
coaches and have them actually like listen? I don’t like that … Look at how that can 
create more awkward things and I’m just trying to not make waves. It’s not just us 
like do you talk to bric walls?” (Magic, Fieldnotes: March 22, 2019) 

At the start of the study both participants above did not know about children’s rights or 

about participation rights. As part of my knowledge creation with participants, I would 

introduce meanings of participation that adults had come up with such as definitions, 

participation diagrams and working through the ‘7 Golden Rules for Participation’ from the 

Young People’s Commissioner Scotland. Once understanding how participation should look 

or work between children and adults, similar questions would arise about the importance of 

participation. When asking what would be more important to learn about, some answers are 

shown below.  

• “I know it’s like chatting right but like it’s also like I don’t know. What do you do 
when you chat? I mean maybe you don’t I don’t know. When I chat it’s like I actually 
care and like listen and like you need to start there.” (Magic, February 18, 2019) 

• “Where to start ummm I think like my coach thinks it’s participation because I’m here 
which like kinda. But I don’t know it’s more right? And sometimes like I don’t want 
to participate and it’s ok if they don’t want to sometimes either.” (Marie, November 
10, 2018). 

• “Well, it’s simple you’re going to need to know what’s right and what’s wrong.” 
(Aspyn, October 6, 2018) 

Participants’ views on participation are not just about describing what participation looks 

like but what participation can feel like as well, having morality and terms of engagement. 

Participation is bigger than the label that it is given in research. Further, participation 

knowledge does not always create a culture or space that practise participatory mindsets. 

Participation does not happen in a bubble, for participation to occur the wider issues 

surrounding views of the child in practice need to catch up with the theoretical knowledge.   

The views of coaches from participants in this study were overall seen as ‘others’. There 

were subjective views of coaches, of themselves and the other way around as well how 

coaches viewed themselves and how they viewed the participants. The differing views of 

how one views themselves versus how they are being viewed shapes the experience. When 
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coaches saw children with disabilities as not being competent versus participants seeing 

themselves as competent, there was irritation all around. When two parties are not on the 

same page, it became frustrating for participants.  

7.4.4 Reflecting on research methods  
 

The main research method used in this study was ethnography. The two research 

questions were to be explored alongside participants with various communication methods. 

Ethnography gave me the ability and time to learn different communication methods.  

Although, at the beginning of my research process, I asked participants which research 

method they would like to engage with, participants felt the best way to understand their 

experiences was for me to be with them.  

Over the course of the research, I developed a rapport with each of the participants in 

the study which often took on a friend role. The role was difficult to navigate as in 

ethnography, there is a whole community involved. Often coaches questioned why I was 

being friendly and spending a lot of time talking and learning from participants.  

Although the research methodology was through a participatory focus, upon reflection 

the research methods could have gone further in having children be a part of the whole 

research process. Children perhaps could have been co-researchers or children could have 

been involved in the dissemination of the data. Additionally, children could have come up 

with research questions, or suggested different areas of their life as important to explore. 

Living through the research process in a highly structured space with little to no free 

time added challenges to the ethnography. Participants were required to follow a series of 

instructions and focus on the task at hand. That meant one of the challenges I faced was 

sometimes not having the ability to ask questions right away. On fieldnotes, I wrote down 

questions I wanted to ask participants when there was a spare moment. However, sometimes 

the opportunity did not occur, as parents were eager to leave after the activities. A couple of 
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the participants were able to think back and reflect on specific questions I had, while others 

had difficulty remembering. I could have gone further in creating more data such as writing 

questions down for participants to take home and reflect upon. 

I found the journey of a researcher challenging, specifically when I did not agree with 

how children with disabilities were being treated, or when I saw opportunities for 

improvements. Other research methods would have potentially resulted in more objective 

data.  

I acknowledge that my role as a researcher had influence on the setting and the data 

that was being created (Connolly 2008), especially at the start of the research process, parents 

and coaches seemed unsure of how to act or what to say around me. They seemed to be 

searching for the ‘right’ answer. However, as time went on, people felt more comfortable to 

share their more typical expressions and experiences.  

7.4.5 Leaving the field  
 

The research occurred for some participants over an eleven month period of time. I 

was with participants for all their extracurricular physical activities. It was difficult for me to 

transition to being back in an office all of a sudden, without the interaction with the people 

that I had become accustomed. Due to research being in Canada and finishing my studies in 

Edinburgh, it made it difficult to remain in contact with various participants. 

Participants included in this study also found the change difficult. I received emails 

from participants wishing I could come visit them. Additionally, it was hard to explain that 

their perspectives still matter. In some cases, I was encouraging participants to share their 

thoughts, feelings, and reflections more than they had previously. Leaving the field meant 

that participants were no longer creating data with me which had become a part of their 

routine.  
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With a couple of participants, there were tears when final goodbyes were said. It did 

make me question my involvement in their lives. Ethically researchers are not supposed to 

cause any distress to participants. Additionally, there is an importance placed on the impact, 

as their time and experiences have made a difference. I believe that children participating in 

research should see some sort of impact. The children received findings of the study; they 

may not feel there is an impact, but there is a big impact, as I write up the findings, especially 

as PhD thesis’ takes time to write up.  However, leaving the field upon reflection could have 

been done by creating some sort of action research for children to continue to share their 

views in their environments.  Another suggestion for future research is finding programs for 

participants to join after or during data collection that engage with the notion of expressing 

their views to create community impact.  

7.5 Concluding reflections  
This thesis has explored how children with disabilities navigate their participation in 

extracurricular physical activities through the lived experience of ten participants in London, 

Ontario, Canada. The purpose was to explore the complex lived realities of the participants 

and highlight their lived experiences.  Key contributions from the thesis include:  

• Contributing to a further understanding of lived experiences of children with 
disabilities, inclusion, and participation 

o Unlike other research, this research experiences alongside participants, 
multiple extracurricular physical activities providing rich and in-depth day to 
day accounts. Multiple participants participated in a couple or more activities 
which allowed for greater understanding of how space impacts how practical 
inclusion and participation are experienced.   

o Children with disabilities are active co-participants in their experiences during 
their attendance at extracurricular physical activities, although coaches often 
disregard engaging or learning participatory processes. Theoretical analysis of 
participation does not result in changes in practice in extracurricular physical 
activities. There is a need for the presence of the child to add value.  

o Inclusion in extracurricular physical activities can co-exist with exclusion. 
Inclusion is a process not a static state, which should be seen as a fluid and 
ever-changing whilst actors are responding to the surroundings. Inclusion and 
exclusion should include participant perspectives rather than pre-set labels and 
criteria.  
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o Contribution of non-verbal perspectives.  

There is a need for policy and research to collaborate with parents, coaches, and 

children with disabilities to create ongoing meaningful dialogues for enhancing participation 

engagement competencies. Additionally, there is a need for practical training and dialogue 

surrounding different perspectives to come together to create a culture that is based on 

knowledge exchange, feedback, and recognition of rights. Upholding participation rights is 

challenging, maintaining a high standard without help and guidance from all parties involved 

is a daunting task. The thesis also recognizes that a rights-based approach may not be the best 

way to achieve meaningful engagement and collaboration between children with disabilities 

and adults.  

I hope that this thesis will spark discussions by challenging the importance of 

predefined labels such as inclusion and participation whilst closing the research gaps between 

policy and practice, and to shift more towards a culture that prioritizes challenging 

assumptions, values diverse perspectives and whilst working collectively to continuously 

learn and improve upon processes of participation and inclusion. 
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3.1 A. Ethics Approval  
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Research & Knowledge Exchange Office 

Moray House School of Education and Sport 
The University of Edinburgh 

Old Moray House 
Holyrood Road 

Edinburgh EH8 8AQ 
 

D/D  +44 (0)131 651 4846 
S/B  +44 (0)131 650 1000 

 
www.ed.ac.uk 

 

The University of Edinburgh is a charitable body, registered in Scotland, with registration number SC005336 

Our Ref: 1599 
 
Katherine Westwood 
PhD candidate 
Institute of ECS 
Moray House School of Education & Sport  
 
Date: 16 July 2018 
 
 
Dear Katherine,  
 
Title: Participation in inclusive extracurricular physical activities constructed by the 
perspectives of children with disabilities 
 
The School of Education and Sport Ethics Sub-Committee has now considered your 
request for ethical approval for the studies detailed in your application.  
 
This is to confirm that the Sub-Committee is happy to approve the application and that 
the research meets the School Ethics Level 3 criterion. This is defined as ³applies to 
novel procedures, research without consent, sensitive personal data, or the use of 
atypical participant groups. Also projects in which ethical issues might require more 
GHWDLOHG�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�EXW�DUH�XQOLNHO\�WR�SURYH�SUREOHPDWLF´� 
 
You are reminded that if the research changes in any way from that described on your 
application form, you may need to re-apply for approval. 
 
Should you receive any formal complaints relating to the study you should notify the 
MHSE Ethics Committee immediately by email to MHSEthics@ed.ac.uk 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 

 
On behalf of: 
Dr Ailsa Niven 
Convener, School Ethics Sub-Committee 
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3.2 B. Recruitment Poster  

 
 

 
 

PARTICIPANTS NEEDED FOR RESEARCH ON HOW CHILDREN WITH 
DISABILITIES UNDERSTAND THEIR PARTICIPARTION IN 

EXTRACURRICULAR PHYSICAL ACTIVITIES 
 

I am looking for volunteers to participate in a study as part of my PhD research project that 
looks at how children with disabilities understand their participation in extracurricular 
physical activities.  Children meeting the following criteria are eligible: 
 

x Have a disability and are between 14-16 years of age and  
x Currently participate in extracurricular physical activity in the London and 

surrounding areas 
 
If you agree to participate:  
 

x A range of methods will be available to suit your preferences (interviews, 
photographs, observation, blogs, tours, etc.).  

x Your participation in terms of session timing and length will be tailored to suit you.   
x Your identity will be protected.  

 
If you are interested, please message me directly using the contact information below. For 
more information about this study please contact:  
 

Katie Westwood 
Moray House School of Education, University of Edinburgh 

Telephone: (519) 854 ± 0396 
Email:

 
Project supervisors:  
John Ravenscroft at
Moray House School of Education 
University of Edinburgh, Charteris Land 2.08  
EH8 8AQ, Edinburgh, United Kingdom 
 
Kristina Konstantoni at 
Moray House School of Education  
University of Edinburgh , St John's Land (Room 2.15) 
EH8 8AQ, Edinburgh, United Kingdom  
 
Sally McNamee at
.LQJ¶V�8QLYHUVLW\�&ROOHJH�DW�:HVWHUQ�8QLYHUVLW\, 266 Epworth Avenue 
N6A 2M3, London Ontario  
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3.3 C. Information Sheets  
 
Research Information Sheet for Child Participants  
 
Hello_____________! 
 
My name is Katie Westwood and I am contacting you to ask if you would be interested in 
being a participant in my research project. I will first tell you a little bit about myself. I grew 
up in London Ontario area and was a student at Medway Secondary School (for my first 3 
years) and then Lucas Secondary School (for my last year) of high school. Outside of school, 
I enjoyed playing soccer, horseback riding and swimming. Fast forward to 7 years later, I am 
working on a research project as part of my PhD program for my school in Scotland which is 
5,499 km away!  
 
My research project is called Participation in Inclusive Extracurricular Physical Activities 
constructed from the perspectives of children with disabilities. Therefore, I am looking for 
participants to help me understand how children participate in different sports outside of 
school.  
 
As a participant, you will help me choose how I do this. I can come with you to watch your 
afterschool activities, you can fill out answers to questions, you can give me a tour of your 
environment, taking pictures of your surroundings, we can even think of more ideas that you 
might like better! Me being a part of your environment while I observe and take notes is 
called an ethnography. I’ll be taking lots of notes of everything you do in these environments 
such as talking, playing, what you are interested in, and anything that is important to you. 
Ideally, I would spend 2-3 hours with you once a week for 3-4 months. However, if that’s too 
much for you, we can shorten either of those times!  
 
I promise not to mention your name in my research and you can even pick the name to use 
for the research if that interests you. I promise to give you feedback about themes that arise 
from the data collection. And if you decide at any point during my research that you don’t 
want to participate anymore, that is completely fine!  
  
If this is something you think might be interesting, please send me an email and we can have 
a chat about my research before you decide! My email is kwestwo2@uwo.ca . 
 
Thank you for taking the time to consider my information sheet,  
 
 
 
 
 
Katie Westwood 
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Information Sheet for Guardian  
 
For the research project: Participation in inclusive extracurricular activities constructed by 
the perspectives of children with disabilities. 
 
Dear ______________,  
 
I am Katie Westwood and I am interested in exploring how children with disabilities 
understand their participation in extracurricular physical activities. From 14 to 22 years of 
age, I participated in various volunteer and staff roles at SARI therapeutic riding which 
helped form my passion for seeing children as active contributors to their surroundings. After 
graduating from Western University, I have spent the last two years continuing my studies 
with an enhanced focus on children’s participation.  
 
Currently, I am a PhD Education student at the University of Edinburgh. For the research 
component of my studies, I am exploring how children with disabilities understand their 
participation in extracurricular activities. I have come back to London, because my goal is to 
do research in the community where I grew up. 
 
I am looking for participants with disabilities aged 14-16 that are participating in 
extracurricular physical activities who would like to share their experiences with me! 
 
For my research project I am going to use an ethnography. An ethnography, is where I 
observe what is happening in an extracurricular physical activity environment and I interpret 
what I see. I am therefore seeking permission to observe specific children at these locations! 
A range of methods may also be used based on child preference. Some examples of these 
methods include: interviews, photographs, observations, drawings, tours, map making, blogs 
etc. I will ask the children to help me pick the methods that best suits their interests. Quotes, 
body language and communication techniques will be analysed from these. I want my 
participants to be as comfortable as possible, so I would like meetings to take place where 
they are most comfortable, such as, at home, a coffee shop, a sport environment, etc. You 
will be informed at all times where such meetings will take place and why.  My current plan 
is to allow approximately 8 months for data collection, meeting approximately once every 
other week. Resulting in approximately 16 meetings. However, we can discuss this! 
 
Children and people close to the children may be able to identify the child based on particular 
sport or disability. Therefore, we can have a discussion on whether or not to include 
impairment type. Throughout research, if a participant becomes uncomfortable or looks like 
they would withdraw, the data collection will stop.   
 
I will also be asking for ongoing consent as the research project progresses. You may 
withdraw your child’s consent up until July 2019.  
 
August 2019 I will share my initial findings with you. I will be using the data for my PhD 
thesis, presentations and journal articles.   
 
Contact Information. I can be reached by my email kwestwo2@uwo.ca for any further 
enquires or questions.  
 
Katie Westwood  
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My supervisors can also be reached at:  
 
John Ravenscroft at 
Moray House School of Education 
University of Edinburgh 
Charteris Land 2.08  
EH8 8AQ, Edinburgh, United Kingdom 
 
 
Kristina Konstantoni at 
Moray House School of Education  
University of Edinburgh  
St John's Land (Room 2.15) 
EH8 8AQ, Edinburgh, United Kingdom  
 
Sally McNamee at 
King’s University College at Western University  
266 Epworth Avenue 
N6A 2M3, London Ontario  
 
 
Ethics approval. This research proposal was reviewed and approved by the Moray House 
Ethics Board (University of Edinburgh) in July 2018 and King’s University College (Western 
University) in August 2018.   
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Organization Information Sheet 
 
For the research project: Participation in inclusive extracurricular activities constructed by 
the perspectives of children with disabilities. 
 
Who am I? I am Katie Westwood and I am interested in exploring how children with 
disabilities construct their participation in extracurricular physical activities. I am a current 
PhD Education student at the University of Edinburgh. For the research component of my 
studies, I want to explore how children with disabilities construct their participation in 
extracurricular physical activities.  
 
How I’m going to do it?  For my research project I am going to use ethnography. An 
ethnography, where I observe what is happening in an extracurricular physical activity 
environment and I interpret what I see. I am therefore seeking permission to observe specific 
children, coaches and volunteers at these locations!  Some examples of these methods 
include; interviews, photographs, observations, drawings, tours, map making, blogs etc. I am 
going to have the children help me pick some of these to suit their interests. Therefore, 
children may wish for me to observe them in your organization. 
 
What part will you play? I am looking for consent from different organizations to observe 
children with disabilities participating in extracurricular physical activities. We can have a 
discussion deciding what that will look like to minimize disruption (whether I participate in 
activities or sit on the sidelines). I may also talk to coaches and staff for a better idea about 
the participants participation in sports. I’d like your permission to look at interactions that 
take place between coaches, children and volunteers. The everyday interactions interest me, 
some things I will be taking notes of are interactions, relationships and conversations that 
take place. I am also looking for help in recruiting participants, therefore, if you could help 
pass on information to my research project it would be appreciated.  
 
When would my research take place? Initial steps of the research process will commence in 
August 2018 allowing for time to discuss research methods with participants and creating the 
timeline for data collection together. The length of time for data collection is dependent on 
the methods chosen, but my current plan is to allow approximately 8 months for collection. I 
would be observing (participants’ name) a total of 5 times. 
 
What are the risks? In respect of risk to privacy, confidentiality and autonomy are a main 
priority and how this will be accomplished will be part of our upfront discussion. I will 
change the names of participants and places where participants participate. Therefore, your 
organization will not be mentioned by name. Additionally, if the researcher notices that the 
participant is uncomfortable, the data collection will stop.  
 
Can I withdraw my participation? Yes! Ensuring ongoing consent is a priority; therefore, you 
can withdraw consent at any point, up until July 2019. You may withdraw from any specific 
aspects, or from the research as a whole.  
 
Will I know what is being done with my data? Yes! In August of 2019, you will receive the 
initial analysis of the data broken down into themes; this information will be provided in 
person, by email or mail depending on your preference. You may also receive (upon 
successful completion) a copy of the PhD thesis which is targeted to be completed in October 
2020. During this process, the raw data will be secured in a locked cabinet and electronic 
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versions will kept in an encrypted format. Physical copies and electronic files will be 
destroyed after successful completion of the PhD thesis by the University of Edinburgh’s IT 
team.   
 
Contact Information. I can be reached by my email k.westwood@ed.ac.uk for any further 
enquires or questions. 
 
My supervisors can also be reached at;  
John Ravenscroft at
Moray House School of Education 
University of Edinburgh 
Charteris Land 2.08  
EH8 8AQ 
Edinburgh, United Kingdom 
 
Kristina Konstantoni at 
Moray House School of Education  
University of Edinburgh  
St John's Land (Room 2.15) 
EH8 8AQ 
Edinburgh, United Kingdom  
 
Sally McNamee at
King’s University College at Western University  
266 Epworth Avenue 
London, Ontario 
N6A 2M3 
 
Ethics approval. This research proposal was reviewed and approved by the Moray House 
Ethics Board (University of Edinburgh) July 2018, and King’s University College (Western 
University) August 2018.   
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3.4 D. Consent Forms  

 
 

 
 

Hello!
I am Katherine Westwood
× I am here because I am curious about your play in sports ( !"#⚽%&).

× I am a student in Scotland ! 
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Participant Informed Consent Form  
 
As the participant, _______________________, I give my consent to participate in Katie 
Westwood’s PhD research project. This research project is entitled Participation in inclusive 
extracurricular activities constructed by the perspectives of children with disabilities. There 
are three supervisors for this research project; two at the University of Edinburgh, Scotland, 
UK (John Ravenscroft, and Kristina Konstantoni) and one at King’s University College, 
London, Ontario (Sally McNamee). For the following statements, please check that you agree 
and understand the following;  
 

o I have read and understood the information sheet (see attached). 
o I understand that participation is voluntary, meaning I can withdraw at any time 

without providing a reason, even though I have signed the consent form. 
o I understand that if I do withdraw this will not affect my participation in my chosen 

activity.  
o I will keep the original of all of any visuals that I make (pictures, drawings, maps 

etc.); however, Katie may take a picture of the original for analysis.  
o I understand that these visuals may be used anonymously for the research project 
o I understand that if Katie records our conversations, these will be written down word 

for word for use in the project. She will make them these conversations anonymous 
by not revealing my name, or activities that I participating in.   

o I understand the long term nature of the project.  
o I understand that what Katie finds she may use in her thesis, future presentations and 

publications 
o I understand that this research project aims to place me as the expert, and my choices 

in the project will have a high importance.  
o I understand that my words may be reproduced.  
o I am aware that the information I provide will be kept strictly confidential*.  

Unless there is disclosure of abuse, or harm, these will need to be reported to the local 
authority.  

If I have any questions or concerns at any point.  the researcher, Katie can be reached at 
kwestwo2@uwo.ca or alternatively, her supervisors: John Ravenscroft at 
john.ravenscroft@ed.ac.uk; Kristina Konstantoni at kristina.konstantoni@ed.ac.uk or Sally 
McNamee at smcnamee@uwo.ca (mailing addresses can be found on the information sheet) 
 
 
_______________________________________ 
Print Participant’s Name: 
 
_______________________________________ 
Participant’s Signature: 
 
_______________________________________ 
Date:  
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Research Site Informed Consent Form  
 
As the coach/ instructor/ staff at _______________________, I give my consent for my 
participation in Katie Westwood’s PhD research project. This research project is entitled 
Participation in inclusive extracurricular activities constructed by the perspectives of 
children with disabilities. There are three supervisors for this research project: two at the 
University of Edinburgh (John Ravenscroft, and Kristina Konstantoni) and one at King’s 
University College (Sally McNamee). For the following statements, please signify that you 
are in agreement with each. 
 

o I have read and understood the information sheet (see attached). 
o I understand that participation is voluntary, meaning I may withdraw at any time, 

even though I have signed the consent form.  
o I understand that visuals may be made (examples; pictures, drawings, maps etc.). The 

original copy will be property of the participant; however, the researcher may take a 
picture of the original for data analysis.  

o I understand that these may be used anonymously for the research project. 
o I understand that there may be audio recordings made, and these will be transcribed. 

Anonymous excerpts may be used for the research project. Recordings will be 
destroyed after the completion of the PhD project.  

o I understand the potential longitudinal nature of the project.  
o I understand that what Katie finds she may use in her thesis, future presentations and 

publications 
o I understand that this research project aims to place the participant as the expert in the 

field, and their choices in the project will have a high value placed upon them.  
o I understand that my words may be reproduced.  
o I am aware that the information I provide will be kept strictly confidential*.  

Unless there is disclosure of abuse, or harm, these will need to be reported to the local 
authority.  

If I have any questions or concerns at any point, the researcher, Katie, can be reached at 
kwestwo2@uwo.ca or alternatively, her supervisors; John Ravenscroft at 
john.ravenscroft@ed.ac.uk; Kristina Konstantoni at kristina.konstantoni@ed.ac.uk or Sally 
McNamee at smcnamee@uwo.ca (mailing addresses can be found on the information sheet) 
 
 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Print Participant’s Name:                                                                       Participant’s Signature: 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Date:                                                                                                        Email: 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Address 
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Guardian Participant Informed Consent Form  
 
As the guardian of _______________________, I give my consent for my participation in 
Katie Westwood’s PhD research project. This research project is entitled Participation in 
inclusive extracurricular activities constructed by the perspectives of children with 
disabilities. There are three supervisors for this research project: two at the University of 
Edinburgh, Scotland, UK (John Ravenscroft, and Kristina Konstantoni) and one at King’s 
University College, London, Ontario (Sally McNamee). For the following statements, please 
signify that you are in agreement with each. 
 

o I have read and understood the information sheet (see attached). 
o I understand that participation is voluntary, meaning I may withdraw at any time, 

even though I have signed the consent form.  
o I understand that visuals may be made (examples; pictures, drawings, maps etc.). The 

original copy will be property of the participant; however, the researcher may take a 
picture of the original for data analysis.  

o I understand that these may be used anonymously for the research project. 
o I understand that there may be audio recordings made, and these will be transcribed. 

Anonymous excerpts may be used for the research project. Recordings will be 
destroyed after the completion of the PhD project.  

o I understand the potential longitudinal nature of the project.  
o I understand that this research project aims to place the participant as the expert in the 

field, and their choices in the project will have a high value placed upon them.  
o I understand that my words may be reproduced.  
o I understand that what Katie finds she may use in her thesis, future presentations, and 

publications 
o I am aware that the information I provide will be kept strictly confidential*.  

Unless there is disclosure of abuse, or harm, these will need to be reported to the local 
authority.  

If I have any questions or concerns at any point, the researcher, Katie can be reached at 
kwestwo2@uwo.ca or alternatively her supervisors: John Ravenscroft at 
john.ravenscroft@ed.ac.uk; Kristina Konstantoni at kristina.konstantoni@ed.ac.uk or Sally 
McNamee at smcnamee@uwo.ca (mailing addresses can be found on the information sheet) 
 
 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Print Participant’s Name:                                                                       Participant’s Signature: 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Date:                                                                                                        Email: 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Address: 
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Guardian Informed Consent Form  
 
As the guardian of _______________________, I, hereby, give my consent for him/her to 
participate in Katie Westwood’s PhD research project. This research project is titled 
Participation in inclusive extracurricular activities constructed by the perspectives of 
children with disabilities. There are three supervisors for this research project; two at the 
University of Edinburgh in Scotland, UK (John Ravenscroft, and Kristina Konstantoni) and 
one at King’s University College, London, Ontario (Sally McNamee). For the following 
statements, please signify that you are in agreement with each. 
 

o I have read and understood the information sheet (see attached). 
o I understand that participation is voluntary, meaning the participant can withdraw at 

any time, even though  a signed consent form has been submitted.  
o I understand that visuals may be created (examples; pictures, drawings, maps etc.), 

and the originals will be property of the participant; however, the researcher may take 
a picture of the original for data analysis.  

o I understand that these may be used anonymously for the research project 
o I understand that there may be audio recordings made, and these will be transcribed 

for purposes of documenting the research. Anonymous excerpts may be used for the 
research project. At the completion of the project, these recordings will be destroyed.  

o I understand that the participants words may be reproduced  
o I understand the potential longitudinal nature of the project.  
o I understand that what Katie finds she may use in her thesis, future presentations, and 

publications 
o I understand that this research project aims to place the participant as the expert in the 

field, and their choices in the project will be highly valued.  
o I am aware that the information the participant provides will be kept strictly 

confidential*.  
Unless there is disclosure of abuse, or harm, these will need to be reported to the local 
authority.  

If you or the participant have any questions or concerns, the researcher, Katie can be reached 
at kwestwo2@uwo.ca, or alternatively, her supervisors; John Ravenscroft at 
john.ravenscroft@ed.ac.uk; Kristina Konstantoni at kristina.konstantoni@ed.ac.uk or Sally 
McNamee at smcnamee@uwo.ca (mailing addresses can be found on the information sheet) 
 
 
 
 
_______________________________________ 
Print Participant’s Name:   
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Guardian’s Printed Name:                                                                         Guardian’s Signature: 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Date:                                                                                                                                 Email: 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Address: 
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