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The purpose of this study was to examine the quality of contact (i.e., personal vs. casual) and the
conditions (i.e., organized vs. informal) under which the contact occurred in an inclusive
experience. Specifically, this study sought to examine contact as it related to the roles played by
staff under specific conditions and the influence of these factors on perceptions of the camp
experience. Eight campers, two male and six female, four with and four without disabilities,
attending a one week residential camp, agreed to be research participants. Using a qualitative
method with contact theory as the framework, the campers participated in one interview that
explored their perceptions of the inclusive camp experience. Data indicated that their perceptions
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frustrating. Findings are discussed in relation to theory and practice implications.
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The ideology of inclusion of people with
and without disabilities in recreation experi-
ences has resulted in more opportunities for
participation and increased scientific inquiries
on this context. However, even with increased
attention, an understanding of the complexities
of inclusive leisure environments has only be-
gun to unfold.

Early works on inclusive leisure environ-
ments tended to examine the impact of inclu-
sion on people without disabilities. Schleien,
Hornfeldt, and McAvoy (1994) assessed the
amount of information children without dis-
abilities acquired while participating in an en-
vironmental education program with children
who had severe disabilities. They found that
the inclusive program did not impede the ac-
quisition of knowledge by children without
disabilities. Sable (1995) examined the effects
of three different disability awareness pro-
grams on the level of acceptance adolescents
without disabilities had toward their peers with
disabilities. Adolescents without disabilities
participated in three different awareness pro-
grams at a residential summer camp for chil-
dren with and without disabilities. Those who
had personal contact with peers with disabili-
ties and participated in awareness education
had the most positive change in the level of
acceptance of persons with disabilities.

Several inquiries have examined the role of
the inclusive leisure environment from the
perspective of individuals with and without
disabilities. Anderson, Schleien, McAvoy,
Lais, and Seligmann (1997) studied the effi-
cacy of an integrated outdoor adventure pro-
gram on attitudes, interactions, leisure skill
development, and lifestyle changes for indi-
viduals with and without disabilities. No sig-
nificant changes in attitude toward individuals
with disabilities were found, to which the
authors attributed an initially positive attitude
from the beginning of the program. Wilhite,
Devine, and Goldenberg (1999) examined per-
ceptions of youth with and without disabilities
on various inclusive contexts. Conditions of
inclusive contexts where rights were re-
spected, reciprocity occurred, and leisure in-

terests were shared yielded the highest degrees
of social acceptance, positive perceptions of
disability and self-image. On the other hand,
some studies have demonstrated that, given
certain conditions, inclusive leisure environ-
ments can yield benefits for all participants.
Inclusive leisure contexts can be forums to
dispel myths and stereotypes (Bedini, 2000;
Devine & Lashua, 2002; Devine & Wilhite,
2000), increase self-determined behaviors
(Dattilo, Williams, & Cory, 2003), develop
friendships (Kalyvas & Reid, 2003), and learn
important life skills (Place & Hodge, 2001).
Kalyvas and Reid found that students with
disabilities were more active and experienced
a greater sense of enjoyment in an inclusive
sport activity if the activity was modified for
their participation. In the same study, the au-
thors found that the inclusive sport play was
not compromised for the students without dis-
abilities.

Some inquiries have found that certain con-
ditions can also result in negative or neutral
outcomes. Devine and Lashua (2002) reported
that youth with disabilities perceived a lack of
social acceptance in contexts where they were
required to be physically active, competitive,
and where the group had standards that were
not amenable to all. In addition to competitive
leisure engagement, Wilhite et al. (1999)
found conditions where contact was predomi-
nantly informal and expectations were narrow
relative to skills and functional abilities,
tended to produce lower levels of social ac-
ceptance and more paternalistic perceptions of
persons with disabilities. Bedini (2000) uncov-
ered that when individuals with disabilities felt
stigmatized, they were less likely to pursue
involvement in community activities like rec-
reation. Some individuals with disabilities
have reported that they seek separate recre-
ation options specifically designed for them
because inclusive activities often make them
feel isolated and uncomfortable (Goodwin &
Staples, 2005). Devine (2003/2004) found that
negative meanings of inclusive leisure experi-
ences for individuals with disabilities were
often shaped by a lack of social acceptance
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and equal status by peers without disabilities.
Findings from these studies support the com-
plexities of perceptions of participants, the
conditions under which they occur, and the
importance of fully understanding these envi-
ronments.

While several studies have demonstrated
that conditions or circumstances under which
inclusive leisure engagement occurs influences
many dimensions of the experience (see Be-
dini, 2000; Sable, 1995; Schleien, Germ, &
McAvoy, 1996; West, 1984), what remains to
be examined is the quality of contact given
certain contexts (i.e., atmosphere) or condi-
tions (i.e., competitive environment) and the
ways in which conditions shape the leisure
experience. Devine (2003/2004) reported that
the context was a determining variable as to
whether participants in an inclusive leisure
program felt the experience was freeing or
constraining. Specifically, when participants
felt they did not have to conform to a precon-
ceived notion of their skills or abilities, when
they felt connected or socially accepted by
others, or when they felt challenged, percep-
tions of the inclusive experiences were more
positive. Jones (2003/2004) found that when
recreation leaders were empathetic, the envi-
ronment was structured in a supportive way,
and participant success was based on factors
other than individual performance, partici-
pants felt the experience was enjoyable. While
these findings are useful in advancing the un-
derstanding of inclusive environments, further
inquiries need to be conducted to uncover
quality of contact and specific dimensions of
conditions that relate to successful inclusion.
In all of the previously noted studies, the
contact between participants with and without
disabilities was relatively short in duration and
the degree to which individuals were able to
get to know each other was unclear. Duration
and degree of personal contact are important
conditions from which to examine inclusion
because they tend to produce positive attitudes
and social acceptance between participants
(Tripp & Sherrill, 1991). It is hoped that by
examining these and other conditions of inclu-

sive leisure environments, best practices, strat-
egies by which to design inclusive programs,
and guiding principles for service delivery will
be uncovered.

Theoretical Framework: Contact
Theory

In grounding research and practice in the-
ory, professionals are better able to explain
behavior and predict outcomes from particular
circumstances (Devine & Wilhite, 2000). The
current study was conceptualized using con-
tact theory (Allport, 1954). This theory as-
sumes that positive contact between people
with differences will influence changes in
attitudes toward one another, given certain
conditions (Allport; Slininger, Sherrill, &
Jankowski, 2000). Specifically, the theory pos-
its that negative attitudes reflected in behaviors
such as prejudice, stereotyping, and discrimi-
nation, can diminish if contact reflects equal
status (i.e., a focus on common interests goals)
(Allport). Additionally, expectations about be-
haviors of minority group members are altered
or confirmed through interactions (Roper,
1990a). For example, Archie and Sherrill
(1989) compared the attitudes of fifth- and
sixth-grade students in mainstreamed physical
education classes with fifth- and sixth-grade
students in nonmainstreamed physical educa-
tion classes. They found that students in the
mainstreamed classes identified their peers
with disabilities as more fun and interesting
than students in the nonmainstreamed classes.

According to contact theory, changes in
attitudes may take various directions. The di-
rection of the change depends primarily on the
conditions under which contact has taken
place. For example, Allport (1954) contended
that contact between groups of individuals
who have differences (i.e., people with and
without disabilities) is not enough to result in
positive attitude changes. Favorable condi-
tions tend to improve attitudes whereas unfa-
vorable conditions tend to foster harmful atti-
tudes. Favorable conditions that tend to foster
positive attitude changes involve contact that
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(a) produces equal status as well as promotes
additional contact; (b) is mutually rewarding
to those with and without disabilities; (c) is
personal rather than casual, allowing individ-
uals to get to know each other well; (d) persists
over time; (e) focuses on establishing common
rather than individual goals; and (f) receives
strong support from relevant authorities (All-
port; Cook, 1962; Tripp, French, & Sherrill,
1995).

On the other hand, contact may also lead to
unfavorable attitudes. It can be a source of
embarrassment, entrenching of stereotypes, ir-
ritation, and escalation of conflict, resulting in
negative attitudes between people who have
differences (Amir, 1969; Wilhite et al., 1999).
Roper (1990b) examined the underlying as-
sumptions of favorable contact examining the
perceptions of Special Olympics volunteers
toward people with developmental disabilities.
He reported that certain practices involved
with Special Olympics reinforced existing
negative stereotypes of participants (e.g., de-
pendent, perpetual children). Roper speculated
that conditions of contact between volunteers
and athletes did not provide an optimum con-
text for positive change in beliefs and percep-
tions. He concluded that if insufficient atten-
tion is given to the various components of the
contact (e.g., need for equal status situations,
value of interdependence, opportunity to dis-
prove stereotypes), positive change will not be
produced. In inclusive environments, Tripp
and colleagues (1995) concluded that when
competition is not modified to be equitable for
all, negative attitudes toward peers with dis-
abilities may result. Unfavorable attitudes tend
to occur when (a) contact produces competi-
tion that makes differences more glaring; (b)
the environment is unpleasant, involuntary, or
has an air of tension or insincerity; (c) group
members are in a state of frustration; and (d)
groups have standards (e.g., moral or cultural)
that are objectionable to each other (Cook,
1988; Devine, 2004; Devine & Lashua, 2002;
Tripp et al., 1995). Thus, the theory postulates
that, if people with and without disabilities
have favorable contact with one another dur-

ing leisure participation, they will have a more
positive attitude toward each other than those
who have unfavorable or no contact.

Purpose of Study
Conditions serve as a foundation for posi-

tive contact to occur between people who have
differences, thus this study was grounded in
contact theory (Allport, 1954). According to
Allport, conditions include perceptions, be-
haviors or specific activity, attitudes, and at-
mosphere present within a group that may
result in a disparity in interpersonal relations
toward people who differ from the normative
group. An important aspect of considering
conditions when examining disparity toward a
minority group is the quality of contact be-
tween group members. Individuals develop
perceptions depending on the quality of con-
tact; quality and conditions of contact deter-
mine the meaning of the experience.

Previous studies have advanced the body of
knowledge of inclusion through explorations
of attitudes, responsibilities, and contexts.
However, there are limited inquiries examin-
ing specific inclusive leisure conditions or the
quality of contact occurring under which these
conditions occur. The main assumption of
contact theory is that the conditions of contact
play an important role in determining attitudes
toward a minority group (Allport, 1954). Con-
cepts in need of more attention include the
influence of contact over time, personal/deep
versus casual contact, and the nature of contact
between individuals with and without disabil-
ities in inclusive environments given certain
conditions. Thus, the purpose of the overall
study is to examine the conditions of the in-
clusive experience as they relate to the quality
of contact between campers and the influence
of contact on their perceptions of the recre-
ation experience. This examination is part of a
larger study on the perceptions of youth with
and without disabilities in an inclusive resi-
dential camp experience. The objectives of
inquiry in this portion of the examination are
to understand: (a) whether contact between
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youth with and without disabilities was per-
sonal, equitable, mutually rewarding, and fo-
cused on common goals; (b) the conditions
under which contact occurred; (c) the roles
played by staff within the conditions; and (d)
the ways in which the quality of contact and
conditions of the activities influenced the per-
ceptions of campers with and without disabil-
ities of the camp experience.

Method
Qualitative methods were selected to col-

lect and analyze data as they met the purpose
of the study which was to conduct an in-depth
inquiry examining contact and how conditions
of contact influenced camper's perceptions of
the experience. The conditions were examined
relative to contact between campers and the
emergence of roles played by staff. The intent
of the study was to encourage campers with
and without disabilities to talk about the for-
mal and informal conditions of the camp, and
their perceptions of the experience.

As previously discussed, Contact Theory
(Allport, 1954) was used as the framework to
guide this investigation. First, the primary in-
terest of this study was to better understand the
quality of contact between campers and the
conditions of inclusion as a determinant of the
leisure experience. Because contact theory as-
sumes that, given the presence of certain con-
ditions, attitudes toward groups who have dif-
ferences will be more positive and mutual
experiences more satisfying. As reported by
Tripp and her colleagues (1995), certain con-
ditions can produce negative attitudes. It is
also possible that one's disability could be a
condition that influences attitudes. Thus, ap-
plying contact theory aided in understanding
the conditions under which certain attitudes
were formed. Roper (1990b) contends that if
insufficient attention is given to the various
components of the contact (i.e., equal status,
value of interdependence), positive attitudes
will not be an outcome. The contact theory
framework was useful in exploring variations
in conditions of contact. Selection of research

participants was guided by this theory in that
participants had to have a high degree (depth
and frequency) of contact. Participants not
only participated in activities together, but
they had a high degree of personal contact
(i.e., sleeping, informal social interaction, tak-
ing care of personal hygiene) as well. This
theory was also useful as the framework from
which the interview guide was designed, par-
ticularly to explore not only the conditions of
contact, but their relationship to the leisure
experience. Additionally, assumptions of the
theory were used as the framework for com-
posing each initial interview question. Lastly,
contact theory was used to best represent the
voice of the research participant, minimizing
the researchers' perspectives. The challenge to
qualitative researchers is to represent the best
and most accurate perspective of the research
participant, however it is nearly impossible to
eliminate the researcher's own interpretations
(Hutchinson & Samdahl, 2000). Contact the-
ory was applied as a recognition of conditions
that influence each voice.

Research Participants and Setting
The study was conducted at a residential

summer camp located in the midwest. Camp-
ers, ages 7-15, participate in a five-night, six-
day experience that included an array of rec-
reation activities (e.g., swimming, canoeing,
ropes courses, horseback riding). The camp is
physically accessible and has been providing
structured inclusive experiences for eight
years at the time of the study. Some inclusive
practices used by the camp includes a peer or
buddy system, grouping campers with and
without disabilities in the same cabins, provid-
ing behavioral supports, modifying programs
so all can actively participate, and purchasing
adaptive recreation equipment to name a few.
Campers with and without disabilities were
selected to be interviewed based on having
attended the camp in previous years, being
assigned to the same camp cabin, a willingness
to talk about their experiences at the camp, and
a high degree of contact with each other during
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Table 1.

Participant Profiles

Name

Hannah
Irene
Jeff
Pedro
Marissa
Tiffany
Ashley
Jennifer

Age

13
13
14
13
12
12
16
15

Disability

Spinal Muscular Atrophy
None
Asperger's Syndrome, ADHD
None
Asperger's Syndrome
None
Cerebral Palsy/Hypotonia, Oral Apraxia, MIMH
None

their week at camp. A high degree of contact
was determined if campers participated to-
gether for at least four hours each day over the
six-day camp session in various activities (Sin-
gleton & Asher, 1977). Eight individuals met
these criteria and all agreed to be interviewed,
four with disabilities and four without. The
two male and six female research participants
ranged in age from 12-16 years and repre-
sented the European American race and His-
panic ethnicity (see Table 1). Individuals' dis-
abilities included Asperger's Syndrome (2),
cerebral palsy (1), and spinal muscular atrophy
(1). During the week of attending the camp,
participants not only participated in activities
for at least four hours each day with each
other, they also were assigned the same cabin
for sleeping, personal care, and unscheduled
time. In each instance, the camper with the
disability was the only camper in their group
who had a disability during the week they
attended the camp.

Data Collection and Analysis
Data were collected on the last two days of

camp over four different camp sessions in
which the participants attended one of the four
weeks. One face-to-face interview was con-
ducted separately with each participant in a
private setting by one researcher. As seen in
Table 2, questions were based on tenets of
contact theory such as personal vs. casual

contact (i.e., how well campers got to know
each other), the nature of contact (i.e., hierar-
chical, relaxed), equality of contact (i.e., how
decisions were made), group standards or ex-
pectations, and conditions under which contact
occurred (i.e., competitive or organized activ-
ities). Campers were also asked to discuss in
what ways the camp counselors influenced
their behavior and their perceptions of the
camp experience. The interview lasted from 45
to 70 minutes and was conducted using a
semi-structured guide including primary and
subquestions as well as issues in which to
probe. Interviews were tape recorded and tran-
scribed verbatim. Overall, each interview was
conducted and completed without significant
obstacles or challenges. Field notes were com-
posed based on reflections following each in-
terview. Reflections included mood or de-
meanor of research participants, researcher
perceptions of the overall interview, and any
questions that may be asked in the follow-up
process.

Constant comparison method was used to
analyze the data. According to Preissle Goetz
and LeCompte (1981), the purpose of constant
comparison is to generate statements of rela-
tionships between social behaviors. Glaser and
Strauss (1967) recommend this procedure to
clarify relationships within and between cate-
gories. In applying this method of analysis,
inductive or general category coding was com-
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Table 2.

Sample Interview Questions

What do you like best/least about camp?
What type of things are going on when you feel good about camp?
What type of things are going on when you don't feel so good about camp?
Who do you feel you've gotten/have not gotten to know at camp?
What do you know about them?
What would you like to know about those whom you don't know very well?
What is it like when you are hanging around with the other campers?
What kinds of things do you have in common?
What kinds of things make you different?
How does your group make decisions about activities or things you want to do?
Does everyone contribute to group decisions?
How do you feel you work together with your fellow campers?

bined with a simultaneous comparison of so-
cial incidents (Preissle Goetz & LeCompte).
Phenomena under study were recorded, clas-
sified, and compared across categories. First,
ideas about categories and themes were gen-
erated by the researchers as transcripts were
read, re-read, and analyzed. Next, developing
data which were similar in nature and in-
formed the research questions were grouped
into four general categories: (a) contact, (b)
conditions, (c) roles of camp counselors, and
(d) experience. Properties and dimensions of
the general categories, identified through anal-
ysis of the transcripts, were interpreted to
increase the understanding of the variability,
depth, and breadth of the categories. It should
be noted that the analyses in this paper were
neither conducted nor reported with the inten-
tion of offering generalizations. The intent was
to describe the conditions (i.e., mutually re-
warding, common goals) and the variations of
inclusive leisure environments (i.e., organized
activities, meal-time) associated with deter-
mining perceptions of the camper's experi-
ence. However, analytical and theoretical gen-
eralizability may be gleaned from this study.

Data representation. The issue of repre-
senting data from naturalistic inquiries has to
do with trustworthiness or how well the results
of the study capture reality as it is constructed

between the researcher and the study partici-
pant (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Contact theory
posits that positive attitudes and satisfying
experiences are formed given certain condi-
tions (Allport, 1954; Tripp et al., 1995). The
challenge to qualitative researchers is how the
voice of study participants is represented in
writings. It is difficult to filter out our own
interpretations and meanings of the data and,
inevitably, the researcher's voice becomes the
privileged voice. According to Hutchinson and
Samdahl (2000), all "analyses are limited and
filtered through the lens of the researcher" (p.
245) and limitations are an inherent part of all
research. Thus, limitations of the findings of
this analysis lie in our lens from which data
were filtered. Typical techniques were under-
taken to best construct interpretations (e.g.,
member checks, field notes, use of three data
analyzers) and information discovered was
used as additional data instead of verifications
of reality.

Findings and Discussion
After conceptualizing categories, an addi-

tional review of the literature was conducted to
provide theoretical confirmation of concepts
being examined. Data will be discussed in
terms of categories that were identified in
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Table 3.

Contact Categories Relative to Quality of Contact, Conditions, Role of Staff, and
Perceptions

Category

Fun and Making
Friends

Variations of
Contact

Weird and
Frustrating

Quality of
Contact

Personal
Mutually

rewarding

Assisting
Teaching
Strained

Frustrating
Superficial
Lacking

reciprocity

Conditions of
Contact

Formal contact
Common goals
Equal status

Variations in
equity

Hierarchical
Paternal

Unequal status
Contrived

friendships

Role of
Camp Staff

Modeling
behavior

Setting
expectations

Possibly
unaware of
nature of
contact and
outcome

Less obvious
Redirect
Diffuse

behavior

Perceptions of
Experience

Common
interests

Enjoyable
Challenging
Learning and

teaching
Segregated

Stigmatizing
Condescending

relation to the research questions from a con-
tact theory framework. Within each category,
data were identified by examining the nature
or quality of contact, the conditions under
which contact occurred, the role of the camp
staff within certain conditions, and partici-
pants' perceptions of the camp experience.
Overall, findings indicated that, given certain
conditions, contact between camper's yielded
positive, negative, and a mixture of attitudes.
As discussed in this section, specific condi-
tions tended to promote the nature of the
contact and the camp staff was fairly influen-
tial in the quality of contact between the camp-
ers. Additionally, the quality of contact be-
tween campers had a significant influence on
the camp experience. Conceptual categories
reflecting the quality of contact between camp-
ers and conditions under which contact oc-
curred were: (a) Fun and making friends, (b)
Variations in contact, and (c) Weird and frus-
trating (see Table 3). An overall theme in this
study was the mixed degree of the quality of
contact. Findings are discussed from the per-
spective of the participants' experiences. Dis-

cussions will first focus on the three conditions
of contact, then present the role of the camp
staff, and the perceptions of the experience
will be reported as they relate to the three
conditions of contact.

Condition 1: Having Fun and
Making Friends

The goal of the inclusive camp environ-
ment was to promote an enjoyable experience
for all campers and, according to participants,
was met in many programs. Promoting high
quality contact within specific conditions is
one theoretical frame from which to design
and facilitate inclusive programs (Slininger et
al., 2000). Support for contact theory was
found in that the presence of several aspects of
favorable conditions, which can have positive
attitudes as an outcome, were reported by
campers. Specifically, aspects of these condi-
tions reflected contact that was mutually re-
warding, personal, produced equal status, and
focused on common goals. Overall, partici-
pants reported having fun, making friends,
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learning new skills, joking with peers, and
having fun with the counselors.

Several campers reported aspects of con-
tact being mutually rewarding and personal in
nature. Ashley, a 16-year-old female with ce-
rebral palsy and developmental delays, stated
"they [cabin mates without disabilities] crack
me up, we have the same laughs and we talk to
each other and tell jokes, sing songs . . . We all
like to do that kind of stuff." Marissa, a 12-
year-old camper with Asperger's Syndrome,
liked to tell jokes and described this aspect of
contact with her peers as "one of the really fun
parts of camp, telling jokes everyday and mak-
ing people laugh. This is what I do and I'm
good at getting people to laugh. It's a way we
can talk to each other too." Jennifer, a 15-year-
old female without a disability who was Ash-
ley's cabin mate, felt it was important to sim-
ply get to know her fellow cabin mates and "to
forget about the disability, just get to know her
[Ashley]."

Campers reported that being open to new
friendships was an important part of an inclu-
sive camp experience, especially friendships
that had aspects of equal status. Irene, a 13-
year-old girl without a disability, felt that
meeting new people and "learning their sto-
ries" was a way to get to know people really
well, "I mean it doesn't matter that [camper
with disability] is in a wheelchair, she has a
story and that makes her just like us." Ashley
felt that campers were more alike than differ-
ent, "so no one person should be treated dif-
ferently 'cause we really just want the same
thing, to make friends."

The nature or quality of contact that fo-
cused on common goals was also evident in a
sense of willingness to make adjustments so
all could participate in the camp activities.
Jennifer described interactions with her cabin
mates as being focused on fun even if it meant
making accommodations in doing activities, "I
mean camp is all about having fun with others
[in her group] and the counselors, so if we
have to make some changes so all of us can
have a good time then that's ok." Hannah, a
13-year-old camper with spinal muscular atro-

phy, claimed "Like we all help each other out
and cheer each other on and stuff. Ya know
we're all in the 'same boat' together so we've
got to work together." Pedro, a 13-year-old
male without a disability, felt contact with his
group member who had a disability should be
supportive, "I mean if he [camper with disabil-
ity] is willing to try things, then we should be
willing to help him out and stuff like that."

Dimensions of personally rewarding con-
tact. The dimensions or aspects of the condi-
tions under which the contact occurred are
important to more fully understand inclusive
contexts. Study participants were asked about
prevailing attitudes, specific behaviors, per-
sonal characteristics, atmosphere, and activity
taking place when they described contact, to
uncover the conditions surrounding the con-
tact.

One condition within which personally re-
warding contact occurred had to do with the
degree of formality of the contact. Formal
contact took place during organized activities
whereas informal contact occurred during
free-time or low organized activities (e.g.,
campfire). For the most part, contact within a
formal or an organized activity yielded the
most positive results. Within these activities,
each camper seemed to feel they had a specific
role and an understanding of behavioral expec-
tations. For instance, Pedro described partici-
pation in a ropes course when he felt contact
was most positive in that people had to work
together, encourage each other, and be under-
standing of their fellow camper's choice to not
participate in the high part of the course. Dur-
ing the organized activities Melissa felt con-
tact was most positive because her peers "got
to know how good I am at doing things like
swimming. Other times we just don't like the
same things, like they want to talk about music
and stuff and I want to talk about stuff like
skateboarding." Ashley and Jennifer both
stated they had the most fun in the organized
activities. According to Jennifer, "we had to
work together or think about how to do things
differently." Ashley stated that participating in
the formal activities was a "good way to make
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friends." The one exception to this finding was
expressed by Irene who felt that it was the
informal times, such as afternoon free-time or
during meals, that she really got to know her
peer with a disability. She stated "I like to just
relax and talk when we have our free time, like
in the afternoon or just before dinner. That's
when we really got to know each other." The
one difference between Irene's experience and
that of the other campers was that the disabil-
ity of her peer camper was physical in nature
only. The other campers' disabilities were
cognitive and/or behavioral in nature and, in
Ashley's case, physical as well as behavioral.

Tenets of contact theory and results from
previous studies may enlighten these findings.
Several studies found that people with disabil-
ities perceived the lowest levels of social ac-
ceptance in informal work, education, and rec-
reation settings (Coyner, 2002; Devine &
Lashua, 2002; McKittrick, 1980; Rumrill,
Koch, Murphy, & Jannarone, 1999). For in-
stance, Devine and Lashua reported that the
youth with disabilities perceived a lack of
social acceptance in inclusive leisure settings
during activity that was informally structured.
Rumrill et al. identified informal social com-
ponents of work environments as occasions
when workers with disabilities felt most ex-
cluded, thus limited their ability to be a part of
the work team. Organized activities tend to
result in personal rather than casual contact, an
important assumption of contact theory. Per-
sonal contact leads to perceptions of common
interests and pursuit of mutual goals (Allport,
1954).

A focus on common goals and interests
was an evident condition under which person-
ally rewarding contact occurred. This condi-
tion of contact theory frames common goals as
the establishment of group rather than individ-
ual goals. In this study, conditions of common
goals and interests took the form of being
flexible when completing a group task, under-
standing the multiplicity of ways campers
could engage in activities, and creating a sense
of belonging. Campers discussed how they
had to work together to accomplish difficult

tasks in low ropes initiative. Jennifer re-
counted an instance where not only did the
group need to maintain a focus on the common
goal of completing the ropes course, but be
flexible with the ways in which their group
member with a disability contributed to the
activity:

We just had to think about how we were
doing it [ropes course] and how we
were going to do it with Ashley so, ya
know, she could do it too. So we had to,
ya know, be flexible in who was going
to do what part and who was going to
go first or last and stuff like that.

Learning that there were multiple ways an
activity could be accomplished was a condi-
tion described by Pedro: "so he [camper with
disability] could do it [outdoor activity] we
had to keep remembering that there's lots of
ways it could be done; that there's not just one
way, but he might do it different from us and
that's ok." Hannah and Irene expressed a com-
mon goal of getting to know each other; to
take the time to find out mutual interests and,
according to Irene "find out what she [Hannah]
does and, like what kind of stuff we are all
into." Hannah stated, "we are all part of
[cabin] so it's important to just, like, get to
know each other and feel good." In this in-
stance, the mutual goal of creating a sense of
belonging blends with the condition of contact
theory that assumes that personal contact leads
toward positive attitudes toward groups who
historically have experienced discrimination.
In all of the cited examples, contact and the
experience were predominantly positive. Pre-
vious studies have suggested that when com-
mon goals (e.g., returning a volleyball over the
net), rather than individual goals (e.g., using
only the proper technique when returning a
volleyball), were the focus of the recreation
engagement participants reported that the ex-
perience was more rewarding (Bedini, 2000;
Devine, 2004; Devine & Wilhite, 2000).

Equal status between campers was another
condition that emerged when campers reported
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positive contact. What differs with this condi-
tion of equal status compared to conditions of
formal contact and common goals is that equal
status was not a consistent condition reported
by all campers and will be discussed later in
the paper. When equal status was a condition
for positive contact, campers perceived each
other as being similar, as all group members
having a vote in decisions, and standards of
behavior not being rigid. Differences based on
disability were seen as insignificant or not
central to their mutual status. Jennifer stated
"you just forget about the disability and talk to
them like they are a person and pretty soon
you find out things you have in common."
Pedro felt that the camper with the disability in
his group was "cool because he's like really
smart and he's, like a, he is one of us." Jeff, a
14-year-old male with Asperger's Syndrome,
stated that he liked that his group members
gave him choices. According to Jeff, "They
don't make me do things I don't want to do.
They let me pick the stuff I can do and want to
do." Tiffany, a 12-year-old female without a
disability, had a different perception from oth-
ers in that she felt the person in her group with
a disability often had more of a voice in
decision making. Thus, for her, equal status
reflected the inclusion of the entire group de-
cision. When discussing how group decisions
were made, Tiffany remarked "we all have a
vote and they all count; like not one person's
vote is more important than another even if
they don't like what the group decides, we all
should have a vote." This particular example
highlights the mutuality of contact theory, in
that given disparity or inequity, negative atti-
tudes can result. According to Cook (1988),
equal status can lessen tension and competi-
tion. Equal status has also been noted as being
a precursor to social acceptance and friendship
development (Higgins, 1992). When contexts
are conducive to promoting equal status, indi-
vidual differences are less glaring and not
significant to development of social accep-
tance.

Condition 2: Variations in Contact
A recurring theme in this study was the

notion that contact can be a "mixed bag" of
experiences. Campers simultaneously de-
scribed their contact with each other as diffi-
cult, uncomfortable, and stressful as well as
rewarding, challenging, and satisfying. This
finding supports results from previous studies
on inclusion (see Devine & Lashua, 2002;
Greiner, 2006; Wilhite et al., 1999) that found
a range of perspectives on the experience. One
distinction in this examination that differs
from previous studies is that in previous stud-
ies, the perceptions of contact held by campers
with disabilities tended to be more positive. In
this study, campers with and without disabili-
ties described a mixture of contact.

Contact that was a mix of positive and
negative experiences commonly centered on
how the experience was difficult at times, but
a good learning experience. For those without
disabilities, contact with their peers with dis-
abilities was an opportunity to learn about
disabilities. Jennifer felt contact with campers
with disabilities was good for her because "it
teaches me that things aren't gonna be exactly
how you want it, you just have to wait on other
people and that's gonna happen no matter
what you do in life." Irene expressed similar
perceptions in that the inclusive component of
the camp was a learning experience for her as
"it teaches me how to act around them and
without them I would have learned less." They
also felt that the inclusion experience was
"good for them [campers with disabilities]"
because "it makes them happy to be there
[activity] and stuff." Tiffany, a 12-year-old
female without a disability, described differ-
ences between herself and her fellow camper
who had some behavioral challenges, as
strained. She stated "I'm not used to her. Some
of the things she does are not normal. And on
a scale of 1-10, I'd say my comfort level is
about a 5. She is just way too different than
me." On the other hand Tiffany also felt that it
is "kind of cool" that youth with disabilities
were included in the camp because "they seem
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to like the same stuff [activities] that we like."
There was mutual sentiment expressed by
campers with disabilities in that inclusion was
good for their peers without disabilities. Some
campers with disabilities sensed that their
peers were uncomfortable at times which
made them feel uneasy. In particular, Hannah
felt that even though she perceived some un-
easiness from her peers, they could learn from
her, thus contact could be educational in na-
ture. She stated,

I know they are like 'what can she
really do and why is she here' and stuff.
So, I need to teach them about disabil-
ities and give them ideas about the
things people with disabilities can do so
maybe the next time they are around
someone who is in a chair may be
they'll say 'hey, this person is cool and
look what they can do' and not look at
them like they can't do anything.

Contact also took the form of assisting the
campers with disabilities, but unfortunately,
while the contact was positive and the experi-
ence seemed enjoyable, it lacked reciprocity.
The nature of this type of contact typically
involved the camper without a disability as-
sisting a peer with a disability, feeling good
about providing assistance, but not experienc-
ing reciprocal contact. For example, Jennifer
saw her role as a helper to her fellow campers
with disabilities instead of a peer. "I like help-
ing them and stuff, like it makes me feel good
to help them, and it is good for them to be
included and sometimes they're like, 'thanks
for being nice to me,' and it makes it [helping]
worth it." When asked how her fellow camper
with a disability assisted her, Jennifer could
think of no such type of contact. Ashley stated
that she liked when people pushed her wheel-
chair because it made her feel included in the
group, but felt excluded when no one volun-
teered to push her chair,

like when someone says they want to
push me up the hill then they hang with

me and it's cool. But there are times
when no one says they'll push me so a
counselor does it and they [campers
without disabilities] just go off with
each other.

However, when Ashley was asked to recall
times when she helped her peers without dis-
abilities she said she couldn't think of any.
Hannah, on the other hand, felt she helped her
peers by educating them about disabilities and
"I also am a good carrier, ya know like I'm the
one who can put stuff on my lap and carry it
and still roll [wheelchair] to where we are
going."

Another dimension of contact that had an
imbalance of equity was perceptions that in-
clusion was a good thing for the campers with
disabilities because camp gave them access to
those without disabilities. Pedro stated "he
[camper with the disability] probably learned
things from us which helped him like how to
cheer people on and take turns and stuff like
that." According to Tiffany, "it probably does
them good [to be around us] so they can learn
how to act and stuff." Campers with disabili-
ties did not express similar sentiment, but
according to Marissa, camp was a good thing
"because it was fun and gave me a chance to
tell my jokes to new people." While the con-
tact is personal it suggests a hierarchy between
these campers with those who do not have
disabilities being at the top. Even the re-
sponses regarding positive contact which cen-
tered on learning things, the things learned did
not necessarily increase acceptance or equal
status for their fellow camper with a disability.
Engendering equal status is a hallmark of con-
tact theory. According to Allport (1954), equal
status involves interdependent interactions,
reciprocity, and mutual value of status be-
tween people with and without disabilities.

Dimensions of variations of contact. Con-
ditions under which a mixture of contact oc-
curred were examined from the perspective of
attitudes, specific behaviors, personal charac-
teristics, atmosphere, and activity taking place.
Overall, contact had dimensions of the balance
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of equity, was personal but hierarchical in the
nature of interactions, and had tones of benev-
olent paternalism. However, even with this
mix of contact, camper's perceptions of the
inclusion experience were more positive than
negative.

One condition that appears to influence
contact was the nature of the camper's disabil-
ity. Specifically, if the nature of the individu-
al's disability had characteristics that impacted
his/her interpersonal behaviors or social skills,
contact was more inequitable than if the
camper had only a physical disability. Pedro,
Tiffany, and Jennifer's camp experience in-
cluded campers who had behavioral and de-
velopmental disabilities. In contrast, Irene's
fellow camper had only a physical disability
with no behavioral or social interaction issues.
Previous studies have reported similar findings
in that peers with physical disabilities are
viewed more favorably in inclusive settings
than peers with behavioral or intellectual dis-
abilities (Devine, 2003/2004; Place & Hodge,
2001; Tripp et al., 1995). This finding seems to
highlight the importance of the social compo-
nents and of fostering social acceptance within
inclusive experiences. Tripp et al. reported that
students without disabilities viewed peers with
physical disabilities more favorably than those
with behavioral or cognitive disabilities. They
concluded that it is possible that society does
not portray different disabilities in the same
light. The lack of consistent perceptions of
people with disabilities results in contact not
supported by societal and institutional norms,
and therefore, is not likely to result in positive
attitude formation.

Another condition that appears to explain
the variation of contact that sometimes oc-
curred in this camp is an attitude of benevolent
paternalism. Under these conditions, campers
without disabilities perceived their role to be
an assistant to their peer with the disability.
They were there to help them and had positive
feelings about playing that role. In addition,
their lack of perceptions that the assistance
was reciprocal seemed to compound the pater-
nalism. Campers with disabilities had mixed

perceptions about the aid they received. Spe-
cifically, while Ashley welcomed it because it
"was cool" and made her feel included, Han-
nah saw the contact as more reciprocal rather
than only being the recipient of aid. Reciproc-
ity and interdependence are important compo-
nents of contact theory's conditions of equal
status and mutual rewards (Tripp et al, 1995).
Without these components, previous studies
have found that paternalistic and hierarchical
contact tends to prevail (Biklin, 2000; Hodge,
Amman, Casebolt, LaMaster, & O'Sullivan,
2004; Wilhite et al., 1999).

The other side of the paternalism condition
can be characterized as the "broccoli" effect.
Specifically, while it doesn't "taste all that
good," participants without disabilities per-
ceived that it was good for them as well as
their fellow campers with disabilities. Some of
these campers saw the experience as character
building; they liked the inclusive experience
because it taught them things and possibly
made them a better person. The problem with
this condition is it continues to create a hier-
archical context of "them and us" where those
with disabilities are the outsiders or the ones to
be tolerated. This component of equal status,
according to contact theory, reflects the degree
to which social acceptance is based on cultural
standards and norms that are favorable to each
other (Allport, 1954). There is an assumed
degree of mutuality in viewing another per-
son's status equal to one's own in that each
person gains something similar from the expe-
rience. If campers without disabilities see con-
tact with their peers with disabilities as pre-
dominantly character building, then equal
status will not be achieved. Additionally, if
they have narrow notions of what is normal
and the campers with disabilities do not fit
those expectations, then inclusive experiences
will continue to have a hierarchical effect.

Condition 3: Weird and Frustrating
Previous studies on inclusive contexts have

found that there are mixed perceptions of the
experience on the part of individuals with and
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without disabilities (see Bedini, 2000; Devine,
2004; Greiner, 2006), however, those with the
more negative perception tended to be partic-
ipants without disabilities. This finding held
true in this inquiry. While most of the percep-
tions of the inclusive camping experience were
positive or mixed, there were some undeniably
negative insights related to contact. When
campers expressed negative perceptions of in-
clusion, the conditions (e.g., behaviors, atti-
tudes, atmosphere) centered on differing views
of similarities between campers, perceiving
friendships as contrived, and unequal status in
interactions.

Some campers viewed others as being
more different than similar to themselves. For
the campers without disabilities, those differ-
ences were based on disabilities whereas for
the campers with disabilities, differences were
reflective of personal interests. Campers with-
out disabilities used terms such as "weird,"
"uncomfortable," "something is wrong with
them," and an undertone of a "them vs. us"
mentality when describing their perceptions of
participating in the camp with peers with dis-
abilities. Tiffany felt uncomfortable participat-
ing with peers who had disabilities and felt it
was "hard to make friends with them and I'm
just not use to it. . .and it's not like they don't
know they're different." Jennifer described a
similar perspective regarding her fellow
camper who had a physical and developmental
disability. She stated,

I mean sometimes it gets frustrating
because they don't always understand.
And sometimes, like, they just won't
stop asking you the same question over
and over again. Sometimes you have to
explain things a lot harder and lots of
times.

Even though Pedro reported mostly positive
perceptions of the camp experience, he ex-
pressed several negative perceptions as well.
When asked what it was like for his group to
include a camper with a disability he ex-
pressed that it was frustrating at times, "If it's

not his turn, he like just goes off on his own.
He didn't want to spot for anybody and he
didn't want to hold the ropes, he just wanted to
quit. Sometimes we just need a break from him
and it all gets in the way of being friends."

Perceptions of the campers with disabilities
who expressed a more negative slant of the
camp experience centered on personal prefer-
ences, interests, and choices as the root of
difference between them and other campers.
They felt the differences between them and
their peers without disabilities had little to do
with their disability and more to do with their
recreation interests. For instance, Marissa felt
she had trouble fitting in with her peers be-
cause of her likes and dislikes rather than her
disability. She stated,

I'm into [video] games and skateboard-
ing and everything like that. It is not my
autism that makes me different cause
it's just a minor thing.. .it only kicks in
once in a while. They just don't like to
talk about the stuff I like.

Jeff described being different from his
peers in terms of specific activities that he
likes, but are not liked by others. He stated "I
like to do lanyards [craft], but they just seem to
want to rock climb." This finding is consistent
with a previous study by Devine (2004) in
which findings indicated that, in an inclusive
leisure context, participants at times held op-
posing views of their differences. Specifically,
the youth perceived differences between them
were based on disability characteristics and the
distinctions were not always positive. They
also felt inclusive environments made differ-
ences more glaring and social acceptance more
difficult.

At times, campers without disabilities de-
scribed their relationships with their peers with
disabilities as contrived in that they were not
sincere friendships or naturally developing,
but a forced or false companionship. Tiffany
stated that the campers with disabilities were
not at all like her and, while she gets quite
annoyed by them, tries to be nice and "bite my
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tongue and say something nice to her like 'I
like that shirt' and force myself to be nice."
She also expressed not wanting to include the
camper with the disability in activities.
"Sometimes, this will sound kind of mean, but
sometimes I just don't include her, like I don't
know, I just think that it's kind of odd that she
would be included in stuff we do here at
camp." Other responses from campers without
disabilities revealed patronizing dimensions of
contact. Pedro said that his peer with a disabil-
ity was included in the group because "we let
him join in to everything, but it's kind of hard
for us to take him in because he acts the way
he does." While her comments were not as
negative, Jennifer expressed contact as having
an inequality in status between her and her
fellow camper with the disability; she saw
herself as a helper rather than a peer. She felt
good about being in the role as a helper, but
because she did not perceive herself as a peer,
it is less clear how she felt in that role. This
finding is consistent with other inquiries ac-
knowledging disability-type preferences and
consequences of the preferences (i.e. margin-
alization) (Fine & Asch, 1988; Finlay &
Lyons, 2005). Continued marginalization of
people with disabilities may be one way to
perpetuate the power structure between people
with and without disabilities. This finding also
contradicts contact theory that conditions pro-
mote equal status to diminish tension, insin-
cerity, and objectional group standards (Cook,
1988).

Dimensions of weird and frustrating con-
tact. Examination of the conditions under
which this type of contact occurred revealed
four conditions: participation in activities that
seemed to produce inequity; a lack of reciproc-
ity; a masking of true feelings; and overall
negative attitudes toward the inclusion pro-
cess. Activity related conditions in which neg-
ative contact was reported had more to do with
a camper's disability than the actual activity.
The camper's disability appeared to guide the
ways in which they participated as well as
their behavior during engagement. For in-
stance Pedro and Tiffany expressed frustration

in inclusion of campers with Asperger's Syn-
drome in their groups because of the campers'
atypical behaviors. Pedro also identified being
frustrated with a lack of participation of his
peer with a disability in that he perceived it as
a lack of effort to function as a group member.
Hannah further reinforced this notion of good
and bad difference by comparing herself to
others with disabilities who did not seek par-
ticipation in inclusive activities, ". . .some of
those people [others with disabilities] really
don't want to do anything. They don't want to
participate and I'm completely opposite."
Through analysis of the data, it was evident
that there were good and bad differences be-
tween campers. Additionally, the ways in
which campers were different determined if it
was a good or bad difference. Good differ-
ences put the camper (with or without a dis-
ability) in a position of growth personally,
spiritually, or experientially. Bad differences
were stigmatizing, accentuated a sense of in-
equality, created a significant barrier, were
condescending in nature, and appeared to cre-
ate an atmosphere of "us vs. them."

Another condition that appeared to create
negative contact was the attitude that friend-
ships were not naturally developing or evolv-
ing. Campers with and without disabilities
described their relationships with their peers as
contrived, forced, or based on superficialities
(i.e., compliments about clothing). Tiffany de-
scribed forcing herself to pay a compliment to
her peer with Asperger's Syndrome; it was not
a behavior that came naturally. Marissa felt
she didn't fit in with her group because they
did not share similar leisure interests. Allport
(1954) noted that contact that was contrived or
forced tended to increase negative attitudes
and prejudice rather than dispel them. Another
dimension of this condition were behaviors
and prevailing attitudes that campers with dis-
abilities were included in the group because
they were allowed to or because the group let
them in to their social circle. This seemed to
create an attitude or culture of inclusion by
permission. Under this condition the camper
with the disability needed the permission of
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the group to be a member which underscores
the nature of social acceptance, accepting and
valuing different things people bring to a
group. Being socially accepted is an important
component of one's sense of belonging (Good-
win & Staples, 2005), especially in an inclu-
sive leisure environment (Devine & Lashua,
2003). Without positive contact, it is difficult
for social acceptance to occur.

Role of Camp Staff
Fun and making friends. When contact was

considered high quality, a high degree of staff
support was present. This support came in the
form of an openness to answering questions
about the nature or characteristics of a disabil-
ity, their flexibility to change plans if some-
thing was not working, the assistance they lent
to not only the camper with the disability but
to all campers, and role modeling behavior in
an inclusive environment. Melissa stated that
the counselors encouraged her and "some
times they show me how to act, like what I'm
suppose to do." According to Jennifer, "If I
don't know how to act or what to do, I just
watch the counselors to see what they are
doing." Tiffany felt the counselors helped her
to feel more comfortable around her peer with
a disability. Counselors also played a role in
redirecting or finding ways to accommodate
the campers with disabilities. Pedro stated "If
he [camper with the disability] does not want
to do an activity, one of the counselors will
find something else to do with him within the
group." Some campers reported that the staff
played a pivotal role in their acceptance of
each others' differences. Irene explained
"They help us figure out how to include ev-
eryone and that it is ok to do things differently,
like we all don't have to do the stuff [activi-
ties] in the same way." This finding supports
results from other studies in that the role of the
staff in inclusive recreation contexts is vitally
important to the experience had by the partic-
ipants. Devine and Lashua (2002) reported
that youth with and without disabilities found
the recreation staff important to their accep-

tance of each others' differences, especially
when adaptations to activities had to be imple-
mented to accommodate a person with a dis-
ability. Jones (2003/2004) found that a lack of
staff support and poorly trained staff were
reasons parents were reluctant to have their
child with a disability participate in inclusive
recreation programs.

Variations in contact. When variations of
contact or predominantly negative contact oc-
curred, the role of the counselor was less
obvious than with positive aspects of contact.
Counselors did not appear to explicitly foster
negative contact, but also did not address neg-
ative attitudes toward the inclusion process.
One condition that may explain variation in
contact was when campers volunteered to as-
sist their peers with disabilities. Specifically,
when someone volunteered to provide assis-
tance, they were thanked and praised by the
counselors. Jennifer stated "they are really
good about letting me help and stuff. They are
like 'oh yeah, go ahead, that is really nice of
you.' and stuff like that." Counselors may be
unaware of the impact of peers taking on a
helper role without countering that role with
one that communicates interdependence.

Weird and frustrating. When contact was
considered "weird" or "frustrating," campers
without disabilities felt the counselors' role
was to manage behavior, especially diffusing
escalating or addressing inappropriate behav-
iors. Pedro stated that his counselor "kept him
[camper with disability] in line," meaning that
the counselor redirected the camper to pro-
mote more typical behaviors. Tiffany and Jen-
nifer observed occasional frustration on the
part of their counselor when addressing behav-
ioral issues with campers with disabilities.
Tiffany stated "the whole thing is frustrating
some time and like you can just see that she
[counselor] gets frustrated with her 'cause she
doesn't always listen and calm down and
stuff." Greiner (2006) reported that when
youth in physical education settings displayed
contact that reflected unequal status, modeling
of behavior by a teacher was effective in
shifting the status. In addition, structured
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rather than non-structured contact tends to pro-
duce more positive attitudes of participants
toward inclusion (Slininger et al., 2000). Staff
must be role models for interdependence and
send clear messages that communicate equal
status.

Recreation Experience
Fun and making friends. As expected, the

recreation experience of the campers was most
favorable when contact was overall very pos-
itive. Campers described engagement as "fun"
and described it in terms that indicated that it
was mutually rewarding. When the camp ex-
periences were described in positive ways,
there appeared to be a high degree of social
acceptance. In describing enjoyable times,
Jennifer stated that the campers with disabili-
ties "are just one of us and we all just do things
together." She went on to say that sometimes
her peer with a disability would be the only
one who wanted to do certain activities such as
singing. Hannah stated that she felt accepted
'"cause I know that my friends see me for who
I am on the inside, not on the outside only."
Irene felt the camp experience was satisfying
because she participated in new and known
activities in innovative ways. Hannah stated
that the thing she liked best about camp expe-
riences was the opportunity to challenge her-
self, "like I get to do things I don't normally
do, some really different things." In addition,
Hannah went on to say that the experience was
positive when she felt she was accepted as a
group member by " . . . being teased. You
know everyone is going to be laughed at or
teased when you mess things up. When they
do this with me I know they see me as one of
them." Previous studies have found correla-
tions between social acceptance and satisfac-
tion in leisure experiences; without social ac-
ceptance the quality of the experience was
questionable (Bedini, 2000; Devine, 2004; De-
vine & Dattilo, 2000; Jones, 2003/2004; Place
& Hodge, 2001).

Variations in contact. Typically the recre-
ation experiences under conditions where con-

tact was variable were characterized as "good
and bad." What appeared to distinguish be-
tween "good and bad" were the nature of
differences between the campers. Specifically,
when differences between campers were per-
ceived as "good," the experience was de-
scribed in more positive tones. These were
usually differences that highlighted the camp-
ers' uniqueness. Irene stated, "well she is re-
ally good at singing and I'm just not. And I
really like to hear her sing." Some campers
found "good" differences enhanced the recre-
ation experience because, in addition to having
fun, they learned or taught something from
contact with each other. This is evidenced by
previously cited comments from Jennifer and
Hannah where they discussed positive ele-
ments of differences between campers with
and without disabilities and their opportunity
to learn from or teach things to others. In these
cases, the "good" differences seemed to
heighten the acceptance and empathy between
campers. On the other hand, variations in con-
tact in which differences were characterized in
a less positive light centered on conditions in
which campers didn't have common interests
or differences related to disability characteris-
tics. For instance, Pedro expressed that the
recreation experience was not as enjoyable
when the camper with the disability didn't join
in with the group and was instead engaging in
an individual activity. These conditions ap-
peared to make variations between campers
more glaring and acceptance less likely.

Weird and frustrating. Camp experiences
were predominantly negative when contact
was negative, as would be expected from a
contact theory frame. As with positive recre-
ation experiences, social acceptance appears to
play an important role in negative perceptions
of the experience. Social acceptance appeared
to be predicated on the types of differences
between campers. Specifically, when the dis-
ability was viewed as "abnormal" or atypical,
differences were perceived in a negative way
and contributed substantially to negative views
of the camp experience. For instance, Tiffany
felt camp experiences were less satisfying
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when her fellow camper with a disability dis-
played atypical behaviors. She stated, "It's
kind of annoying when she screams. We are
trying to listen and stuff and she just screams
out and stuff." Jennifer described her fellow
camper with a disability as having "lots of
limitations on her life. And sometimes her
limitations get in the way of stuff [camp ac-
tivities]." Campers with disabilities mostly de-
scribed negative recreation experiences in
terms of equal status. Ashley explained that
her social interactions with her peers was de-
creased when physically active activities were
too difficult for her, "I think it was like a
running game, like you had to run and tag
people and they'd keep running, and it was
hard to get them, and no one tagged me. It was
just too hard." Marissa's status was character-
ized in terms of having an equal voice in
choice-making. She described some camp ac-
tivities as not very fun because "They ignore
me. They don't ask me what I want to do or if
I like what they picked." An important condi-
tion in promoting positive contact in inclusive
environments is to facilitate equal status in that
all persons have similar in-put or voice in
decision making (Tripp et al., 1995). Accord-
ing to contact theory, among unfavorable con-
ditions that affect positive attitudes between
people with and without disabilities are those
where competition is unequal, the environ-
ment has an air of tension, and relationships do
not develop naturally (Cook, 1988; Tripp et
al.). In addition, Schwartz (1988) identified
equal status between people with and without
disabilities being integral to social acceptance.
Findings from this study appear to support the
link between equal status and social accep-
tance and their influence on the quality of the
recreation experience.

Recommendations and
Conclusions

The purpose of this study was to examine
contact between campers with and without
disabilities, the conditions under which con-
tact occurred, roles played by staff in this

context, and campers' perceptions of the rec-
reation experience. Contact theory provided a
theoretical framework for this investigation.
Overall, findings from the study indicated that
conditions of the camp experience can produce
a mixture of positive, negative, and varied
attitudes, which in turn have a significant in-
fluence on the camp experience. Campers
identified that the experiences were sometimes
"mutually rewarding", "good for me", as well
as "weird and frustrating." Because this study
examined the campers' perspectives, it is dif-
ficult to generalize the findings to all inclusive
recreation experiences. However, conclusions
can be drawn and applied as implications for
the fields of camping and inclusive recreation.
The implications for practice from this study
can be applied specifically to the implementa-
tion of inclusive camping programs as well as
to the delivery in the broader field of other
recreation services (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996;
Schwandt, 2001).

If recreation professionals are to be pre-
pared to meet the needs of providing services
in the 21s t century, they must understand how
perceptions of disability are grounded in the
social factors surrounding disability. More-
over, they must address the fact that these
social factors are influenced by the nature of
contact and the conditions under which contact
occurs. In other words, one can't separate how
society views disability from interactions be-
tween people with and without disabilities.
Grounding disability in the social factors re-
quires an examination of the tendency to re-
duce the person's disability as a fixed entity
devoid of social expectations and context
(Molloy & Vasil, 2002). According to previ-
ous studies, social expectations of individuals
with disabilities have centered on perfor-
mance, reciprocity, productivity, and types of
differences (Devine & Lashua, 2002; Greiner,
2006; Hehir, 2005). In the present study, the
social factors can be seen from the conditions
under which contact took place. Conditions
appeared to influence perceptions of the expe-
rience upon which disability was categorized
according to a hierarchy of good and bad
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differences. For example, when a peer's dis-
ability was seen by participants as a unique
way of participation, differences were per-
ceived as good, inclusion was perceived as
being mutually rewarding, and contact was
personal in nature. Conversely, when a disabil-
ity was seen as less socially acceptable, differ-
ences were perceived as "weird, uncomfort-
able, or abnormal," status was unequal, and
contact was more casual. In particular, the
more ones' disability affected his or her inter-
personal behaviors, the less equal they were in
status and the less they were socially accepted.
Inclusive environments should take social fac-
tors, such as conditions, into consideration as
they potentially shape the type of contact that
occurs between people with and without dis-
abilities.

One of the most central findings from this
study is the importance of the quality of con-
tact, specifically, personal versus casual con-
tact. According to contact theory, associations
between people must be deep, genuine, and
intimate to the degree that it "leads to percep-
tions of common interests and common hu-
manity between members of the two groups"
(Allport, 1954, p. 281). Findings from this
study indicated that quality of contact influ-
enced the experience. When campers got to
know each other on a personal level, they
described learning new things, viewing each
other as similar rather than different, and mak-
ing a contribution to the group. In contrast,
when contact was not genuine, campers per-
ceived the experiences as superficial, con-
trived, or uncomfortable. Designing the inclu-
sive environment to promote positive contact
is vital for positive inclusive leisure experi-
ences. Findings from previous studies have
recommended conducting awareness exercises
with all participants in inclusive environments
to promote positive contact (Sable, 1995). For
instance, professionals could provide the indi-
vidual with a disability the opportunity to
explain his or her condition to the other group
members. Learning about disability character-
istics is one way to promote positive attitudes
between people with and without disabilities

in inclusive settings (Allport; Place & Hodge,
2001). Recreation leaders could encourage
questions about disability characteristics to the
individual himself or herself. In situations
where this is not appropriate, direct, or matter-
of-fact answers to questions about disabilities
are appropriate and can go a long way in
promoting understanding. In his seminal work,
Allport recommended, that in addition to sup-
plementing people with information, structur-
ing contact between people to facilitate posi-
tive interactions is vital. Facilitating certain
social situations, such as "assigned seating"
that promotes group members meeting and
talking with everyone else in their group is
another way professionals could promote com-
munication. Engaging in games or activities
that purposely promote the discovery of com-
monalities among group members can be ef-
fective in facilitating positive contact as well.
Recreation professionals can also act as
bridges between participants. If a recreation
leader learns something about an individual,
they may need to make the connections that
might otherwise not happen naturally for indi-
viduals with disabilities. For example, the
leader could structure interactions between
participants with and without disabilities by
pointing out mutual interests.

The role of equal status and its influence on
the recreation experience is another fundamen-
tal finding in this study. An important condi-
tion necessary to reduce discrimination and
prejudice is the sharing of equal status (All-
port, 1954). Allport emphasized that the con-
tact that leads to equal status must take into
account the duration, nature (i.e., superior or
subordinate), and the social atmosphere, if it is
to counter negative attitudes. When designing
inclusive programs, professionals need to
identify how programs either promote equal
status or conversely encourage a hierarchical
order among participants. Recreation profes-
sionals could examine how support services
are provided to individuals with disabilities to
aid them in identifying whether there is equal
status among participants, and therefore
groundwork for mutually rewarding experi-
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ences. "Universal design" is a beneficial ap-
proach to take in providing supports. Univer-
sal design refers to "designing environments
and facilities to be useable by all people, to the
greatest extent possible, without the need for
adaptation or specialized design" (Brannan,
Fullerton, Arick, Robb, & Bender, 2003, p.
58). In practice, a high ropes climbing tower
could be universally designed by using the
same ropes system for all participants, but
provides more or less assistance according to
the person's ability. Programs should also be
examined to determine whether equal status
practices are integral. Examinations should en-
sure that whenever possible, participants en-
gage in the same way, rather than in separate
or different ways. One example is using a
beach ball rather than a harder ball for a sand
volleyball game, or having everyone in a
group sit for a group photo rather than every-
one standing and one person sitting in a wheel-
chair.

In this study, campers without disabilities
looked to counselors for cues as to how to
interact and treat campers with disabilities.
Findings demonstrate the degree to which the
counselors' actions affect all campers' inclu-
sive experiences and their important role in
promoting an inclusive environment. It is not
known whether counselors recognized and dis-
couraged paternalistic sentiment, but this
would be important to investigate in future
studies. Staff members are viewed as role
models and are looked to for guidance in
responding to the variety of issues that arise in
inclusive contexts. For example, if a counselor
is condescending and patronizing towards a
camper with a disability, that approach may be
emulated by other campers. Conversely, a
counselors' patience, kindness and positive
approach can have an impact on campers as
well. This supports previous findings that staff
members have a critical role in promoting
acceptance among participants with and with-
out disabilities (Devine & Lashua, 2002).

Limitations of the study. There are several
limitations of this study that warrant discus-
sion. First, this study included a relatively

small number of participants (n = 8) and the
participants were very homogenous. Including
a broader diversity of participants as well as a
larger number could broaden the application of
the findings. The participants of this study
included only campers. Including staff mem-
bers and parents about their campers' percep-
tions of their inclusive camping experience
may enhance the scope of the findings and add
to the body of knowledge of inclusion prac-
tices. In addition, the study was limited by the
parameters of the particular program exam-
ined: week-long traditional camp sessions. Ac-
cording to contact theory, although a residen-
tial camp does provide an intense contact
experience, the relatively short duration of
contact between participants could have
caused more negative attitudes than positive
ones to emerge.

Findings illustrate that inclusion can be a
complicated endeavor. There was evidence of a
hierarchy of acceptable and unacceptable types
of disabilities that compounded the inclusion
process. Given the social factors surrounding
perceptions of and attitudes toward disabilities,
mediating this hierarchy is a challenging task for
recreation professionals. However, this study
provides theory-based insight on the importance
of the quality of contact between participants
with and without disabilities that can be taken
into consideration to optimize the inclusive ex-
perience. The identification by this study that
there were conditions which seemed to result in
mixed or even negative perceptions of the inclu-
sive experience sheds light on particular areas for
professionals to be aware of when examining
their own programs. Further inquiry into partic-
ipants' perspectives of their inclusive camping
and recreation experiences should be conducted
to continue to develop the knowledge base in this
area and in turn give professionals tools to im-
prove their program and service delivery.
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