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Identity is generally defined as an individual's mental representations of his or her personal and
social characteristics. The belief that participation in sport may be linked to identity formation
of adolescents with physical disabilities was the subject of this research. To explore this
relationship, qualitative interviews were conducted with 11 youth. Analysis of the data revealed
4 themes: (a) skill and competence, (b) emotional expression, (c) social interaction and
connectedness with others with a disability, and (d) decreased awareness of disability. Partici-
pation in adapted sports appeared to provide the majority of these youth with a heightened sense
of competence and opportunities to express their "true" selves. In addition, sport participation by
the youth with disabilities in this study led to decreased awareness of their disabilities and
facilitated exploration and expression of identity alternatives. This exploratory study provided
some evidence that involvement in an adapted sports program was related to identity formation
for those involved.
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Identity generally refers to an individual's
mental representations of his or her personal
and social characteristics (Marcia, 1980,1993;
Marcia, Waterman, Matteson, Archer, & Or-
lofsky, 1993). Forming a sense of identity is a
complex, lifelong process that requires indi-
viduals to repeatedly synthesize, change, and
resynthesize those mental representations. Ad-
olescence marks a critical period of identity
formation because individuals are developing
the cognitive and social capacity to engage in
this process. For adolescents with physical
disabilities, developing a sense of identity may
be complicated due to societal constraints that
influence mental representations of self and
limit opportunities to engage in activity.

In a study of 250,000 youth conducted by
the Search Institute, the development of a
positive identity and the constructive use of
time were identified as two of the "fundamen-
tal building blocks" that youth need to succeed
(Blyth & Leffert, 1997). Constructive use of
time during adolescence includes, among
other things, involvement in after school or
community-based organizations and clubs
(Blyth & Roehlkepartain, 1993). The purpose
of this study was to explore the relationship
between involvement of adolescents with
physical disabilities in an after school adapted
sports program and their identity formation.

Research related to sport and identity for-
mation of adolescents with disabilities is ex-
tremely limited. The subject can be ap-
proached, however, by considering the
following topics: identity development for ad-
olescents with disabilities, sport as a context
for identity development, sport and identity
development for adolescents with disabilities,
and the status of sports opportunities for indi-
viduals with disabilities. The following review
addresses these topics.

Review of the Literature
Identity Development for
Adolescents with Disabilities

The process of identity formation is based
on the notion of choice and freedom to explore

identity alternatives (Waterman, 1994). Iden-
tity alternatives are defining characteristics
that individuals use to describe themselves
(e.g., athlete, musician, child, parent). Adoles-
cents with disabilities may experience con-
straints to identity formation due to limited
opportunities to explore alternatives in various
domains (Blum, 1988). Furthermore, these
youth face the challenge of having to construct
an identity based on an aspect of the self, then-
disability, that is "assigned" (Baumeister,
1986; Grotevant, 1993).

Assigned aspects of identity may pose
some threats to the developing individual be-
cause she or he is not free to disregard or
modify these characteristics, but must none-
theless construct some meaning around them
(Grotevant, 1993). This is particularly prob-
lematic when the assigned identity component
is devalued by society, as is the case with a
disability. Devalued identity characteristics
have the effect of distancing individuals from
others, thus producing negative self-evalua-
tions and limiting opportunities. However, it is
also possible that adolescents with disabilities
can find ways to compensate for these threats
to identity. The challenge comes in determin-
ing under what conditions and in which do-
mains, if any, adolescents with disabilities
have opportunities to transcend negative influ-
ences. Contexts that afford the individual an
opportunity to explore activities of his or her
choosing, commit to particular alternatives,
and challenge cultural norms, may be influen-
tial in compensating for limitations in other
domains.

Sport as a Context for Identity
Development

Recreation represents one domain that has
the potential to offer adolescents opportunities
to engage in the exploration and commitment
processes required of identity formation (Mar-
cia, 1980, 1993). One subset of recreational
activity that may be particularly useful in fa-
cilitating identity formation is sport (Kleiber &
Kirshnit, 1991; Shaw, Kleiber, & Caldwell,
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1995). The identity images available in sport,
the physical action required of sport, the direct
feedback individuals receive regarding their
sport performance, the social nature of sport,
and the opportunities sport affords individuals
to assume socially valued roles, combine to
make it a potentially valuable context for iden-
tity exploration and definition (Kleiber &
Kirshnit, 1991).

Most sports have a discrete set of identity
images that can be used to portray the individ-
ual who engages in that activity (e.g., a weight
lifter is seen as strong and health conscious,
while a kayaker is regarded as adventurous
and independent; Haggard & Williams, 1992).
When exploring various sports-related inter-
ests, an individual may discover that she or he
identifies with other people who participate in
that activity, and thus may consider the degree
to which she or he possesses similar or dissim-
ilar characteristics. If this occurs, the individ-
ual is actively exploring activities and identity
alternatives that are personally expressive.
Subsequently, if these images are incorporated
into one's sense of self they facilitate identity
definition by reinforcing self-perceptions. An
individual is in the active process of construct-
ing a sense of identity when he or she contin-
ues to engage in the activity, makes some
degree of commitment to the activity, and
integrates the related images into his or her
sense of self (Donnelly & Young, 1993; Hag-
gard & Williams, 1992).

Beyond domain specific identity achieve-
ment, identity images expressed in one domain
may also help an individual modify his or her
self-perceptions in other domains (Grotevant,
1993). For example, if an individual pursues
kayaking and through that experience realizes
that she is an independent person, she may
generalize the view of herself as an indepen-
dent person to other domains (e.g., school and
home).

The physical action required of sport and
the direct feedback received regarding ones'
performance also has the potential to influence
self-perceptions. When individuals demon-
strate their physical skills during sport, they

may perceive experiential data that can be
used to develop a sense of self (Coleman,
1991; Kleiber & Kirshnit, 1991). Since an
individual's performance in sport is readily
accessible to others (e.g., hitting the ball or
scoring a basket), sport provides a source of
information to others about one's abilities
(Kleiber & Kirshnit, 1991). Whether the pub-
lic feedback is positive or negative, the feed-
back is defining (Shamir, 1992).

The social nature of sport also provides
individuals with an opportunity to identify
with a special group (Coleman, 1991; Kleiber
& Kirshnit, 1991). Recreational activities such
as after school programs, hobbies, and sports,
can help adolescents integrate into the social
world (Larson, 1994). Particularly for women
who tend to use relationships as a means to
establish a sense of identity (e.g., Archer,
1989; Josselson, 1994), sports can provide an
avenue to interact with others and reflect on
social aspects of self.

The complex social interactions required of
team sports may also allow for exploration of
various roles within the activity itself. Orga-
nized team sports represent a form of inter-
group interaction in which participants must
cooperate with other team members while
competing against the opposing team (Ave-
don, 1971). Team sports can be designed to
foster the exploration of a multitude of roles
(i.e., team captain, pinch hitter, rebounder)
within the activity. Exploration of those vari-
ous roles may provide individuals an opportu-
nity to see themselves operating in an organi-
zational context which may influence their
perceptions of self in other social domains.

The context of sport may also pose some
threats to identity formation. Youth who
choose to participate in sport and do not meet
any degree of success may develop lowered
perceptions of competence, self-esteem, and
mastery (Coakley, 1992). These outcomes
may in turn reduce their confidence to explore
or commit to various identity alternatives in
other domains. In addition, individuals who
develop strong exclusive athletic identities—
i.e., they see their competence as entirely sport
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specific—may limit their exploration of other
domains, thereby, reducing the multidimen-
sional aspect of identity (Kleiber & Kirshnit,
1991; Marten, 1992; Martin, Mushett &
Smith, 1995).

Sport and Identity Development
for Adolescents with Disabilities

Empirical evidence regarding the impact of
sport on the identity formation of adolescents
with disabilities is lacking. Although a few
studies have examined the relationship be-
tween adapted sport and athletic identity, a
thorough review of the literature failed to re-
veal any research that directly examined the
impact of sport on adolescents' overall iden-
tity. Therefore, in addition to the points raised
in the previous section, one can speculate as to
how sport may impact the identity formation
of adolescents with disabilities.

Martin and colleagues (1995) conducted a
survey of 57 adolescent swimmers with dis-
abilities and determined that they had compa-
rable athletic identity scores to collegiate ath-
letes without disabilities. However, results
indicated that the structure of the Athletic
Identity Measurement Scale was slightly dif-
ferent for the athletes with disabilities. In ad-
dition to the original factors of self-identity,
negative affectivity, and exclusivity, the scores
for the swimmers with disabilities indicated a
fourth factor identified as social-identity. This
modified factor structure is understandable
given that society generally does not support
the view that individuals with disabilities are
legitimate or "real" athletes (Martin et al.,
1995; Sherrill, 1993). Therefore, while ath-
letes with disabilities may develop strong self-
identity surrounding sport, the social nature of
sport makes it a context within which youth
with disabilities can also reference the percep-
tions and attitudes of others regarding the
value and significance of the activity (Hedrick,
1986). Thus, accomplishment in sport may
help youth with disabilities realize that the
prevailing stereotypes surrounding disability

are not accurate representations of their abili-
ties or potentials (Williams, 1994).

Another important aspect of identity for
individuals with disabilities is physical self-
perception. Individuals with physical disabili-
ties are prone to developing negative self-
perceptions regarding their bodies because
they cannot escape negative feedback from
others based on their physical appearance
(Fox, 1990; Grotevant, 1993). Sports can pro-
vide youth with disabilities an avenue for be-
ing physically active, thereby potentially rede-
fining their physical capabilities and
enhancing perceptions of their physical at-
tributes (Blinde & McClung, 1997). In some
instances, developing more positive self-per-
ceptions may provide these youth with confi-
dence to explore their abilities in other do-
mains (Blinde & McClung, 1997). The
potential for sport to influence the identity of
adolescents with disabilities is irrelevant, how-
ever, if they do not have the opportunity to
participate.

Status of Sports Opportunities for
Individuals with Disabilities

One of the main challenges adolescents
with disabilities face in terms of sport is find-
ing an opportunity to participate. It is esti-
mated that 4 to 4.7 million students under the
age of 18 have disabilities (Wenger, Kaye, &
LaPlante, 1996), and of those students, ap-
proximately 686,000 have visual or orthopedic
impairments that limit one or more activity of
daily living (Wenger et al., 1996). The U.S.
Department of Education estimates that nearly
95% of all children with disabilities who at-
tend mainstream public schools do not have
access to physical education and sport (Staff,
1994).

National organizations such as the Junior
Program of the National Wheelchair Athletic
Association, and the Youth Division of the
National Wheelchair Basketball Association
offer youth with disabilities opportunities to
participate in sports camps, clinics, and na-
tional competitions (Angelo, 1995). However,
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these organizations do not offer instruction or
team play at the local level and therefore only
the most highly skilled athletes are afforded
opportunities. While community based pro-
grams may offer the best opportunity for youth
to participate in sports, they are inconsistently
delivered and difficult to find (Lanphear,
Liptak, & Weitzman, 1995). Although adapted
sport programs for adolescents with physical
disabilities have increased in recent years, they
continue to be widely unavailable and inequi-
tably distributed throughout the United States.

Given the lack of empirical evidence re-
garding the relationship between participation
in sport and the identity formation of adoles-
cents with physical disabilities, one could as-
sume that adolescents with disabilities derive
the same benefits and costs from participation
in sports as their peers without disabilities. On
the other hand, it is also plausible that the
experience of having a disability alters partic-
ipation in sport in such a way as to have
additional effects on the identity formation of
these youth. Failure at sports may reinforce
negative stereotypes about disability and result
in diminished feelings of worth. Conversely,
sport may provide these youth an opportunity
to overcome constraints that limit identity ex-
ploration, help them to alter negative physical
self-perceptions derived from their physical
appearance, and/or transcend societal beliefs
regarding their physical abilities. Clearly, the
nature and extent of the relationship between
participation in sports and identity formation
has yet to be fully revealed.

The purpose of this study was to explore
the relationship between involvement in an
after school adapted sports program and the
identity formation of adolescents with physical
disabilities. Given the limited research on this
topic, qualitative interviews were used to ex-
plore if, and in what ways, involvement in an
adapted sports program influenced the self-
perceptions of these youth, and if the experi-
ence of playing sports influenced the way in
which these youth viewed their disabilities or
incorporated their disabilities into their iden-
tity.

Method
Participants

The sample consisted of adolescents with
physical disabilities between the ages of 15-21
who were active participants in the American
Association of Adapted Sports Program
(AAASP). AAASP is an after school adapted
sports program operated in a large metropoli-
tan area in the southeastern United States. The
AAASP Program Director identified a total of
12 youth who met the selection criteria. The
first author invited all 12 youth to participate
in the study during their team practice or by
phone. Eleven youth agreed to participate in
the in-depth interview and were granted per-
mission by their parents to do so. The follow-
ing section presents the individual's name
(pseudonym), sex, age, race, disability, the
number of seasons they had participated in the
adapted sports program, the sports played, and
a brief self-description.

Morgan is a 16 year-old European Ameri-
can female with cerebral palsy who described
herself by saying, "I want to be a doctor. The
second thing is that I like to write a lot. I mean
a lot. The third thing is that I like to play
sports." She also characterized herself by stat-
ing that she could be very diplomatic, straight-
forward, and had a great sense of humor.
Morgan had played basketball and track for
two seasons.

Taylor is a 17 year old European American
male with cerebral palsy who stated that he
was "someone who likes to have fun and be
serious some . . . I work hard. I try to do my
best at anything that I do. I like to be reliable
and I am someone who is fun to be around. I
like to help others." Taylor had played basket-
ball, team handball and track for 30 seasons.

Nadine is a 17 year old European American
female with spina bifida who described herself
as "a nice person on the whole. I have a good
time. I am very laid back most of the time. I
am pretty content. . . I'm happy and I'm sad
and I am just like everybody else." Nadine had
played basketball, team handball, and track for
30 seasons.

322 Therapeutic Recreation Journal



Evan is a 20 year old European American
male with cerebral palsy who was one of the
few people who said that he would use his
disability to describe himself. Evan also indi-
cated that he thought of himself as "a simple
person" and reported that he had a 3.5 GPA,
was going on to college, liked country music,
and was "a people person." Evan had played
basketball, team handball, and track for 39
seasons.

Kendall is a 16 year old European Ameri-
can male with spina bifida who had a difficult
time describing himself and simply stated that
he was someone who liked all sports and liked
to play the guitar. He also emphasized that he
was someone who "never quit." Kendall had
played basketball, team handball, and track for
3 seasons.

Barrett is a 19 year old European American
male with cerebral palsy who says he "likes to
tell stories. I am very creative. I like physical
activity. I take pride in my muscles and
strength and do not like to lose." Barrett had
played basketball and team handball for 14
seasons.

Ted is an 18 year old European American
male with spina bifida who had a difficult time
describing himself. Ted simply indicated that
he was a "hard worker when I want to be" and
that "I like to have a lot of fun. I have a good
sense of humor." Ted had played basketball,
team handball, and track for 16 seasons.

Mitch is a 21 year old European American
male with cerebral palsy who described him-
self by saying, "I'm a good person. I have a
nice personality. That's a good word isn't it,
personality. And I have a good smile and I am
happy." Mitch had played basketball, team
handball, and track for 3 seasons.

LaShea is a 21 year old African American
female with oxigenesis imperfectus who
stated, "I am a person who loves to go places,
I like to travel a lot. I love to talk to people and
hold conversations and I love to laugh."
LaShea also stated that, "I think that I am very
pretty. I am very outgoing and I like sports." In
addition, she loves listening to music, working
on her computer, and talking on the phone.

LaShea had played team handball and cheer-
leading for 6 seasons.

Shasta is a 15 year old African American
male with spina bifida who indicated that his
disability would be one of the first things that
he would tell someone about himself. "Well
first I would tell them that I am in a wheelchair
and then tell them what disability I have and
how long I had it." Shasta also described
himself as a determined and dependable per-
son who was a hard worker. Shasta had played
basketball and track for 12 seasons.

Jay la is an 18 year old European American
female with anaxic insephalepatis and paraple-
gia as a result of a traumatic brain injury. She
described herself by saying, "I am intelligent
and I have a good sense of humor. I would say
that I am sarcastic, blond, impatient and sen-
sitive." Jayla had played basketball and team
handball for 2 seasons.

Data Collection and Analysis
Semi-structured interviews were conducted

with the participants at a convenient location
of their choice (e.g., home or school). At the
request of the participants, three parents par-
ticipated in the interviews as well. Initially, the
first researcher developed a list of interview
questions designed to capture who these youth
believed them to be and how their experiences
in sport may be connected to these views. The
interview questions were field-tested in a pilot
study conducted with four adolescents with
physical disabilities involved in adapted sports
(Groff, 1994). Information derived from the
pilot test was used to revise the interview
questions to more fully allow youth an oppor-
tunity to discuss who they believed themselves
to be, if their expeirences in sport had influ-
enced their self-perceptions, and their thoughts
on how having a disability were related to their
sense of self. Sample questions included: How
would you describe yourself to someone you
had never met before? In what ways might
your family or friends describe you differ-
ently? Do you consider yourself to be an
athlete? Has participating in the AAASP af-
fected your feelings about how strong you are
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or what kind of shape you are in? Does having
a disability influence how you see yourself?
and What would your life be like if you found
out that you could never participate in the
AAASP again? The first author conducted and
tape recorded all interviews, and later tran-
scribed the interviews verbatim for data anal-
ysis.

A content analysis of the data was con-
ducted whereby the transcripts were coded,
categorized, and then examined for themes
(Dey, 1993). The transcripts from each inter-
view were initially displayed as a list of topics
addressed by individuals, with line numbers
on the transcript providing a reference for the
location of each topic. The data were then
described with all related topics being identi-
fied by a code. The coded passages from each
transcript were then sorted and funneled into
categories depicting related information. Pre-
liminary categories included such things as:
personal characteristics, outcomes of partici-
pation in sport, emotions experienced during
sport, views of disability, and social interac-
tion during sport. Finally, themes were identi-
fied through the process of finding connections
between categories and by logically searching
for regularities or variations in the data.
Graphic representation of potential relation-
ships between categories were also developed
and continually refined in an attempt to de-
velop exclusive themes. Inconsistencies in the
data were purposefully sought by comparing
data across participants and within themes.

One of the critical concerns in qualitative
data analysis is that the results provide an
accurate account of participants' perspectives
(Creswell, 1998). Three verification strategies
were employed in this study to assure the
credibility of the qualitative data analysis.
Negative case analysis was continually used to
examine the data for disconfirming evidence.
Secondly, the first author's biases were clearly
articulated at the outset of the study and were
periodically reviewed. Finally, two peer re-
viewers asked questions of the analysis pro-
cess, emerging themes, and the degree that the

researcher's personal biases might have af-
fected interpretation of the data.

Results
Analysis of the data revealed four themes:

competence and skill development, emotional
expressions, social interaction and connected-
ness with others, and decreased awareness of
disability.

Competence and Skill
Development

For 8 of the 11 individuals, participation in
the adapted sports program seemed to provide
an avenue through which they could develop
an overall sense of competence in skills not
associated with sports. For example, when
questioned with regard to this relationship
Kendall responded, "It [sport] made me think
that I could do other stuff." Similarly, Nadine
stated, "Basketball taught me a lot. It opened a
lot of doors . . . It's another thing to show me
that I can do stuff that people who can walk
do. I just do it in my own game." Ted ex-
plained that due to sport he has started to do
more things than he would have done before,

I know that if I can play basketball and
all those other sports then I can proba-
bly do other things. It has taught me
how to work hard for stuff that I want
and how to work with other people
without getting mad.

Kendall, Shasta, Barrett, and Ted indicated
that due to the sense of competence and skills
that they developed from participation in
sport, they are now considering playing sports
at the collegiate or international level.

While most of the individuals in this study
discussed how sports have helped them to
develop an overall sense of competence, three
of the individuals in this study expressed a
different point of view. LaShea mostly fo-
cused on the social relationships she estab-
lished in sport and did not discuss information
related to her sense of competence. Evan and
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Jayla both discussed how sports helped them
to see the areas in which they needed to
improve. Specifically, Evan stated that sports
have helped him realize that "maybe I'm not
perfect and that there is room for improve-
ment," while Jayla remarked, "I always think
that I can be better. Even if I get a reward I am
the type of person that always tries to im-
prove."

Emotional Expression
AH of the participants in this study reported

that they were able to express a great deal of
emotion through sport. Specifically, sports al-
lowed these youth an opportunity to be social,
active, aggressive, proud, show-off, and not be
bored. However, the encounters that triggered
emotions varied considerably and stemmed
from experiences such as participation in com-
petitions, receiving awards, and interacting
with others.

Being social. The social interaction, not the
actual sport participation, proved to be a
source of fun for four of the youth in the study.
LaShea said that cheerleading made her
"happy and excited" because "it gives me joy
to go and talk to the other cheerleaders and
meet cheerleading teams and the basketball
players." Nadine and Mitch both commented
that sports were their "fun time" because they
get to "hang out" with other youth with dis-
abilities. Evan stated that he had fun and en-
joyed sports because, "you can meet people
that way and I'm a people person."

Action. Six of the adolescents (Taylor,
Kendall, Evan, Ted, Morgan, and Shasta) en-
joyed sports because it provided them with a
sense of action. For example, Kendall stated
that he likes wheelchair road racing because,
"It's fast. It's more dangerous than the other
sports." Similarly, Evan enjoyed team hand-
ball because he "loves to see how fast [he] can
go in [his] chair." Ted and Morgan both indi-
cated that they like playing basketball because
it was fast and exciting to "fight over a re-
bound." Shasta liked going fast during track
and the excitement of coming from behind to
win. "Sometimes I will start off slow and I will

always let the opponent get ahead of me and
then I will come from behind to beat them. I
always like to be the underdog."

Aggression. For Jayla and Barrett sports
allowed them to express their aggression in a
socially acceptable manner. Jayla indicated
that she liked to play basketball because, "it
seems to me to be more aggressive, and I like
aggression. I am a very aggressive person."
Barrett offered a similar sentiment: "It is really
a socially-acceptable way for a person in a
wheelchair, or even on crutches, to express
anger. Because if you are in a wheelchair and
get angry they look at you and say, why are
you angry?" Barrett indicated that in sport he
could take any anger that he may have toward
his circumstances and express it by "growling
in the goal and stuff."

Pride. Four of the youth who had received
awards for their efforts indicated that sport
brought them happiness and a sense of pride.
LaShea shared these thoughts about being
named homecoming queen: "I was shocked,
happy. . . It made me think that even though
you don't win all the time, sometimes you
have to be patient and maybe you will win."
Taylor indicated that receiving the coaches
award provided him with a sense of pride
because, "It shows that people know that I am
trying to work hard." When Mitch was pre-
sented an award for best defense he said, "I
could not believe i t . . . My face was so happy
and I was just laughing." Shasta had a similar
reaction when he was selected for the All-Star
team and described his emotions by saying, "I
was jumping for joy. I was anxious, happy,
nervous, all everything."

Showing off. Morgan and Barrett stated that
sports provided them with an opportunity to
showcase their talents. Morgan stated that
sports were her way to "show off" and that
was important to her because "Most people see
that I am good at academic work . . . and that I
am pretty serious. Sports is where I get to
show off." Barrett described how the experi-
ence of playing in front of an audience pro-
vided him with a sense of excitement,
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There is something missing in the way
that I play if the crowd is not there. I
have to use the crowd. I have to use
their noise because that boosts me up. I
mean going in [to the locker room] at
the end of the half and getting a stand-
ing ovation, that is cool. It [the audi-
ence] especially played a role this year
because I was the 'charismatic co-cap-
tain.'

Not-boring. When asked to describe what
their lives would be like if they did not have
sports to participate in, everyone but Morgan
indicated that it would be significantly more
"boring." LaShea, Kendall, Evan, Shasta, Ted,
and Taylor indicated that without sports they
would sit around the house and "do nothing."
Ted elaborated on why his life would be bor-
ing without sport: "I wouldn't have as much to
do . . . I would be more lazy like I was and I
wouldn't be as hard of a worker." Mitch indi-
cated, "I would feel upset and really bad."
Nadine stated that without sport, "It would be
boring. I would either turn into a bookworm or
a lazy bum." Finally, Jayla described the effect
that not having sport would have on her life, "I
think that it would take a big part out of my
life. The competitive part. You have to have a
reason to want to live."

Social Interaction and
Connectedness to Others
with a Disability

One sentiment held by nearly all partici-
pants was that sport provided them with an
opportunity to interact with other individuals
with disabilities. This interaction was impor-
tant because it was a social context that was
not readily available in school or other com-
munity environments. In addition, the oppor-
tunity to interact with other adolescents with
disabilities provided these youth a sense of
being connected to others and an opportunity
to "be themselves."

The opportunity to participate in a program
designed specifically for other individuals with

disabilities provided these youth with a sense
of connectedness and equality with others.
Barrett indicated that during the adapted sports
program "we can be ourselves. And that is big,
to just be ourselves and not have to worry
about all the stuff that you would never under-
stand." He further clarified that when individ-
uals are mainstreamed at school, "you have to
spend an awful lot of your energy letting
people know that you are not incompetent and
that you are not retarded. It was good to come
here [the adapted sport program] and not have
to deal with that." Morgan summarized the
sentiments of six of the other youth by indi-
cating that:

People in the sports program know what
it is like. You can say, 'So how did your
day go today?' and they will say well
you know I almost got sat down on or
went into a hole or what ever. And you
can laugh at that. There's the camara-
derie.

Nadine also noted that sport provided her a
sense of team camaraderie.

They can find stuff funny about the fact
that you got a flat tire in band, you
know. They understand that and they
laugh about that. And other people, peo-
ple without disabilities, they don't get
it, or they don't find it as funny as it
really is. They appreciate the stuff you
are going through.

Decreased Awareness of Disability
Participants were asked to comment on the

times when they were more or less aware of
having a disability. Mitch was the only indi-
vidual who stated that there were never times
when he was more or less aware of having a
disability; he simply stated, "I just have one."
This was not the case for most of the youth,
however.

Five of the adolescents in this study de-
scribed how they were made more aware of
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having a disability when their sense of inde-
pendence was taken away. As summarized by
Ted, these youth developed a heightened sense
of awareness, "Any time that I have to ask for
help from somebody." Nadine also captured
the feelings of many of these youth by saying
that her awareness of her disability was in-
creased when people were doing something
that she could not do and when "people have
to change things just for me."

Jayla noted that playing sports was among
the things that made her more aware of having
a disability. She added that "sports makes me
more aware of how hard things are. I think if
I was standing up it would be different." How-
ever, Jayla went on to explain that she was not
as bothered by being aware of having a dis-
ability during sport because "everybody on the
court is like me and they won't make fun of
me."

Six of the individuals in this study reported
being less aware of having a disability when
they experienced a sense of comfort or free-
dom within a situation such as during recre-
ational activity and sport. Nadine indicated
that she was likely to have a decreased aware-
ness of her disability "when I am doing some-
thing that I really enjoy and it is out of my
chair. Like when I am water-skiing or driv-
ing." Barrett explained that "the high points of
life" evoked reduced awareness of his disabil-
ity. He provides examples such as,

when I graduated from high school, got
a 3.6 GPA, got a standing ovation from
a hundred people when I held the other
team scoreless, when I got the best
defensive player trophy, when I hang
out with my friends and we play like
four games of something, like soccer.

Racing reduced Kendall's awareness of his
disability "because I am in my wheelchair and
everyone else is in a chair. In racing, it's
almost like you get more for less effort. It's
more fun." Morgan had these thoughts in re-
lation to sport and awareness of her disability.
"When I am playing basketball 'graceful' is

not the word that comes to mind, but I feel like
my body is in tune with it. I feel like I have a
general control over what is going on."

In conclusion, these findings suggest that
sport may have provided some of these indi-
viduals with an opportunity to express and
create who they believe themselves to be by
reducing their awareness of the typically neg-
ative aspects of having a disability. One reason
why the adapted sports program may have
afforded them such an opportunity is because
it is a segregated program offered exclusively
to individuals with disabilities. This environ-
ment may create a comfortable setting in
which interacting with others with disabilities
reduces their awareness of having a disability
and creates a context in which individuals feel
free to express themselves.

Discussion
Developing a sense of competence with

regard to ones' skills and abilities is an impor-
tant aspect of identity development. Blinde
and McClung (1997) suggested that recre-
ational pursuits influence one's self-percep-
tions because they help individuals feel what it
is like to do different activities, enhance their
beliefs regarding their physical abilities, and
increase their confidence to try new activities.
The opportunity to explore the boundaries of
one's physical abilities is important because it
builds a foundation on which physical and
social growth occurs (Blinde & McClung,
1997). Given that the opportunities individuals
with disabilities have to test the boundaries of
their physical abilities are often constrained,
the "foundation" upon which they build a
sense of physical and social self is limited.
When opportunities to explore one's physical
abilities are available, as in the case of the
present study, constraints may be at least par-
tially transcended.

The in-depth interviews conducted with the
11 youth in this study offered some support for
these ideas. Experiences in the adapted sports
program allowed them to express themselves
emotionally. This emotional expression was
consistent with a personal characteristic or
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quality that the individual used to define him
or herself. For example, Shasta was able to
develop and reinforce his views that he was
"an underdog" through his performance on the
track. Similarly, Kendall indicated that sport
helped him express who he was because, "It
says that I am athletic." However, it was un-
clear whether individuals' self-perceptions
were developed outside of sport and the infor-
mation that they were provided during sport
reinforced their perceptions, or if their percep-
tions were developed from their experiences in
sport. Given that both scenarios are plausible,
further investigation is warranted.

In addition to the opportunity sport pro-
vided these youth to express themselves emo-
tionally, the social nature of adapted sports
appeared to have helped them feel connected
to others with disabilities. For most of the
adolescents in this study, participation in the
adapted sports program was one of the few
times that they were consistently engaged in
an activity designed specifically for individu-
als with disabilities. Thus, the program af-
forded these youth opportunities to be around
others who they felt understood what it was
like to be them—an individual with a disabil-
ity. The social interaction that occurred during
sport appeared to have been related to identity
formation for two reasons. Social interactions
with other individuals with disabilities ex-
panded the reference groups these youth used
as a source of information during the process
of identity formation. In addition, feeling a
sense of connectedness with others during
adapted sport allowed most (but not all) of
these adolescents an opportunity to feel as if
they could truly be "themselves." While the
effect that feeling like one's "true self had on
identity was not fully explained as a result of
this study, it does relate to arguments Water-
man (1994) presented regarding personal ex-
pression.

A eudaimonistic perspective of identity
formation addresses the need for individuals to
be personally expressive and "recognize and
live in accordance with the daimon or 'true
self " (Waterman, 1994, p. 150). Waterman

proposed that personally expressive experi-
ences are those with

an unusually intense involvement in an
undertaking, a feeling of special fit or
meshing with an activity that is not
characteristic of most daily tasks, a feel-
ing of being intensely alive, a feeling of
being complete or fulfilled while en-
gaged in an activity, an impression that
this is what the person was meant to do,
and a feeling that this is who one really
is. (p. 152)

In addition to the fact that these criteria mirror
"flow like" experiences that are believed to be
influential in adolescent development (Csik-
szentmihalyi & Larson, 1984), they also delin-
eate the relationship between an individual
and the activity and offer an explanation for
why certain activity-based experiences are
self-defining.

While a few of the adolescents in this study
directly indicated that sport was a personally
expressive activity that helped them define
who they were, the majority of these youth
indicated that it was not the activity itself but,
the context of the activity that allowed them to
express themselves. In short, the opportunity
to be around others who truly understood what
it was like to have a disability appeared to
afford them the opportunity to be them-
selves—irrespective of the activity in which
they engaged. The importance that having a
decreased awareness of having a disability has
on identity may have been best captured by
Barrett who stated that it is a "big thing to just
be ourselves and not have to deal with all of
that stuff that you would never understand."
Overall, the views of the majority of the youth
interviewed in this study appeared to indicate
that involvement in an activity designed spe-
cifically for individuals with disabilities, rather
than participation in sport per se, was what
allowed them to be personally expressive. Fur-
ther investigation is still required to fully un-
derstand this relationship.

The ability of these youth to ignore or
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discount societal views of them as not "true"
athletes may have been connected to the pos-
itive feedback that they received about their
athletic abilities from teammates, friends, par-
ents, and coaches. Also plausible is that the
youth evaluated their athletic abilities based on
tangible sources of information such as ath-
letic awards and improved personal statistics
(e.g., the number of points scored or track
times). Therefore, the direct immediate feed-
back that sports provided these youth about
their athletic abilities may have helped these
youth reject the messages that they received
from society. Nevertheless, the sources of in-
formation that these youth used to refute mes-
sages that they received from society were not
identified in this study and warrant further
investigation.

One final point to be considered is whether
developing a sense of identity as a result of
participation in the adapted sports program
influenced identity formation in other areas of
life. The findings from this study suggested
that participation in the adapted sports pro-
gram was related to sense of competence and
confidence to engage in other activities outside
of this domain and to general feelings of per-
sonal expressiveness for these 11 youth. Sport
afforded each participant an opportunity to
engage in emotionally expressive activity that
captured personal characteristics and qualities
that were reflective of them more generally.
All of these youth also stated that in this
adapted sports program they interacted so-
cially with, and felt connected to, others with
disabilities, and this often afforded them op-
portunities to "be themselves." However, the
extent to which an individual's self-percep-
tions were developed outside of sport and
merely reinforced during this activity, or de-
veloped during sport and generalized to other
areas of life, was not discernible.

The question of if, and to what extent,
identity within one domain generalizes to
other domains has received considerable atten-
tion in recent years (Archer & Waterman,
1994; Grotevant, 1993; Kroger, 1989). While
no one theory has been able to account for the

influence of specific identity components on
overall identity, several authors have argued
that an interaction between domain-specific
identity and overall identity is inevitable (Gro-
tevant, 1993; Kroger, 1989) and that identities
do not operate independently of each other, but
rather are integrated into a comprehensive nar-
rative (Grotevant, 1993). With respect to the
question of whether certain domains more
readily facilitate or impede identity formation
in other domains, Larson (1994) argued that
leisure contexts may take on a particularly
significant role in facilitating identity forma-
tion because individuals derive personal and
social benefits that easily transfer to other
areas. Therefore, while it is likely that all
contexts influence overall identity because
they provide individuals with information,
perhaps sport represents a self-expressive do-
main that is particularly valuable in helping
individuals with disabilities identify and con-
firm aspects of their identity that generalize
beyond this particular domain. However, ad-
ditional research is clearly needed to under-
stand the extent that identity formed within
sport generalizes beyond this domain, and
whether this occurs in a similar fashion for
adolescents with disabilities.

Implications for Service Providers
This exploratory study provided some evi-

dence that an adapted sports program is a
context in which adolescents with disabilities
can develop and/or strengthen a sense of self.
Participation in adapted sport programs ap-
pears to allow individuals the opportunity to
excpand their sense of competence, demon-
strate their abilities in an arena in which others
may not be expecting them to have abilities, be
emotionally expressive, and experience a
sense of being able to express their "true"
selves. Because of the perceived value that
individuals in this study attached to participa-
tion in the adapted sport program designed
specifically for individuals with disabilities,
the implications for therapeutic recreation
practice are not entirely consistent with gen-
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erally accepted beliefs regarding integrated
versus segregated programming.

In order for youth to receive any benefit
that sport may provide they must first be of-
fered the opportunity to participate. In general,
youth with disabilities are not afforded equal
access to after school or community based
programs (Sherrill, 1993). Therapeutic recre-
ation practitioners, community service provid-
ers, and school officials should work together
to increase opportunities for youth with dis-
abilities to participate in sport. The least re-
strictive environment, which can range from
fully integrated to fully segregated opportuni-
ties, should also be considered (Wilhite, Ad-
ams-Mushett, & Calloway, 1996).

The youth in this study stated that sport
provided them with information about their
skills and competence that, in some instances,
generalized to other areas of life. Specifically,
these youth used their experiences in sport as a
source of infonnation when developing their
perceptions of sports competence, physical
condition, and strength. While this information
was not entirely positive and sometimes pro-
vided the study participants with infonnation
about limitations to skills and abilities, it none-
theless served as a marker of their abilities.
Practitioners may consider capitalizing on the
opportunity sport affords individuals to assess
past and present performance through concrete
information such as percentage of basketball
goals made, time to complete a certain dis-
tance on the track, or number of shots blocked
during soccer, etc. Drills designed to improve
and develop skills in sport and fitness may
enhance individuals' physical self-perceptions
that may in turn transfer to general feelings of
well-being and self-esteem (Nelson & Harris,
1995).

In addition to the concrete sources of in-
formation noted above, the youth in this study
indicated that they received information from
others regarding their athletic abilities. In most
instances they received positive feedback re-
garding their skills and abilities from individ-
uals who were close to them, such as coaches,
teachers, or parents. In contrast, they knew that

members of society generally did not view
them as athletes. Therefore, in an effort to help
adolescents develop positive self-perceptions
coaches could encourage parents and friends
to get involved in sports to lend support to
athletes (Martin & Mushett, 1996).

Finally, this study provided ample evi-
dence that the adapted sports program—de-
signed for and played specifically with indi-
viduals with disabilities—was a conducive
environment for these 11 youth to feel com-
fortable and free to be their "true self." The
youth stated that this segregated sports envi-
ronment afforded them an opportunity to com-
pare themselves with similar others and expe-
rience a sense of connectedness with others.
While it is not known if integrated sports
would result in similar outcomes, the youth
did state that in most integrated settings—
school and community—they often had an
increased awareness of having a disability and
were less able to be unselfconsciously in-
volved and to be their "true selves." Therefore,
while there are many advantages to be derived
through integration in other recreation pro-
grams, service providers may want to consider
providing activities that allow youth an oppor-
tunity to interact with and feel connected to
others with disabilities.

In conclusion, while sport has a consider-
able potential to positively influence the iden-
tity formation of adolescents with disabilities,
the relationship between these constructs is yet
to be fully revealed. In addition to the need to
increase the opportunities for adolescents with
disabilities to participate in sport, the sports
experience itself can be structured in such a
way as to facilitate identity formation. How-
ever, additional research is needed to clearly
illustrate the relationship between participa-
tion in sport and identity formation, as well as
how identity formation can be facilitated in
this context.
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