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Book Review

Williams, B. (2003).  Assistive devices, adaptive strategies, and recreational activities 
for students with disabilities. Champaign, IL: Sagamore Publishing Inc.

Book Review by Jackie Johnston and Melissa Roeder

Williams takes a “whole child” approach with his book by including children or youth with 
physical, cognitive, and emotional or sensory disabilities when considering adaptations for activi-
ties.  The author provides multiple additions of personal anecdotes and descriptions of professional 
experiences throughout the book.  The casual tone and practical information create a simple and 
easy read.  Small “principles” boxes throughout the chapters provide a short simple summary of 
the main points of the text.  

One of the first stories gets to the core of why many individuals with disabilities are excluded 
from or overlooked during physical education and recreation environments.  It is the professional’s 
fear or anxiety of the unsure or unknown, particularly the question of whether the professional will 
be able to meet the participant’s needs, the one with a disability, while still meeting the needs of 
participants without a disability.  Williams recognizes the multiple responsibilities each profes-
sional, whether in physical education or recreation settings, has towards inclusion.  There are 
legal, professional, and ethical responsibilities to including individuals with disabilities into typical 
settings.  

Multiple disabilities and the common needs that characterize those disabilities are outlined, 
along with the application of some disabilities into individuals’ lives.  There is question whether 
the “Federal Handicapping Conditions” provided in the text are the most up-to-date in regards to 
terminology.  In the same spirit, the writer regularly uses terms that are not person-first, such as 
“disabled students”.  Despite this lack of what is a regular practice in the field of therapeutic rec-
reation, the book provides a perspective usable to anyone in the recreation or physical education 
field.  There are multiple specific descriptions of adaptations or modifications, and with a little 
imagination, these could be applied to a myriad of settings.  

An individual’s style of learning is discussed according to cognitive, psychomotor, and sen-
sorimotor impairments.  The approach is to understand each disability by general need and to cater 
lessons or activities according to knowledge regarding those general needs.  Examples of simple 
adaptations and case studies on each are described in Chapter Two.  The third chapter presents a 
model of progression through several levels of support.  The individual moves from learning basic 
skills for a specific activity in an individualized setting, to learning to put skills together to ac-
complish a certain ability needed to participate in that activity, to eventual participation in a semi-
controlled and comfortable setting.  Emphasis is put on opportunities for challenge and success 
for the individual as well as responsibility of the professional to create a positive and consistent 
environment.  In the same way, choices and limits are established for all participants regardless 
of ability.  

Perspectives and understandings of skills used in activities give the reader some foundation 
for task analysis of activities.  Broad recommendations for adapting competitive activities allow 
the reader to think of multiple ways these adaptations could be used.  Williams writes about impro-
vising equipment used in common activities, and there are six detailed descriptions of fabricated 
equipment.  Although the author focuses on physical activities, the adaptations and modifications, 
whether equipment or rule oriented, can be applied in various settings.  
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The second part of the book examines five popular sports: basketball, volleyball, soccer, ten-
nis, and baseball. Each sport is given its own chapter, and Williams follows the same format for 
each sport.

First, Williams writes about adapting the environment and the task through cognitive, af-
fective, and sensorimotor adaptations. There are always at least four adaptations in each of these 
areas, with most having many more. The focus is on how to make the games inclusive for all chil-
dren, regardless of the presence of a disability. By focusing on these different types of adaptations, 
the author is ensuring that this book is helpful when working with participants with a variety of 
different disabilities.

Next, the author writes about improvising equipment. He starts with a list of traditional equip-
ment used for the particular sport. The most common equipment is listed here; as well as similar 
equipment that may not be considered as traditional, but has a traditional application. For example, 
Nerf balls are listed under the traditional list of basketball equipment because they are very widely 
used ball among children in physical education classes and can be used in the same manner as 
a basketball.   After the traditional list, he moves on to the alternative list of equipment. This is 
already existing equipment that a school or recreational facility may own that can be used to make 
the game inclusive.  For example, he lists the use of scooters by children as a strategy for equal-
izing skill level. No adaptive equipment is being used; it is simply nontraditional equipment being 
introduced into the sport. Last, Williams discusses “fabricated” equipment. This is any equipment 
that has been made for the activity that is not traditional recreation equipment. In many instances, 
the author supports the use of a pole by the instructor to assist in moving or positioning the ball. 
Also, PVC pipe chutes can be used to transport the balls from one participant to another. 

Williams goes on in each sports chapter, after discussing equipment, to describe the progres-
sion from doing an individual activity, to participating in preparatory activities, to participating in 
inclusive activities. The individual activities are  theoretically linked to the sport being profiled. 
In the volleyball chapter, Williams simplifies the concept of volleyball to moving one object over 
another object. Playing different games that involve this task introduces the idea of volleyball to 
the participant. This then moves to preparatory activities, which introduce skills needed to par-
ticipate in the activity and becoming familiar with the rules of the activity. Williams recommends 
participation in small groups for this phase. Next, the individual and class move to an inclusive 
environment, where certain adaptations will be made by the class to ensure full participation from 
every student.  There are descriptions of non-competitive (what the author calls “recreational”) 
activities and competitive activities. The competitive activities are also designed to be inclusive, 
with a “progressive competitive levels sports sequence” for each of the sports discussed. This gives 
progressively more difficult rules to play by until regulation rules for the sport are reached.

Each of these five chapters is ended with case studies that demonstrate the different adapta-
tions that were explained earlier in the chapter.  Williams suggests that the case studies can help 
provide an understanding of how the students react to the adaptations. A weakness with this sec-
tion is that the same children are considered in every chapter. Different children for every chapter 
would have made this a more informative section. There is also an easy to understand chart of the 
suggested activities, classifying them by “degree of disability”. The classifications include mild, 
moderate, or severe disability.

As mentioned earlier, there is a startling lack of person-first terminology in this book. While it 
is important to address the lack of sensitive language, the book should not be disregarded because 
of this. This book provides a basic understanding of inclusion in recreation and physical educa-
tion. Also, many of the adaptations are easy and inexpensive; most importantly, they are creative. 
Williams also encourages creativity on the part of professionals, be it physical education teacher 
or recreational professional. 


