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Abstract

Children diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) encounter numerous individual, environmental, and social
challenges in participating in physical activities. Despite the developmental benefits of physical activity, such as
improvements in motor skills, social interaction, sensory regulation, and emotional balance children with ASD often
experience limited participation. This limitation not only affects their development but also impacts their families quality of
life of. The purpose of this study is to explore the barriers faced by children with ASD in engaging in physical activities, as
perceived by parents and professionals working who closely with them. This research employed a qualitative design.
Participants included teachers, parents, speech therapists, physiotherapists, and occupational therapists who provide care or
educational services to children with ASD. Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using
content analysis techniques. Analysis of the data revealed four main themes: individual behavioral characteristics, intensity
of environmental stimuli, socio-emotional challenges, and educational/structural deficiencies. Participants emphasized that
these factors significantly hinder active participation in physical activities. Additionally, there was a strong consensus on the
necessity for individually tailored environments and professional support in physical activity programs. The study concludes
that improving physical activity participation among children with ASD requires the implementation of structured,
individualized programs that are professionally supported and carefully balanced in terms of environmental stimuli.

Keywords: Autism spectrum disorder, physical activity, participation barriers, environmental factors, social factors.

INTRODUCTION

The participation in physical activities is a crucial factor supporting the social, emotional, and motor
development of children diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). However, the challenges
encountered in this process are considerable. ASD is a neurodevelopmental disorder that typically
emerges before the age of three and persists throughout life. It is characterized by difficulties in social
communication and interaction, along with repetitive, restricted, and stereotyped behaviors, activities,
and interests (Boyd & Shaw, 2010). Motor skill impairments, in combination with low physical
fitness levels and developmental delays, substantially limit the ability of individuals with ASD to
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engage in physical activities (Rinehart et al., 2001). Moreover, the social and behavioral difficulties
associated with ASD further hinder participation in such activities, often leading to sedentary
lifestyles (Pan, 2009). This restriction is also reflected in findings that children with ASD are less
likely to participate in physical activities compared to their typically developing peers (McCoy et al.,
2016).

Both individual and environmental factors are influential in limiting participation in physical
activities. For example, lack of motivation for physical activity (Stanish et al., 2015), low motor skill
competence (Loprinzi et al., 2015), and not enjoying physical activity negatively affect the
participation of individuals with ASD (Eversole et al., 2016). Similarly, limited access to physical
activity resources, lack of parental encouragement, and the absence of trained instructors for
organized activities are also among the important barriers (Must et al., 2015; Gregor et al., 2018).
Features such as delays in motor development and sensory sensitivities further increase the difficulties
in participation (Nichols et al., 2019; Scharoun et al., 2017).

Physical activity programs offer various benefits for children with ASD. Research has shown that
these programs reduce stereotypical and self-stimulatory behaviors, improve social skills, and enhance
physical functioning and cognitive performance (Lytle & Todd, 2009; Suarez-Manzano, 2024).
Especially activities that support social interactions may increase time-on-task and enhance the
effectiveness of inclusive environments (Shahane et al., 2024). However, despite the positive effects
of physical activity, the activity levels of children with ASD are generally low, and the increased time
spent on screens exacerbates this problem (Must et al., 2015).

Evaluating barriers to physical activity requires a multifaceted process. According to the
socio-ecological model, the analysis should extend from child-level behavioral problems to factors at
the family, community, and public policy levels (Must et al., 2015). Such an evaluation may help
develop comprehensive strategies to increase the participation of individuals with ASD in physical
activity. Therefore, obtaining the views of parents and teachers is of great importance in
understanding the barriers to participation in physical activity more comprehensively and identifying
possible solutions. The role of parents is vital in increasing their children’s participation in physical
activity (Arnell et al., 2020). Social barriers such as lack of parental support or the absence of partners
in organized activities make it even more difficult for these individuals to engage in leisure activities
(Nichols et al., 2019). The perspectives of parents who play a critical role in the daily lives and
physical activity participation of children with ASD and teachers who provide education to these
children are considered important in identifying barriers and developing effective strategies. In this
context, the purpose of this study is to examine the challenges faced by children with ASD in
participating in physical activities from the perspectives of parents and teachers.

METHOD

Research Design

To investigate the challenges faced by children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in participating
in physical activities, a qualitative research method was employed. Qualitative research involves the
use of data collection techniques such as observation, interviews, and document analysis to explore
perspectives, perceptions, and events in a realistic and holistic manner within their natural contexts
(Mertens, 2014; Yildinm & Simsek, 2018). The research design adopted in this study was a
phenomenological approach. Phenomenology is a qualitative research approach that aims to describe
how individuals perceive and interpret a phenomenon, event, or situation about which knowledge is
limited (Smith & Fowler, 2009; Creswell et al., 2013; Chigbu, 2019). In this study, the
phenomenological design was utilized to understand and explain the challenges experienced by
children with ASD in participating in physical activities, as interpreted through the perspectives,
experiences, and perceptions of their parents and teachers.
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Participants

Participants were selected through criterion sampling, one of the purposeful sampling strategies.
Criterion sampling involves including all cases that meet specific, predetermined conditions, thereby
ensuring access to the most relevant data sources for the purpose of the research (Patton, 2014).
Within this framework, the study aimed to collect data from parents of children with ASD and
professionals responsible for their education and care, to evaluate the challenges these children face in
participating in physical activities. The children of the families participating in the study are preschool
and primary school students. The inclusion criteria were defined as follows: for parents, having a
child diagnosed with ASD who was receiving rehabilitation services; and for professionals, working
in a rehabilitation setting and having experience with children with ASD. Following the necessary
approvals obtained from a private rehabilitation center in Kirsehir, both parents of children with ASD
and field experts were informed about the research. Written informed consent was collected from all
participants prior to data collection. Information regarding the participating parents is presented in
Table 1, and details concerning the professionals are provided in Table 2.

Table 1. Demographic information of parents.

Participant Code Gender Age Education Level Occupation
P1 Female 28 Secondary School Unemployed
P2 Female 30 Secondary School Unemployed
P3 Erkek 42 University Teacher
P4 Female 32 High School Unemployed
P5 Female 29 High School Unemployed
P6 Female 38 University Officer
P7 Female 41 High School Unemployed
P8 Female 33 High School Unemployed
P9 Female 26 High School Unemployed
P10 Female 35 Secondary School Unemployed
P11 Female 36 High School Cook
P12 Female 38 Secondary School Unemployed
P13 Female 28 High School Unemployed
P14 Female 31 High School Worker
P15 Female 27 University Unemployed
P16 Female 32 High School Unemployed

The majority of the participants were mothers in their young to middle adulthood. Most had
completed secondary or high school education. A large proportion of them were not employed, while
those who were working were engaged in various professions.

Table 2. Demographic information of field experts.

Participant Code Gender Age Field / Profession
Tl Male 28 Preschool Teacher
T2 Male 25 Guidance Counselor
T3 Female 31 Classroom Teacher
T4 Female 30 Classroom Teacher
T5 Female 35 Preschool Teacher
T6 Female 28 Classroom Teacher
T7 Female 37 Preschool Teacher
oT1 Male 29 Occupational Therapist
0oT2 Female 25 Occupational Therapist
PT1 Female 29 Physiotherapist
SLT1 Female 26 Speech and Language Therapist
SLT2 Female 33 Speech and Language Therapist

The field experts consisted of participants from various disciplines, including preschool, classroom,
and guidance teachers, as well as occupational therapists, physiotherapists, and speech and language
therapists. The majority of the participants were women and within the young adult age range.
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Within the research process, preliminary individual interviews were conducted with parents and
experts who agreed to participate in the study. An interview schedule was prepared to ensure that the
interviews were carried out in a planned and systematic manner. Schedules were structured
independently for each participant group to accommodate their unique requirements and availability.
Interviews with parents were scheduled in accordance with their daily routines and comfort.
Accordingly, the interviews were held at times when parents brought their children to the
rehabilitation center for special education sessions, ensuring that the children were in a safe
environment. This approach was adopted to facilitate parents’ participation in the interviews and to
encourage their meaningful contribution to the research process. The interview schedule for parents is
presented in Table 3. To ensure the protection of personal data, the parents’ names were anonymized
and replaced with code identifiers.

Table 3. Parent interview schedule.

Participant Date Day Time Interview Duration
P1 January 28, 2025 Tuesday 15:00 20 minutes
P2 January 28, 2025 Tuesday 16:00 30 minutes
P3 January 29, 2025 Wednesday 15:00 20 minutes
P4 January 29, 2025 Wednesday 17:00 25 minutes
P5 January 30, 2025 Thursday 12:00 25 minutes
P6 January 30, 2025 Thursday 14:00 25 minutes
P7 January 30, 2025 Thursday 17:00 20 minutes
P8 January 31, 2025 Friday 11:00 25 minutes
P9 February 6, 2025 Thursday 16:00 30 minutes
P10 February 12, 2025 Wednesday 16:00 25 minutes
P11 February 20, 2025 Thursday 17:00 30 minutes
P12 February 21, 2025 Friday 12:00 25 minutes
P13 February 21, 2025 Friday 14:00 30 minutes
P14 February 22, 2025 Saturday 11:00 20 minutes
P15 February 22, 2025 Saturday 12:00 25 minutes
P16 February 27, 2025 Thursday 12:00 25 minutes

The interviews with parents were conducted over a specific period, scheduled on different days and
times during both weekdays and weekends. The duration of the interviews was generally similar
across participants, and the sessions were flexibly organized according to their availability. In the
study, interviews with experts were arranged based on their available times during working hours.
The interviews were scheduled for the time slots previously identified by the experts as free according
to their teaching schedules. Accordingly, the workload and time management constraints of the
experts were carefully considered, thereby ensuring that the interviews were conducted in an effective
and efficient manner.

The interview schedule for the experts is presented in Table 4. To ensure the protection of personal
data, the experts’ names were anonymized and replaced with code identifiers.

Table 4. Interview schedule with experts.

Participant Date Day Time Interview Duration
T1 January 28, 2025 Tuesday 12:00 35 minutes
T2 January 29, 2025 Wednesday 11:00 20 minutes
T3 January 31, 2025 Friday 12:00 30 minutes
T4 February 1, 2025 Saturday 13:00 30 minutes
T5 February 7, 2025 Friday 14:00 25 minutes
T6 February 8, 2025 Saturday 15:00 20 minutes
T7 February 11, 2025 Tuesday 12:00 25 minutes
OoT1 February 13, 2025 Thursday 12:00 30 minutes
0T2 February 13, 2025 Thursday 13:00 30 minutes
PT1 February 15, 2025 Saturday 12:00 20 minutes
SLT1 February 18, 2025 Tuesday 12:00 25 minutes
SLT2 February 18, 2025 Tuesday 13:00 25 minutes
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The interviews conducted with expert participants were scheduled within a specific timeline, covering
both weekdays and weekends. The sessions were organized at different days and times, taking into
account each participant’s individual availability, and the duration of the interviews was generally
consistent across participants

Setting

During the research process, interviews with parents and experts were conducted in a meeting room of
a rehabilitation center in Kirsehir that provides special education services. The physical features of
this room met specific standards to ensure that the interview process could be carried out efficiently.
The interview room covered an area of approximately 16 square meters and had a rectangular layout.
It was designed to receive natural light through a large window overlooking the institution’s garden.
This bright environment allowed participants to feel more comfortable and at ease during the
interviews. In addition, the room’s furniture was arranged to ensure participants’ comfort. The layout
included single and double armchairs, a table, chairs, and a bookshelf, creating a warm, organized,
and inviting atmosphere conducive to effective communication and meaningful interaction throughout
the interviews.

Data Collection Tools

This study aimed to examine the challenges faced by children diagnosed with ASD in participating in
physical activities. In this context, semi-structured interview questions were developed to be used in
interviews with parents and teachers. The interview questions were carefully prepared based on the
purpose of the research and the relevant literature. The prepared interview form addressed key issues
such as the difficulties experienced by children with ASD in participating in physical activities, the
reasons underlying these difficulties, and the effects of physical activities on their development.
Accordingly, the questions were designed to allow participants to reflect their experiences in detail.
The initial draft of the interview form was evaluated by four academic experts in the field, and
necessary revisions were made based on the feedback received. In light of the experts’ opinions, the
final set of questions was determined, and the form was reviewed for content and structural
appropriateness. Following the feedback process, the interview form was finalized to include four
main questions, each designed to serve the purpose of the study and to explore participants’
experiences and observations in depth. Within the scope of the research, the questions to be addressed
during the interviews with parents and teachers were determined as follows:

What are the biggest challenges you face regarding your child’s/student’s participation in
physical activities?

What do you think about the influence of the environment (e.g., playgrounds, sports facilities) on
your child’s/student’s participation in physical activities?

Do you think there are physical, social, or emotional factors preventing your child/student from
participating in physical activities? Please explain.

What types of resources or training do you think are needed for your child/student to become
more active in physical activities?

The interviews were both audio- and video-recorded to ensure the accurate documentation of
participants’ responses. These recordings allowed the interview process to be properly archived and
enabled meticulous analysis of the conversations. Additionally, the use of both audio and video
recordings provided researchers with the opportunity to revisit observations made during the
interviews, thereby enhancing the accuracy and reliability of the data. During this process,
participants’ consent was obtained prior to recording, and their privacy and confidentiality were
strictly protected. To support the qualitative data collection process, a researcher’s reflective journal
was also utilized. The journal systematically documented observations, experiences, notable events,
and personal reflections related to the research process (Mills, 2007). It included pre- and
post-interview impressions, the physical and emotional conditions of the interview setting,
participants’ reactions and body language, noteworthy situations that emerged during the interviews,
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and the researcher’s self-awareness regarding their role in the process. This reflective practice
contributed to maintaining transparency, reflexivity, and depth in the qualitative inquiry.

Data Collection Process

In this study, the challenges experienced by children with ASD in participating in physical activities
were examined through data collected from interviews conducted with parents and experts. The
interviews were semi-structured in format and lasted between 20 and 35 minutes. The data collection
process was designed in accordance with the aim of the research and carried out following established
ethical principles. The participants consisted of parents and educators of children with ASD who were
receiving education at rehabilitation centers. The selection of these participants was based on their
direct experience and relevance to the research questions. Participation in the interviews was entirely
voluntary, and each participant was provided with an informed consent form to ensure their explicit
approval to take part in the study. Additionally, the researcher kept a reflective journal to record both
personal experiences during the data collection process and immediate observations regarding
participants’ reactions. This journal served as an important tool for documenting the research process
and ensuring reflexivity and transparency in qualitative inquiry.

Credibility and Trustworthiness of the Study

The credibility of this research was strengthened through various methods and procedures
implemented throughout the study. The reliability and validity of the research were ensured by
employing multiple strategies such as triangulation of data sources, use of multiple researchers, expert
review, participant confirmation, and inter-researcher consistency in data analysis (Creswell, 1998).
Ethical principles and the control of researcher bias were also taken into consideration. The study was
conducted with parents and teachers of children with autism who were receiving education in
rehabilitation centers. Participant selection was carried out carefully to ensure the accuracy and
validity of the research topic. Parents and teachers were considered appropriate participants since they
possessed firsthand knowledge of the children’s physical activities and the challenges encountered
during these activities. Including participants directly related to the research topic was regarded as
essential for ensuring content validity. The research was based on the principle of data triangulation.
Data were collected from different stakeholders, including parents and teachers of children with ASD
enrolled in rehabilitation centers. This approach enhanced the external validity of the study and
provided a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon from multiple perspectives.
Moreover, the study was conducted by a team of three researchers, incorporating the principle of
investigator triangulation. Collaboration among researchers ensured that different aspects of the data
collection process were meticulously managed and contributed to maintaining researcher neutrality.
Each researcher took responsibility at different stages, enabling the study to progress in a coherent
and reliable manner. To ensure validity, peer debriefing and expert consultation were employed. The
interview questions were initially drafted by one researcher and subsequently reviewed by two others.

The questions were subsequently submitted to field experts, and necessary revisions were carried out
in line with their feedback. Obtaining expert opinions was a crucial step in ensuring content validity
and the alignment of questions with the research objectives. This process strengthened the scientific
validity of the research questions and facilitated the collection of accurate and reliable data.

Researcher bias was carefully monitored throughout the study. During data analysis, continuous
communication and discussion were maintained among the researchers to minimize the impact of
bias. The use of double coding where each piece of data was independently analyzed by two
researchers helped ensure internal consistency. Discrepancies in coding were discussed and resolved
through consensus, and a common coding scheme was established. This approach minimized the
influence of personal interpretations and biases on the analysis process.

Participants’ perspectives were accurately and ethically represented in the study. The member
checking process was conducted in accordance with ethical research principles. Preliminary meetings
were held with the parents and teachers participating in the study, during which the research purpose
was explained in detail and informed consent forms were obtained. Participants were assured that
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their statements would remain confidential and used solely for research purposes. In addition, the
interview transcripts could be shared with participants for feedback to ensure accuracy of
representation. However, the text does not indicate that the draft report was shared with participants,
which remains a limitation. Nevertheless, attention was given to protecting participants’ rights and
ensuring that their views were represented accurately.

To enhance the validity and reliability of the interviews conducted with parents of children with ASD,
pilot interviews were carried out. The pilot interviews aimed to test the effectiveness of the main
research questions and the interview form, assess the clarity of the questions, and observe the overall
flow of the interview process. The pilot study was conducted with two parents who had similar
characteristics to the target population. During these sessions, the questions were clearly
communicated, and potential issues encountered during the interviews were noted. The duration of the
interviews, parents’ reactions, and their response patterns were also observed. Based on the feedback
obtained, necessary adjustments were made to the interview questions, and the final version of the
form was prepared for the main study. The pilot interviews played a crucial role in ensuring the
reliability and validity of the research.

The data collection and analysis processes were described in rich and detailed narrative form.
Participants’ views were presented comprehensively in line with the research context, enabling
readers to gain a clear understanding of the research process. Transparency was maintained by
providing detailed information about the findings and methods used, which strengthened the
credibility of the study’s results.

In this research, an external auditor, an academician specialized in special education, was assigned to
oversee and evaluate the entire process. The interview sessions, which constituted one of the most
critical stages of the research, were video recorded to ensure external auditing. The recordings were
used to accurately document and later analyze the interviews. This method served as an important tool
to enhance both the validity and reliability of the study. The external auditing process allowed the
auditor to observe the research without intervention, providing an objective evaluation of the
procedures. The video recordings also enabled the auditor to review each stage in detail and allowed
the researchers to assess and analyze the interviews more reliably.

Data Analysis

During the qualitative research process, both audio and video recordings were collected during the
interviews. The obtained data were transcribed into Word format using the Notebook LM program.
After transcription, the written texts were compared with the audio recordings to verify content
accuracy, and necessary corrections were made. After these procedures, the data were prepared for the
coding process. The research data were analyzed through content analysis. In qualitative research,
content analysis is an analytical method that enables the systematic examination of written, verbal, or
visual data to transform them into meaningful themes (Yildinm & Simsek, 2018). This method is
particularly common in studies that aim to understand individuals’ experiences, attitudes, perceptions,
and perspectives on social phenomena in depth (Krippendorff, 2019). Content analysis involves
several stages, including dividing the data into meaningful units, coding, categorizing, and developing
themes. Throughout this process, the researcher aims to reveal the underlying meanings while
preserving the integrity of the data. According to Yildinm and Simsek (2018, p. 242), unlike
descriptive analysis, content analysis includes a deeper level of interpretation and seeks to uncover the
latent meanings embedded in the data. Consistent with the purpose of this study, content analysis was
employed to interpret, in depth, the perspectives of participants special education teachers, speech and
language therapists, occupational therapists, and physiotherapists regarding the challenges
experienced by children with ASD in participating in physical activities. The interview data were
transcribed and transferred into the MAXQDA 2020 software for analysis. Independent coding was
conducted by the researchers, and the similarities and differences between the codes were examined
collaboratively. To ensure the reliability of the data, the agreement/disagreement principle proposed
by Miles and Huberman (1994) was applied. The inter-coder reliability coefficient was calculated
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using the following formula: Reliability = (Agreement / (Agreement + Disagreement)) x 100 the
overall reliability of the analysis was calculated as 84%. A high level of similarity was observed
between the coders, while differing codes were re-evaluated and recoded through consensus. As a
result of the coding process, categories and themes were derived, corresponding to the interview
questions. In qualitative research, data analysis is conducted in four main stages: (1) coding the data,
(2) identifying themes, (3) organizing codes and themes, and (4) defining and interpreting the findings
(Yildirim & Simsek, 2018).

In accordance with these stages, the data were analyzed, and four overarching themes were identified:
challenges in participation in physical activities and the influence of the environment on participation.

Physical, social, and emotional factors preventing participation, Resources and training required to
increase active participation. Under these themes, similar data were grouped, and a meaningful
structure was established among the codes, categories, and themes to comprehensively describe the
findings.

RESULTS

“As a result of the analysis of the participants’ responses to the questions related to physical activity,
the findings were presented under four themes and supported with direct quotations. These themes are
illustrated in Figure 1.”

PHYSICAL ACTIVI_TY.

\h
The Influence of Disability to Participation in ~o
Environmental Factors on|  [Activities: Social, Emotional,| |Resources and Training Needed to Promote
Activity Participation and Physical Factors More Active Participat

Challenges i Participating in
Activities

Figure 1. Hierarchical code—subcode model of the themes.

Findings on Challenges in Participation in Physical Activities

The participants were first asked: “What are the biggest challenges you face regarding your
child’s/student’s participation in physical activities?” This question aimed to identify the difficulties
encountered by participants in ensuring students’ engagement in physical activities. The findings
related to challenges in participation were grouped under four categories and are presented in
Figure 2.

As shown in Figure 2, the theme “Challenges in participation in physical activities” consists of four
categories: child-related challenges, activity-related challenges, special education-related challenges,
and parent-related challenges. Participants reported that the most frequently encountered difficulties
within the child-related challenges category included: displaying obsessive or repetitive behaviors
(e.g., arranging objects in a specific order or reacting intensely to minor changes in daily routines)
(f=14), restricted movement (f=12), hyperactivity (f=7), attention and concentration problems (f=3),
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noncompliance with instructions (f=3), poor self-control (f=2), focus on a single game or toy (f=2),
possessive behaviors and believing that everything belongs to them (f=1), lack of physical strength
(f=1), and limited self-expression skills (f=1).

"Especially among children with
autism, certain repetitive or
obsessive behaviors may occur —
for example, spitting, biting, or ~ Coded quotation
avoiding physical contact. These IChalIenges in Participating in Activities (50)|
behaviors can create challenges in @
social and educational settings.."

(12) Exhibiting obsessive or repetitive
behaviors (14)
@ Reduced physical
Excessive mobility (12)

activity (7)

Experiencing - -
difficulty Challenges -
concentrating Chall Resulti Challenges ‘natieng
3 allenges Resulting . Arising From  Arising From Parent-based
From the Child’s Delay in the Activity the Special Challenges (2)
Individual Difference communication 1) Education
Having (46) and sellf- Enviro]nment
=/ (DA K
ollowing
instructions (3) - @ @
@ @ Il-[\eivin g : Type of activity (1) The limited
Having oS dlitlcult}{ Being availability of
difficulty Being fixated on a understanding  physically programs in the
controlling single object or toy - the concept of weak (1) literature
behavior (2) ) ownership (1) programs (1)

Figure 2. Hierarchical code—subcode model of the theme challenges in participation in physical
activity.

A parent coded as P9 described their child’s obsessive behaviors as follows: “He seems unwilling to
move. When we go outside, he throws himself on the ground and refuses to get up.” Similarly, a
speech and language therapist (SLT1) stated: “Obsessive behaviors can significantly hinder
participation in physical activities. Students who are strongly attached to certain objects or routines
often experience intense anxiety when faced with environmental or procedural changes during
activities.” These findings indicate that obsessive and repetitive behaviors commonly observed in
children with ASD act as barriers to active participation in physical activities. Within the
activity-related challenges category, participants noted that the most common problem was the
inappropriateness of activities for children (f=1). A parent (P1) commented: “Most physical activities
are too demanding for my child, so he is often reluctant to participate and struggles to adapt to the
activity.” A teacher (T6) further explained: “When physical activities are not aligned with the child’s
interests, sensory needs, or motor skill level, it becomes difficult for them to adapt to the process. This
often leads to withdrawal or lack of motivation.” These results suggest that when physical activities
are not tailored to individual needs, children with ASD experience adaptation difficulties and display
low motivation toward participation. Under the special education-related challenges category,
participants emphasized the inadequacy of existing programs (f=1). A parent (P3) expressed: “My
child has been receiving special education for a long time, but I think the programs do not include
enough physical activity. Although my child really needs to move, this need is not reflected in the
educational plans.” A teacher (T4) similarly noted: “In the special education programs we implement,
content related to physical activity is quite limited. | observe that many students particularly need
movement-based activities. However, since programs mainly focus on academic goals, physical and
motor development often remain in the background.” This finding highlights that current special
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education programs insufficiently address the physical activity dimension, failing to adequately meet
students’ motor development needs. In the parent-related challenges category, participants pointed out
issues such as parents’ lack of awareness of the importance of physical activity (f=1) and limited
parental support or involvement (f=1). A teacher (T1) remarked: “Parents do not consider physical
activity as an academic subject, so they do not take it seriously. They often complain about their
child’s hyperactivity, but they make no effort to provide opportunities for physical movement.”
Similarly, the researcher noted in the reflective journal: “The mother explained that her child
displayed problem behaviors during physical activity sessions. However, as the interview progressed,
it became evident that these behaviors stemmed more from family attitudes than from autism itself.”
These findings reveal that parental attitudes play a decisive role in shaping children’s overall
developmental processes and participation behaviors in physical activities. Findings on the Influence
of the Environment on Participation in Physical Activities The second question addressed to the
participants was: “What do you think about the influence of the environment (e.g., playgrounds,
sports facilities) on your child’s/student’s participation in physical activities?”

This question aimed to identify participants’ views on how environmental factors affect children’s
participation in physical activities. The findings related to this topic were gathered under the theme
“The Influence of the Environment on Participation” and organized into two categories, as illustrated
in Figure 3.

“Stimuli in overly bright and

visually stimulating environments The influence of . ;
can cause difficulty and discomfort Environmental Factors on He g ow move comfortably in
for individuals with autism. Such Activity Participation (44) public and play areas. These

environments make him feel goad\

hould b d i
areas should be arranged in a and relaxed.” (P12)

simpler and more calming way to
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Figure 3. Hierarchical code—subcode model of the theme “Environmental factors affecting challenges
in participation in physical activity”

As illustrated in Figure 3, the theme “The Influence of the Environment on Participation” was
examined under two main categories: positive effects and negative effects. In the negative effects
category, participants reported that excessive light and visual stimulation in the environment (f = 7),
noisy surroundings (f = 5), and crowded settings (f = 2) caused discomfort in children, leading them to
display withdrawn behaviors (f = 4) and experience communication difficulties (f = 4). As seen in
Figure 3, the most frequently emphasized environmental barrier was the excessive presence of light
and visual stimuli, which negatively affected the child’s engagement in physical activity. One
participant, an occupational therapist (ER1), expressed the following view regarding this issue:
“Playgrounds that are overly bright and visually overwhelming can make children uncomfortable. The
simultaneous presence of different lights and sounds can negatively affect their participation in
physical activities.” Similarly, the researcher’s diary included the following observation: “During the
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interview, I observed how the child’s problem behaviors complicated daily life and how these
behaviors became even more challenging due to environmental factors.” These findings indicate that
the intensity of environmental stimuli interacts with problem behaviors, creating a significant
environmental barrier that hinders participation in physical activities. In the positive effects category,
participants noted that the environment played a supportive role in various aspects of the child’s
development. They emphasized that the environment helped children feel comfortable and relaxed
(f= 6), contributed to their physical, social, and language development (f = 5), facilitated social
acceptance (f = 3), improved communication skills (f = 3), enhanced attention (f = 1), provided an
outlet for excess energy (f = 1), promoted calmness (f = 1), increased courage (f = 1), and supported a
sense of safety (f = 1). As shown in Figure 3, the most frequently mentioned positive environmental
effect was the sense of comfort and relaxation that children experienced in supportive environments.
For instance, a parent (P4) stated: “When my child spends time in play areas involving physical
activity, | observe that he both relaxes and behaves more harmoniously; such environments really
make him feel good.” Similarly, a teacher (T2) explained: “Playgrounds and sports facilities help
children release their energy. For example, activities such as playing in a ball pit or sliding down a
slide promote physical movement and contribute to sensory integration therapy. These areas are
highly beneficial for helping children expend their energy.”

Overall, these findings demonstrate that physical activity environments play a positive role in
children’s relaxation and adaptation processes. It can be concluded that physical activity contributes
to the development of behavioral regulation and sensory integration skills by helping balance
children’s energy levels.

Findings on Physical, Social, and Emotional Factors Preventing Participation in Physical
Activities

The third question addressed to the participants was: “Do you think there are any physical, social, or
emotional factors that prevent your child/student from participating in physical activities? Could you
please explain?” This question aimed to identify the participants’ perspectives regarding the physical,
social, and emotional factors that may hinder children’s participation in physical activities. The
findings related to this question were organized under the theme “Physical, Social, and Emotional
Factors Preventing Participation in Physical Activities” and categorized into three subcategories, as
illustrated in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Hierarchical code—subcode model of the theme social, emotional, and physical factors
hindering participation in physical activity.
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As illustrated in Figure 4, the theme “Physical, Social, and Emotional Factors Preventing Participation
in Physical Activities” consists of three categories: social factors, emotional factors, and physical
factors. In the social factors category, participants most frequently mentioned social
adaptation/acceptance problems (f = 40), followed by communication difficulties (f = 14), inability to
express oneself (f = 3), inappropriate responses (f = 1), and comparison with other children (f = 1). As
seen in Figure 4, the most emphasized social factor was difficulty with social adaptation and
acceptance. One parent (P5) expressed this as follows: “When playing a game, it was sometimes
difficult for him to get along with other children.” In addition, the researcher’s diary included the
following observation: “During the interviews, I noticed that parents believed societal awareness
toward children with special needs was quite low. This lack of awareness seemed to make both
parents and children more withdrawn in social settings.” These findings suggest that social adaptation
and acceptance problems negatively affect the participation of children with special needs in physical
activities. Moreover, parents’ hesitancy in social contexts stemming from low societal awareness
appears to limit children’s opportunities to join group activities and reduces their access to physical
activity experiences. In the emotional factors category, participants identified anger problems (f = 10)
as the most common issue, followed by introversion (f = 9), withdrawal (f = 5), anxiety/fear (f = 3),
aggression/irritability (f = 3), sadness (f = 3), shouting/screaming (f = 3), excitement (f = 2),
stubbornness (f = 2), and lack of curiosity (f = 1). As shown in Figure 4, anger problems were the
most frequently mentioned emotional barrier. A parent (P8) described this as follows: “Sometimes he
gets angry and has difficulty expressing himself. For instance, when he can’t do something, he may
throw his toys or start shouting, whereas other children may try to find a solution.” In the researcher’s
diary, this was reflected as: “According to the mothers’ responses, children’s emotional anxieties
make it difficult for them to participate in group-based learning, which in turn negatively affects their
engagement in physical activities.” These findings indicate that anger and behavioral problems lead to
challenges in social interaction processes, acting as a significant emotional barrier to participation in
physical activities. In the physical factors category, participants most frequently mentioned hitting
others (f = 4), followed by throwing or breaking objects (f = 3), muscle weakness (f = 2), hair pulling
(f = 1), hand flapping or knee slapping (f = 1), and toe walking (f = 1). As illustrated in Figure 4, the
most frequently emphasized physical factor was hitting others. A parent (P11) expressed this as
follows: “My son struggles in social interactions; when he gets excited and cannot express himself, he
sometimes shows behaviors such as hitting or biting.” Similarly, a teacher (T3) stated: “Children
sometimes struggle with social integration when they go to a park, school, or family gathering.
Especially during physical activities, they may hit other children. The other children may react in the
same way or withdraw, and in both cases, the physical activity ends.”

These findings reveal that children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) may display physical
aggression as a response to intense emotions or overstimulation in social environments, which in turn
hinders their healthy participation in physical activities.

Findings on Social, Emotional, and Physical Factors Preventing Participation

As shown in Figure 4, the theme of barriers to participation consisted of three categories: social,
emotional, and physical factors. In the social factors category, participants most frequently reported
problems of social adaptation/acceptance (f=40), followed by communication problems (f=14),
inability to express oneself (f=3), inappropriate responses (f=1), and being compared with other
children (f=1). As seen in Figure 4, the most emphasized social factor was social
adaptation/acceptance problems. Parent P5 stated: “While playing a game, sometimes it was difficult
to adapt to other children.” The researcher’s journal reflected: “During the interview, I realized that
families believed societal awareness of children with special needs was quite low. This caused them
to keep both themselves and their children in the background in social environments.” These findings
show that social adaptation and acceptance problems negatively affect the participation of children
with special needs in physical activities. Moreover, families’ shy behavior in social contexts, due to a
lack of awareness, restricts children’s participation in group activities and reduces opportunities for
physical activity. In the emotional factors category, the most frequently reported issue was anger
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problems (f=10), followed by introversion (f=9), withdrawal (f=5), anxiety/fear (f=3),
aggression/irritability (f=3), sadness (f=3), shouting/screaming (f=3), excitement (f=2), stubbornness
(f=2), and lack of curiosity (f=1). As reflected in Figure 4, the most emphasized emotional factor was
anger. Parent P8 explained: “Sometimes he gets angry and has difficulty expressing himself. For
example, when he cannot do something, he may throw the toys in his hand or shout, while other
children can find solutions in such situations.” The researcher’s journal also noted: “From the
mothers’ responses, it became evident that children’s emotional concerns made it difficult for them to
participate in group education, and this also negatively affected their participation in physical
activities.” These findings suggest that anger and behavioral problems cause difficulties in children’s
social interaction processes and constitute an important barrier that negatively affects participation in
physical activities. In the physical factors category, participants most frequently reported hitting
others (f=4), followed by throwing/breaking objects (f=3), lack of muscle strength (f=2), hair pulling
(f=1), hand flapping/knee slapping (f=1), and tiptoe walking (f=1). As seen in Figure 4, the most
emphasized physical factor was hitting others. Parent P11 shared: “My son struggles with social
interaction. Especially when he gets excited and has difficulty expressing himself, he sometimes
shows behaviors such as hitting or biting.” Teacher T3 explained: “When children go to a park,
school, or family gathering, they may struggle with social integration. Especially during physical
activities, they may display hitting behaviors toward other children. Other children either respond
similarly or avoid them. In both cases, the physical activity ends.”

These findings indicate that children with ASD, when unable to express themselves in response to
intense emotions and stimuli in social environments, sometimes resort to physical aggression, which
complicates healthy participation in physical activities.

Findings on Education and Resources Needed for More Active Participation in Physical
Activities

The fourth question asked to the participants was: “In your opinion, what kind of resources or training
are needed for your child/student to be more active in physical activities?” This question aimed to
identify the participants’ perspectives regarding the resources and educational supports necessary to
enhance students’ active participation in physical activities. The findings related to this question were
organized under the theme “Resources and Training Required to Increase Active Participation” and
categorized into two subcategories, as illustrated in Figure 5.

Findings on Education and Resources Needed for More Active Participation

As illustrated in Figure 5, the theme “Resources and Training Required to Increase Active
Participation” consists of two main categories: Required Trainings and Required Resources. In the
Required Trainings category, participants most frequently emphasized the need for
movement/physical development training (f = 7). Other areas mentioned included training that
supports children’s socialization (f = 5), training on attention deficit and hyperactivity (f = 3), training
conducted by educators specialized in individual differences (f = 2), multidisciplinary training
approaches (f = 2), early-age intervention programs (f = 2), training for special education teachers
(f=2), group training (f = 1), community-based awareness training (f = 1), and training that supports
child development through various modalities (f =1). A physiotherapist (PT1) highlighted the
importance of movement-based training by stating: “Physical activity programs should take a greater
place in the curriculum and not be limited to physical education classes. In preschool and early
childhood, activities involving movement are essential. Especially for children with attention deficit
or hyperactivity, these are far more beneficial than desk-based learning. Therefore, physical activities
should be planned according to each child’s interests and needs.” Similarly, a teacher (T5)
emphasized the professional development of educators: “First, special education teachers need
training in physical activity. It is important to expand initiatives run by the Ministry of National
Education and the Ministry of Youth and Sports. Moreover, physical activities tailored for children
with autism should be demonstrated to teachers and parents with concrete examples. This would
increase children’s participation in physical activities.” These findings underline the necessity of
integrating systematic and comprehensive physical activity education into early curricula and
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enhancing educators’ competencies. Expanding adapted physical activity programs for children with
autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is expected to have a positive impact on both participation and
development. In the Required Resources category, participants most frequently pointed to the need for
special education schools, parks, and areas designed for individuals with special needs (f = 21). Other
needs included quiet and comfortable spaces (f = 1), special facilities in every city (f = 1), and socially
engaging environments (f = 1).
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Figure 5. Hierarchical code—subcode model of the theme resources and education needed to promote
more active participation in physical activities.

As seen in Figure 5, the most frequently emphasized resource requirement was the availability of
inclusive and accessible spaces for individuals with special needs. A parent (P14) expressed this as
follows: “Facilities that meet the needs of children with autism should be built first. Currently, I don’t
think there are enough of these in our country. There should be special centers designed with
consideration for what these children can and cannot do, both physically and psychologically.
However, this cannot be achieved through individual efforts alone it requires collaboration between
the Ministry of National Education and other relevant institutions.” Similarly, an occupational
therapist (OT2) noted: “Parks should include more diverse and developmentally supportive materials.
Right now, most parks only have slides and swings. Designing more comprehensive playgrounds
could help children improve their motor skills.” Additionally, the researcher’s diary included the
following reflection: “Lack of resources frequently emerged in almost every interview. Based on my
observations, the existing facilities do not adequately meet the interests and needs of children with
ASD.” Overall, these findings indicate that the shortage of suitable physical spaces and resources to
support the development of children with special needs limits the effectiveness of related
interventions. This represents a systemic issue that calls for institutional collaboration and
infrastructure improvements.
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DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION, and RECOMMENDATIONS

Difficulties Arising from the Nature of the Activity

One of the challenges faced by children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in participating in
physical activities stems from the structural characteristics of the activities themselves. Research
findings indicate that activities which are poorly structured in content or not aligned with the child’s
developmental level and interests often result in loss of motivation and unwillingness to participate.
This, in turn, negatively affects the continuity of participation and makes it more difficult for children
to adapt to the process. The need for planning activities that are sensitive to individual differences was
also emphasized by teachers in their interviews. Arnel et al. (2018) noted that when children’s
individual needs are met, participation becomes more sustainable. This finding is also consistent with
the Family of Participation-Related Constructs (fPRC) model proposed by Imms et al. (2017), which
suggests that individual, social, and environmental factors collectively and directly shape participation
levels. Therefore, physical activity should not be viewed solely as a means of developing motor skills
but rather as a personalized and structured intervention domain. For children with ASD to engage in
physical activities effectively and consistently, the content, duration, and implementation methods of
programs should be adapted to their unique developmental and behavioral needs.

W 10JPE

Difficulties Arising from the Special Education System

Structural limitations within the special education system represent a significant barrier to the
participation of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in physical activities. The findings of
this study indicate that current special education programs primarily emphasize cognitive and
academic development, while goals related to physical development remain secondary. This
imbalance restricts the improvement of children’s motor skills and physical competence, consequently
limiting their participation in physical activities. Implementation-related issues were also noteworthy.
Parental reports revealed that programs focusing on physical activity are limited in number and that
staff members working in these programs often lack sufficient knowledge and expertise regarding the
specific needs of children with ASD (Ayvazoglu et al., 2015). The shortage of qualified professionals
poses a major obstacle, particularly for interventions that must be sensitive to behavioral and sensory
differences. Similarly, Gregor et al. (2018) found that a majority of teachers had little to no experience
conducting physical activity sessions with individuals with ASD. Moreover, when learning
environments are not adequately adapted, the use of physical activity as a supportive and therapeutic
tool within special education becomes highly limited. These findings highlight the need for the special
education system to regard physical activity not as a secondary component, but as a developmental
necessity. The establishment of individualized, high-quality physical activity programs tailored to the
unique needs of children with ASD is essential for promoting both motor and social development.

Child-Related Challenges

One of the most fundamental barriers to the participation of children with autism spectrum disorder
(ASD) in physical activities arises from individual developmental limitations. The findings of this
study indicate that these children experience a range of personal challenges, including attention
deficits, hyperactivity, difficulty following instructions, deficiencies in social skills, and motor
impairments. In particular, obsessive behavior patterns, reluctance to share, and difficulty in following
directions were observed to directly hinder adaptation to physical activity settings. These findings are
consistent with a broad body of literature. For instance, Schenkelberg et al. (2015) reported that
children with ASD often struggle with peer interactions in unstructured activities and tend to prefer
individual participation. Similarly, Must et al. (2015) demonstrated that motor skill deficits, coupled
with behavioral difficulties such as distractibility, limit participation in physical activities. Hughes et
al. (2006) also emphasized that poor motor competence and low motivation are direct determinants of
engagement. Sowa and Meulenbroek (2012) identified social exclusion and coordination difficulties
as major barriers, while Emck et al. (2009) highlighted that children with attention problems often
have a low perception of their own motor abilities, negatively influencing motivation. Eaves and Ho
(2008) found that social inadequacies may lead individuals with ASD to withdraw from social
environments, and Bandini et al. (2013) described social exclusion as one of the most significant
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psychosocial barriers to participation. Within this framework, increasing the participation of children
with ASD in physical activities requires more than merely structural or environmental adjustments. It
is equally essential to acknowledge individual differences, design targeted programs for motor skill
development, and support social interaction skills within structured and guided contexts. The
behavioral characteristics of children with ASD directly influence the pedagogical design of physical
activities, suggesting that interventions aimed at enhancing participation should adopt an
individualized, flexible, and multidimensional approach.

Parent-Related Challenges

Parental attitudes play a critical role in shaping the participation of children with autism spectrum
disorder (ASD) in physical activities. The findings of this study indicate that some parents lack
sufficient understanding of the developmental benefits of physical activity, which results in limited
encouragement and support for their children’s engagement. Insufficient knowledge, lack of guidance,
and low awareness levels among parents indirectly restrict children’s participation in physical
activities. Salar et al. (2024) found that although parents recognize the benefits of physical activity,
low child motivation, sedentary lifestyles, and a lack of regular routines serve as barriers to consistent
participation. Moreover, families often experience a lack of knowledge regarding appropriate
guidance strategies for their children. Observations recorded in the researcher’s diary revealed that
some behavioral difficulties may stem not only from ASD itself but also from parental attitudes.
Edwards et al. (2024) similarly emphasized that family attitudes play a decisive role in children’s
emotional, social, and behavioral development, indirectly influencing their participation in physical
activities. Additionally, environmental stressors such as limited time, energy, and financial resources
further reduce the parents’ capacity to support their children and hinder their active involvement in the
process. In this context, it is necessary to develop awareness and support programs that include not
only children but also their parents. Enhancing parental awareness regarding the developmental role
of physical activity is a critical prerequisite for ensuring the sustainability of children’s participation
and development.

The Impact of the Environment on Participation in Physical Activity

One of the most significant factors influencing the participation of children with autism spectrum
disorder (ASD) in physical activities is the physical environment. The findings of this study revealed
that environmental stimuli directly affect children’s attention, behavior, and level of social
participation. In particular, environments with intense lighting, high noise levels, or excessive visual
stimuli were observed to heighten sensory sensitivities in children, resulting in discomfort,
distractibility, and problem behaviors. Such conditions make it difficult for children to adapt to
physical activity settings and hinder the continuity of participation. Moreover, crowded and socially
complex environments were found to trigger shyness and social withdrawal behaviors among
children. These settings tend to lower social motivation and cause children to associate physical
activity with negative experiences. Carson et al. (2010) noted that institutional structures and societal
norms can restrict participation among individuals with ASD by offering inflexible physical activity
programs. On the other hand, environments that are designed with sensitivity to individual needs help
children feel safe and comfortable, thus facilitating participation. Such settings support behavioral
regulation, enhance attention span, and positively influence emotional regulation. Furthermore, safe
and structured physical environments promote social interaction, thereby supporting language
development, peer relationships, and social acceptance. In conclusion, for children with ASD to
engage in physical activities actively and sustainably, environmental factors must be systematically
addressed. Designing appropriate physical environments that consider sensory sensitivities and
individual developmental needs not only facilitates accessibility but also enhances the developmental
benefits of physical activity.

Physical, Social, and Emotional Factors Preventing Participation

The barriers to participation in physical activities among children with autism spectrum disorder
(ASD) are multidimensional, encompassing social, emotional, and physical domains. The findings of
this study reveal that communication difficulties, inability to express oneself, and insufficient social
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responsiveness limit children’s interactions with peers and, consequently, hinder their participation in
physical activities. Low social awareness and experiences of social exclusion lead families to
withdraw from social environments, thereby reducing children’s opportunities for social participation
(Salar et al., 2024). From an emotional perspective, factors such as anxiety, stress, low motivation,
and poor anger regulation pose major obstacles to participation, particularly in group-based activities.
These emotional regulation challenges exacerbate difficulties in adaptation during physical activities
and make it harder for children to engage in the process (Edwards et al., 2024; Grosprétre et al.,
2024). Physical difficulties often coexist with behavioral problems, such as throwing objects, hitting,
muscle weakness, or repetitive movements. Such behaviors reduce the effectiveness of activities and
negatively affect social interaction. According to parents, as children grow older, differences in motor
competence become more pronounced, further restricting participation in physical activities. Increased
peer exclusion with age also leads children to withdraw from physical engagement. The cumulative
impact of these negative experiences may shape individuals’ attitudes toward physical activity later in
life (Shields & Synnot, 2016; Hillier et al., 2020). These findings underscore the necessity of adopting
a holistic approach that simultaneously addresses the social, emotional, and physical needs of
individuals with ASD. Enhancing participation requires not only interventions targeting physical
skills but also the development of supportive programs aimed at strengthening social environments,
emotional resilience, and behavioral regulation capacities.

Recommendations for Enhancing Participation Through Educational and Resource Support

Increasing the participation of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in physical activities
requires comprehensive educational programs and accessible resources. Based on the views of parents
and experts, movement-based and physical development-oriented programs are identified as the most
essential forms of training. Moreover, the importance of programs that promote socialization, address
attention and hyperactivity challenges, accommodate individual differences, and integrate
multidisciplinary approaches was strongly emphasized. Early intervention programs and group
training practices, along with teachers equipped with sufficient knowledge and practical skills, are
considered critical components for effective implementation. Additionally, community-based
awareness and education programs are necessary to promote a more inclusive understanding of
physical activity for children with ASD. In terms of resources, the creation of special education
schools, parks, and physical environments adapted for individuals with special needs emerges as a
fundamental requirement. These spaces should be quiet, comfortable, and provide opportunities for
social interaction, while also supporting children’s motor development. However, infrastructure
limitations and the lack of inter-institutional collaboration make it difficult to meet these needs
effectively. Existing literature highlights the scarcity of adequate and effective programs that address
the physical activity requirements of children with ASD (Dwyer et al., 2008). Although schools have
the potential to promote physical activity, parents frequently report that their children’s needs are not
fully met (Pan & Frey, 2006). Therefore, teachers in special education must possess expertise in
adaptive physical activity and develop strategies tailored to children’s motor and sensory needs
(Healy et al., 2019). Clearly defined program goals and training sessions designed to enhance
participation are key to increasing children’s interest and engagement in physical activity (Nichols et
al., 2019; Bremer et al., 2020). Both parents and professionals identified accessibility and the
provision of appropriate environments as top priorities. It is also recommended that physical
education teachers expand their efforts to keep children active through developmentally appropriate
practices (Obrusnikova & Miccinello, 2012). Accessible facilities, opportunities for social interaction,
and peer support were identified as structural factors that facilitate participation (Shields et al., 2012;
Buchanan et al., 2017). However, the intensity of after-school therapy sessions and limited leisure
time restrict families’ ability to encourage physical activity (Tobing, 2010). In Turkey, there are
notable deficiencies in access to sports facilities, participation in organized events, and financial
support for individuals with disabilities, all of which negatively affect participation (Cinarli & Ersoz,
2010). Financial constraints are particularly evident among individuals with ASD, who often face
high healthcare expenses and higher unemployment rates (Martin Ginis et al., 2016; Shields &
Synnot, 2016). Broader economic difficulties and insufficient public policies in Turkey further
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exacerbate barriers to participation (Aydin & Sarol, 2020). To enhance participation in physical
activities among children with ASD, it is essential to: Strengthen teachers’ knowledge and skills in
special and adapted physical education, develop multidisciplinary programs tailored to individual
needs, and establish accessible and safe physical activity environments. In addition, implementing
parent-focused support programs, increasing public awareness, and ensuring the efficient use of
financial resources are critical for sustainability. A multifaceted and holistic approach one that
integrates educational, environmental, social, and policy dimensions will ensure lasting improvements
in the participation of children with ASD in physical activities.

Researcher’s Diary

An examination of the researcher’s diary revealed that limited resources, parental attitudes, deficits in
social and communication skills, as well as environmental and emotional factors, constitute major
barriers to the participation of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in physical activities.
The lack of resources, insufficient individualized educational programs, and absence of consistent
policies were observed to negatively influence both children’s development and their engagement in
physical activities. Additionally, low levels of parental awareness and the fact that many behavioral
problems stem from family attitudes were identified as factors restricting participation in physical
activity. Deficiencies in social skills and emotional anxieties were also found to make participation in
group activities more difficult, consequently increasing the risk of social exclusion. In light of these
observations, it is essential to implement individualized and multidimensional approaches tailored to
the specific needs of children with ASD. Such efforts should be supported through parental education,
environmental adaptations, and the development of comprehensive policies aimed at promoting
inclusive participation and sustainable engagement in physical activities.

Conclusion

This study comprehensively examined the multifaceted challenges and proposed solutions influencing
the participation of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in physical activities. The findings
revealed that participation is affected by a complex interaction of individual, familial, educational, and
environmental factors. Under the theme of child-related challenges, it was found that motor skill
deficiencies, attention problems, and behavioral difficulties significantly limit participation in
physical activities. To overcome these barriers, individualized support programs that address
developmental and behavioral needs are essential. Activity-related challenges showed that
standardized and inflexible programs fail to meet the unique needs of children, thereby reducing
participation. This finding highlights the necessity of developing adaptable and child-centered activity
designs that accommaodate individual differences. Challenges stemming from the special education
system were associated with teachers’ lack of knowledge and competence regarding adapted physical
activity, as well as insufficient material and infrastructural support. Therefore, capacity-building
training programs in special education and adaptive physical activity should be expanded to ensure
effective implementation. Parent-related challenges indicated that low parental awareness, limited
support, and financial constraints directly affect children’s participation in physical activities. The
implementation of parent education programs and the establishment of financial support mechanisms
are therefore crucial to sustain engagement. The findings regarding the impact of the environment on
participation showed that unsuitable environmental conditions that do not accommodate sensory
sensitivities hinder participation, while appropriately adapted and structured environments enhance
engagement. Environmental arrangements must therefore be planned in accordance with individual
needs to promote comfort, safety, and motivation. Physical, social, and emotional factors preventing
participation were also identified as critical barriers. Communication difficulties, emotional regulation
problems, and physical limitations were found to jointly restrict children’s participation in physical
activities. Multidisciplinary interventions that integrate physical, psychological, and social support are
required to effectively address these challenges. Finally, recommendations for enhancing participation
through educational and resource support emphasized the importance of strengthening teachers’
knowledge and skills in special and adapted physical education, developing accessible and safe
physical activity environments, increasing family and community awareness, and providing financial
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and structural support to ensure sustainability. Overall, the findings of this study highlight the
necessity of adopting a multidimensional and holistic approach to increase the participation of
children with ASD in physical activities. Addressing both individual and environmental factors in a
coordinated and systematic manner will promote active and sustained engagement in physical activity,
contributing to children’s developmental progress, emotional well-being, and social adaptation.

Limitations and Recommendations

This study aims to examine the challenges experienced by children diagnosed with Autism Spectrum
Disorder (ASD) in participating in physical activities, based on the views of parents and professionals.
However, considering the research conditions and the characteristics of the study group, certain
limitations should be acknowledged. These limitations stem from the nature of the study and should
be taken into account when interpreting the results.

First, the study was conducted in a single private rehabilitation center located in the province of
Kirgehir. This setting caused the data to be collected within a specific socio-cultural context.
Nevertheless, this limitation arose from practical challenges such as the difficulty of accessing
institutions that provide education for children with ASD and the lengthy administrative procedures
required to obtain research permissions in these settings. Therefore, the principle of accessibility was
adopted, and the institution that could be reached was selected as the study site. In this respect, the
findings are not intended for broad generalization but rather aim to provide a deep understanding that
can shed light on practices in similar educational environments.

Second, the number of parents and professionals who constituted the study group was limited.
Reaching families of children with ASD is often a sensitive process—both ethically and
emotionally—which made it difficult to find parents willing to participate in the interviews. Similarly,
the heavy workload of professionals working in the field of special education restricted the number of
available participants. Despite this limitation, the selected participants offered rich and in-depth
insights, which aligns with the exploratory nature of qualitative research.

Third, the study was conducted using a qualitative research design, and the data were based on the
subjective views and experiences of participants. This is a natural characteristic of qualitative inquiry,
which aims to understand individuals’ lived experiences and perceptions. Therefore, the findings are
not intended to achieve statistical generalization but to present participants’ experiences in a
comprehensive and meaningful way.

Fourth, the study included only parents and professionals, and the direct views of children with ASD
were not obtained. Conducting direct interviews with children diagnosed with ASD was not feasible
due to communication challenges, limited attention spans, and the complexity of ethical approval
processes. However, information gathered from parents and professionals—those who are most
closely involved in the children’s developmental and behavioral processes—provided indirect yet
reliable representations of the children’s experiences.

Fifth, the research was carried out within a specific time frame (January—February 2025). The
participants’ responses reflect the conditions and experiences of that particular period. This limitation
arises from the cross-sectional nature of the study and the lack of resources necessary for conducting
long-term longitudinal research. Nevertheless, the data obtained offer a comprehensive snapshot of
the current situation regarding the participation of children with ASD in physical activities.

In light of these limitations, the following recommendations are proposed for future studies:

v Conduct multi-center studies involving special education institutions in different provinces to
examine regional variations in the experiences of children with ASD.

v" Employ mixed-method research designs (qualitative + quantitative) to integrate statistical data
with in-depth qualitative findings.
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v"Incorporate child-centered approaches, such as play-based observations, video analyses, or
structured interaction sessions, to collect more multidimensional data.

v" Implement longitudinal research designs to monitor changes in participation levels and
developmental outcomes over time.

v Evaluate the effectiveness of parent education programs, interdisciplinary collaboration
models, and environmental interventions across different samples to strengthen participation
outcomes.
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