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Participation in inclusive contexts, where
people with and without disabilities participate
alongside each other, is generally associated
with beneficial outcomes for youth with and
without disabilities. In leisure contexts, bene-
fits such as promotion of social interaction
between people with and without disabilities
(Edwards & Smith, 1989; Sable, 1992;
Schleien, Ray, Soderman-Olson, & McMahon,
1987), development of positive attitudes to-
ward people with disabilities by people with-
out disabilities (Helmstetter, Peck, & Gian-
greco, 1994; Sable, 1995), and development of
friendships among people with and without
disabilities (Green & Schleien, 1991; Johnson,
1996) have been cited. There exists a general
perception that youth with disabilities prefer to
participate in inclusive leisure situations
(Reynolds, 1993). This preference is often ex-
pressed also by parents of youth with disabil-
ities (Mactavish, Schleien, & Tabourne, 1997).

Yet youth with and without disabilities, as
well as service providers, may find inclusive
leisure-related activities to be difficult
(Grosse, 1991; Karper, 1995; Schleien, Germ,
& McAvoy, 1996). Definitive answers to the
question of how to promote inclusion are un-
clear and recommendations for achieving in-
clusion are sometimes conflicting (Little,
1990; Van Hook, 1992). Even within the lei-
sure context, inclusive experiences may not be
positive or generate beneficial outcomes (Fich-
ten, 1986; Haggard & Williams, 1991;
Llewellyn, 1995; Jacobson, 1996; Shaw,
Kleiber, & Caldwell, 1995; Van Hook, 1992).
When questioned regarding their desire to par-
ticipate in integrated or segregated leisure ac-
tivities, Coyle and Kinney (1990) found that
only 41% of the respondents with disabilities
said they preferred inclusion.

Previous research examining a school-
based visiting consultant model designed to
encourage inclusive participation in sport and
leisure revealed that while youth with and

without disabilities agreed that sport and lei-
sure participation was beneficial, students with
disabilities viewed inclusive participation in
these activities as less important than those
without disabilities (Wilhite, Mushett, Golden-
berg, & Trader, 1997). Wilhite et al. concluded
that access to the thoughts and feelings of
youth with and without disabilities may pro-
vide more accurate and in-depth information
concerning what influences their inclusive par-
ticipation in leisure and other life contexts, and
how this participation influences their self-
perceptions.

The purpose of this study was to gain
insights about how inclusion influences and is
influenced by self-perceptions, why some
young people view inclusion more positively
than others, and how best to facilitate mean-
ingful inclusive leisure experiences—those
which contribute positively to self-develop-
ment. An interpretive perspective was used to
explore various life contexts felt most likely to
yield information about youths' perceptions.
Elaboration of two specific research questions
was sought: (a) What are youths' perceptions
of self? and (b) What are youths' experiences
in leisure and other life contexts, including
their interactions with others?

Leisure appears to be a significant context
in which young people develop self-percep-
tions (Haggard & Williams, 1992; Kelly,
1983; Larson, 1994; Silbereisen & Todt,
1994). However, just as researchers look to
other disciplines (e.g., sociology, psychology)
to inform leisure theory, exploring perceptions
in a variety of life contexts (e.g., school, home,
community), rather than limiting the investi-
gation to leisure situations, may provide addi-
tional direction for developing new models or
perspectives for explaining behavior in inclu-
sive leisure settings. Such knowledge should
help therapeutic recreation specialists (TRSs)
and other leisure service providers design and
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develop inclusive leisure experiences which
will enhance self-development.

An Ecological Perspective
This study was guided by recognition of

the importance of person-environment interac-
tions in shaping self-perceptions (Evans &
Poole, 1991; Garbarino, 1992; Silbereisen &
Todt, 1994). Drawing from the work of Hag-
gard and Williams (1992), the concept of self-
perception used in this research refers to the
content and process through which people
"seek to understand themselves in relation to
the world around them, and to maintain a sense
of self-consistency and positive regard" (p. 1).
Ecological theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) pro-
vided a perspective in which to investigate
students' perceptions as a joint function of
both internal cues and external (environmen-
tal) factors. This perspective provided a way to
understand the content of perceptions, as well
as how this content is influenced by persons'
exposure to and interaction with environments
such as leisure (the process of perceptions).

Bronfenbrener (1979) described the envi-
ronment as "a set of nested structures" (p. 3) or
systems where each system and each compo-
nent within the system is related to the other.
Thus, human development, including the for-
mation of self-knowledge, may be understood
by viewing people in terms of how they inter-
act with their immediate setting or system (the
microsystem; e.g., home, school, recreation
agency), the relationships between these set-
tings (the mesosystem; e.g., home and school,
school and recreation agency), the effect of
events occurring in larger systems or settings
in which they do not directly participate (the
exosystem; e.g., a parent's employer, the
school board, local government), and the in-
fluence of broad cultural issues and values that
are linked to the other systems (the macrosys-
tem; e.g., work ethic, attitudes toward disabil-
ity, equal-rights legislation; Bronfenbrenner).
When imbalance between people and their
environment exists, adaptations and coping
occur so that human development is opti-
mized. Self-perceptions are shaped in this pro-

cess depending, in part, on the environment for
their development and maintenance (Bronfen-
brenner; Germain, 1991). In this study, the
systems approach allowed the experiences of
and interactions between the informants with
and without disabilities to be examined in
relation to their peers, families, and commu-
nities.

Exchanges or transactions between persons
and their environments shape and change each
other, creating a reciprocal influence of per-
sons on systems and systems on persons
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Germain, 1991; Roth-
man, 1994). That is, as people observe them-
selves interacting with a variety of people
(e.g., parents, teachers, peers) in multiple life
contexts (e.g., home, school, work, leisure),
they subsequently develop their own private
reactions (thoughts, feelings) to the other peo-
ple, places, and events which comprise these
environments. These private reactions may
help to explain why experiences, such as in-
clusive leisure experiences, are sometimes
perceived as positive or desirable, and some-
times not. They may also help to explain how
participants act in ways to protect desired
self-perceptions, or adapt to a new status when
threatened, and how self-development is en-
hanced through purposeful behaviors in leisure
and other contexts.

To optimize human development, people
are thus looking for the best "fit" between their
perceptions and the characteristics of their en-
vironment. If the fit is not good, or as the
situation changes, people may undertake a
variety of measures to reduce, eliminate, or
manage the stress created by the imbalance
(Germain, 1991). This progressive accommo-
dation, as Bronfenbrenner (1979) described it,
may result in changes in people, the environ-
ment, or both (Germain). Whether or not in-
clusion is seen as positive or negative in any
life context is believed to be dependent on the
details of that context (Dunn, 1994). If person
and environment relationships remain un-
equal—where one individual or group is op-
pressing the other (whether intentional or not),
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human growth is impaired and environments
ultimately deteriorate (Germain).

An assumption of ecological theory is the
existence of a mutual influence of people on
each other in a given context (Munson, 1991).
The present research addresses this assump-
tion by seeking the insider perspective (youth
with and without disabilities) rather than rely-
ing solely on the outsider (youth without dis-
abilities or service provider) perspective. Lit-
erature in our field has focused primarily on
the perceptions of people without disabilities
toward inclusive leisure experiences, often ne-
glecting the voices of those with disabilities.
This perspective is stigmatizing and devaluing
(Karnilowicz, Sparrow, & Shinkfield, 1994),
and negates the reciprocal influence of people
with disabilities on those without disabilities.
According to ecological theory, failure to rec-
ognize the mutual influence between people
assumes incorrectly that a unidirectional mode
is sufficient to address problems, constraints,
interconnections, and boundaries (Howe-Mur-
phy & Charboneau, 1987). Therefore, research
which seeks to understand successful inclusion
efforts in leisure and other settings must begin
with the perspective of all individuals—both
with and without disabilities—and include the
consciousness and interpretation of these indi-
viduals (Kelly, 1983).

Methods
A literature review was conducted to pro-

vide a basic understanding of the phenomena
under investigation, and to lead to the devel-
opment of an interview guide. Two interviews
were then conducted with a sample of middle
and high school students.

Sample and Setting
The middle and high school students in-

cluded in the study were selected from partic-
ipants in Paralympic Day in the Schools
(PDIS). PDIS was a three year program di-
rected by the Atlanta Paralympic Organizing
Committee (APOC) in which students with
mobility and visual disabilities, as well as

students without disabilities, participated to-
gether in Paralympic sports such as wheelchair
basketball, sitting volleyball, goalball, boccie,
and wheelchair slalom (see Wilhite et al.,
1997, for an in-depth description of the PDIS
program). Students were aided in these activ-
ities by adult mentors with mobility or visual
disabilities. The researchers involved in the
first year of this program were surprised to
learn that students with disabilities viewed
inclusive participation in these sport and lei-
sure experiences as less important than those
without. Thus, during the second year of the
PDIS program, the present study was con-
ducted to understand further the phenomenon
of inclusion, and how it influenced and is
influenced by self-perceptions.

Purposive sampling, which included theo-
retical and maximum variation techniques,
was used to select study participants. In pur-
posive sampling, subjects who exhibit charac-
teristics of central importance to the purpose
of the investigation are deliberately selected.
This type of sampling results in "information-
rich cases" (Patton, 1990, p. 169) which help
to define and clarify the questions under study.
Twenty-two informants, 12 with physical dis-
abilities and 10 without, were selected and
interviewed. Male (n = 11) and female (n =
11) informants ranged in age from 11-21 and
represented European American (n = 11), Af-
rican American (n = 10), and South American
(n = 1) races. Students' disabilities included
muscular dystrophy (n = 1), cerebral palsy
(n = 5), spina bifida (n = 3), visual impair-
ment (n = 2), and spinal cord injury (n = 1).

Data Collection and Analysis
Two interviews, an initial face-to-face in-

terview and a follow-up telephone interview,
were conducted with informants. Initial inter-
views lasted from 45 to 75 minutes while
follow-up interviews ranged in length from 30
to 60 minutes. The interviews were conducted
using a guide which included a series of ques-
tions, subquestions, and areas to probe. Both
interviews were tape recorded and transcribed
verbatim.
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Primary questions on the initial interview
guide pertained to perceptions of self and ex-
periences/interactions in daily life contexts,
including leisure. For example, to help deter-
mine youths' perceptions of self, informants
were asked, "Tell me a little about yourself."
Examples of subquestions in this section of the
interview guide included "How would you
describe yourself?", "How would your family
describe you?" and "How do you think people
who don't know you would describe you?"
Suggested areas to probe included "Who is in
your family?", and "What bothers you most
about having a disability (if applicable)?" To
learn about the youths' experiences in other
life contexts, informants were asked to "De-
scribe a typical day." As informants talked
about their life on a daily basis, subquestions
were asked which pertained to life at school,
home, and with friends. Examples included
"In what extracurricular school activities do
you participate?", "What are your interactions
with your teachers like? Your family?", and
"What are your friendships like?" Areas to
probe included "Do you feel accepted by peo-
ple in your school?", "What is your role in
your family?", "Do you have close friends
who do not have a disability (or have a dis-
ability)?", etc. In this section of the interview
guide, informants also were asked how they
felt about students with and without disabili-
ties "doing things together." Suggested areas
to probe included sports, physically active rec-
reation, and school projects. To learn about
leisure, informants were asked "What do you
like to do for fun or relaxation?" Examples of
subquestions included "How often do you do
these activities?", "Where and with whom do
you participate in these activities?", "Why do
you like participating in these activities?", and
"Do you think your participation in fun or
relaxing activities would be different if you
did not have a disability (if applicable)?" Ar-
eas to probe in this section included "Do you
generally participate as a participant, specta-
tor, or both?"; "Why do you consider these
activities fun?"; "What keeps you from doing
fun or relaxing activities?"; etc.

Follow-up interviews were conducted with
each informant. During these interviews, in-
formants were asked to confirm the research-
ers' interpretations regarding self-perceptions;
other-perceptions; daily activities; interactions
with others; the extent, role, and meaning of
leisure; and thoughts on inclusion. Regarding
inclusion, suggested areas to clarify or probe
included: "What do others (e.g., peers, family,
teachers, recreation leaders, the community in
general) do to make you feel included? To
prevent you from being included?" and "What
could others do to make you feel included?"
Both interview guides were reviewed by an
expert panel consisting of teachers, PDIS men-
tors, and APOC officials to determine the
appropriateness of the questions. To ensure
comprehension, minor revisions were made to
the wording of a few questions.

The inductive approach was used in data
analysis allowing categories or "dimensions of
analysis" to emerge from informants' raw data
(Patton, 1990, p. 44). A four-step procedure
was followed. After listening to the tapes and
reading the transcripts, descriptive codes were
assigned to each segment of highlighted text or
raw data using either the literal words or para-
phrased quotations of the informant (Hycner,
1985; Gould, Jackson, & Finch, 1993; Strauss
& Corbin, 1990). Second, emerging categories
were developed further through examining
properties (characteristics) and dimensions
(location along a continuum; Strauss &
Corbin). During this process, a constant com-
parison analytic procedure was used to clarify
relationships within and between categories
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Ideas were gener-
ated as the researchers re-read transcripts, and
compared and confirmed categories were re-
corded in memos. Next, emerging data which
were similar in nature and appeared relevant to
the research questions were collapsed or clus-
tered into more general conceptual categories.
For example, earning respect, blending in,
proving oneself, and "the hoop thing" (being
separated because of disability) were collapsed
into the category of acceptance. Characteris-
tics, patterns, and meanings discovered
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through this analysis were used to provide
understanding and elaboration of the research
questions, to note individual variations, and to
organize concepts into central themes of
greater generality (core categories) which ex-
pressed the essence of the clusters (Bruyn,
1966; Hycner).

Trustworthiness
During the first interview, informants were

asked to reflect on the interview questions and
suggest others which should be asked, or iden-
tify those which should be omitted, to gain a
more accurate understanding of their experi-
ences. In addition, each informant was asked,
"What is one question you would like to ask
your peers with (or without) disabilities?" The
interview guide was modified accordingly in
subsequent interviews. Member checks also
were conducted in the form of follow-up tele-
phone interviews with each informant to en-
sure the credibility of descriptive profiles and
categories (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). In addi-
tion, follow-up interviews provided an oppor-
tunity for informants to add further informa-
tion to that which had already been obtained
(Hycner, 1985). Follow-up interviews stressed
the reciprocal nature of the research process.
Interpretations concerning categories and
themes were modified, as necessary, to reflect
the new data from the second interview. Fi-
nally, the follow-up interviews brought clo-
sure to the relationship between the research-
ers and the informants.

Confirmability was established when the
three researchers independently reviewed the
data and arrived at similar conclusions. Cred-
ibility and confirmability of the data were
established further by discussing tentative cat-
egories with key informants—teachers of the
students involved in the study and mentors,
adults with disabilities who were participating
in the PDIS activities with the students. Hen-
derson (1991) suggested that the use of key
informants is an important aspect of field re-
search in that they "help us to interpret the
research and give us the emic language of the
participants as opposed to the etic language of

the social scientist" (p. 67). Students' teachers
and PDIS mentors helped the researchers de-
velop a greater understanding of the setting
and the students' experiences, and served as a
reality check for emerging categories and
themes. Dependability was achieved by docu-
menting the research plan, including changes,
as the study progressed. Field notes main-
tained by the researchers were analyzed and
provided additional information for establish-
ing trustworthiness.

Results and Discussion
After the confirmation of categories and

themes was accomplished, a second literature
review was conducted to provide additional
clarification of concepts under investigation.
Information gained through this process is dis-
cussed further in the following section.

Categories
Four conceptual categories were identified:

acceptance, disability, maturity, and self-percep-
tion. Data within each category were conceptu-
alized by examining how the person and the
environment influenced each other. These cate-
gories will be discussed prior to presenting the
central themes which emerged from these data.

Acceptance. Acceptance was conceptual-
ized by how the level of acceptance in a
certain environment or context influenced the
person, and how the person influenced the
level of acceptance in that environment. The
category of acceptance reflected ascribed ac-
ceptance or society's response to the person by
granting acceptance based on natural circum-
stances, and achieved acceptance or the per-
son's response to society by gaining accep-
tance through deliberate actions (Garfinkle,
1956). Hines1, a 14 year old African American
male without a disability, provided an example
of ascribed acceptance with the statement: "I
think they're [people with disabilities] the

1 Pseudonyms, chosen by informants, are used
throughout the paper.
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same as I am 'cause they're human, they do
everything they wanna do."2

Informants with and without disabilities
wanted to be accepted in various environments
and believed that they were so entitled as
Leigh, a 14 year old European American fe-
male with spina bifida, revealed when she
stated: "I feel I'm just the same as everybody
else." Yet, most informants perceived that nat-
urally occurring, reciprocal interactions be-
tween youth with and without disabilities did
not usually exist in the school or community.
In general, youth with and without disabilities
had very little contact with each other during
their school day; in extracurricular school ac-
tivities (rarely participated in by youth with
disabilities); or in community activities, in-
cluding leisure. A lack of reciprocal interac-
tions between youth with and without disabil-
ities appeared to influence the degree of
acceptance experienced in an environment.
During school time, experiences and interac-
tions between youth with and without disabil-
ities were limited to passing each other in the
hallways; seeing each other in the cafeteria; or
on occasion, working together on class
projects. Some specific experiences, such as
physical education classes and sports partici-
pation, occurred in segregated environments.
Informants with disabilities appeared to take
the initiative when establishing relationships
with students without disabilities and often
had to work hard and "prove themselves" to be
accepted. A statement made by Tiger, a 16
year old African American male with cerebral
palsy, demonstrated this achieved nature of
acceptance: "If we can just get an opportunity
to be included, I think we can show them
[people without disabilities] that we can do it."

Competitive or physical activities did not
appear to be a conducive context for achieving
acceptance, while social, "age-typical" activi-
ties appeared to foster acceptance (cf. Green &
DeCoux, 1994; Larson, 1994; Shaw et al.,

2 "Ums," "you knows," and pauses have been
omitted from quotations for ease in reading.

1995). Brandy, a 14 year old African Ameri-
can female without a disability, recounted an
experience in which she and a student with a
disability had worked together on a class
project:

We had to do a bulletin board together
where we explored different careers and
stuff. Me and him helped each other get
our stuff together. We went to the li-
brary and researched together. He
wasn't different or weird or anything to
me. He was just like a normal person to
me.

Brandy, however, expressed doubt that
youth with disabilities could gain acceptance
by proving their ability to perform in sports or
physically active recreation stating, "It proba-
bly wouldn't be fair for the people who is
disabled because the people that's not, they'll
probably do better."

In fact, youth with disabilities resisted cer-
tain activities because they felt they could not
participate successfully, and were reluctant to
seek assistance or accommodations for fear of
burdening others. Inclusion could be embar-
rassing and demeaning, which was not viewed
as promoting acceptance. Molly talked about
her embarrassment when one of her teachers
asked in front of the class, "Who wants to be
Molly's helper?" Molly explained: "I knew a
few people in there, but not well. So nobody
raised their hand which embarrassed every-
one." Tiger pointed out how segregation might
be preferred by informants with disabilities:
"As it is now, I like the special education
classes, too, because it gives you a chance to
be around students who are more accepting
of you."

Disability. The category of disability was
reflected as a constraint or how the environ-
ment influenced the person, and as an enhance-
ment or how the person influenced the envi-
ronment. Some environments, such as leisure
and extracurricular school activities, provided
occasions to counter negative stereotypes,
present desired self-images, and promote so-
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cial inclusion (cf. Goffman, 1959, 1963). They
influenced informants, however, by also prov-
ing to be a source of regret for those who
described constraints of disability including
attitudes, transportation, skill, ability, and
knowledge (cf. McMeeking & Purkayastha,
1995). For example, the meaning of leisure
expressed by informants was similar (e.g.,
freeing, novel, relationship building, fun, self-
expression), yet leisure behavior appeared to
differ according to real or perceived opportu-
nities. Tyrone, an 18 year old African Ameri-
can male with a visual impairment, described
how disability constrained his participation in
leisure:

Yes, it'd [participation in fun activities]
be totally, totally different. 'Cause I'd
get to do more things, you know, like
play certain sports. Basketball and base-
ball are my favorite sports. [Have you
ever had an opportunity to play these
sports?] Nope, not a chance.

Lack of spontaneity and heightened self-
consciousness (cf. Shaw, 1985) also were cited
as constraints to inclusive leisure by infor-
mants with disabilities. Molly, a 16 year old
female of South American descent with mus-
cular dystrophy, gave this account of how her
disability limited her spontaneity:

My friends will say let's go out tonight
and I'll say, yeah, and then I'll say wait
(emphasized) a second, I've got to
make sure my dad isn't doing anything,
because, well, that sounds kind of
funny, but it's just because I need some-
one to take me, and I think that's my
biggest complaint.

She also discussed what it would be like to lift
weights in the weight room with the other
students:

They [teachers] say, ok, you can take
weight lifting and bring your little
weights in and weight lift with us. Well,

I wouldn't be comfortable 'cause I'm
lifting a half pound weight and my
friend is there lifting 50 pounds and
somebody goes, why is her [Molly's]
weight so small.

On the other hand, informants with and
without disabilities influenced the environ-
ment by perceiving disability as an enhance-
ment or asset. Some informants felt that they
were making a positive impact on the school
and community from interpersonal, educa-
tional, and advocacy perspectives. Jeff, a 14
year old European American male with spina
bifida who used a wheelchair, illustrated:

I'm unique. I don't have anything that
anybody else has. I have a disability. No
one else has one that I know pretty
much, and everybody, they don't, and I
got my own, like, (brief pause) what am
I trying to say here. They [students
without disabilities] might feel kind of
jealous for me 'cause I got my own kind
of transportation. So actually, they go,
you get to drive at 12. That's what they
do, and I'm like, well, that's true.

Some informants with disabilities believed
that their disabilities had actually improved
their family relationships. Richard, a 19 year
old African American male with a spinal in-
jury, explained:

Yeah, they [interactions with family]
have gotten a whole lot better. I mean
they were good before, but they have
gotten even better now. I mean it seems
like . . . I don't know why it took some-
thing like this [the injury] to bring us
closer b u t . . . it brought the family
much closer.

Receiving special attention because of
one's disability also could be perceived as
enhancing. For example, Tiger discussed the
support he received from his special education
teachers: "I mean in my special classes, my
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teachers ask me what I want to do today, how
y'all think we should go about doing this. It
got something, maybe it have something to do
with our disability."

Maturity. The environment appeared to
shape and change the informants' sense of self
in relation to maturity. Informants described
both adultlike behaviors (beyond typical ex-
pectations for their age) and childlike behav-
iors (less than typical expectations for their
age). Informants appeared to influence the var-
ious environments in which they interacted
through the way they related to others (i.e.,
either childlike or adultlike; Goffman, 1963).
Perceptions were thus influenced in that others
saw informants either as someone to be re-
spected (adultlike) or someone who needed
care (childlike). Page provided an example of
how she attempted to gain respect through
adultlike behaviors: "I think my attitude, the
way I conduct myself, the things I say to other
people, the actions I have in the hall, and how
I'm always smiling and not acting like a little
kid commands respect." Valerie recalled how
Garth, a 14 year old European American male
with cerebral palsy, was influenced by his
environment to behave in a childlike manner
during a school outing:

Ms. Williams and Ms. Cameron made
him stay with teachers the whole time
and I don't think he liked that too much.
They made him stay with them so he
wouldn't like go off or anything. He
wasn't allowed to go with all the other
kids and when we had free time he had
to stay with Ms. Williams.

Interactions between informants and their
family environments further illustrated how
environments influenced and were influenced
by perceptions. Informants without disabilities
performed activities of care-taking and house-
hold chores (adultlike maturity) more often
than informants with disabilities. For example,
Wendall, a 16 year old European American
male without a disability, stated that he had
specific roles in his family such as taking care

of younger siblings and pets, and being re-
sponsible for completing various household
chores. Informants with disabilities were less
sure about their role in the family, however.
Typically, they had fewer household responsi-
bilities than informants without disabilities
(childlike maturity). Anna, a 12 year old Eu-
ropean American female with cerebral palsy,
felt she had no particular role in her family nor
did she have any chores she was responsible
for completing on a regular basis. In addition,
informants with disabilities expressed feeling
more "protected" (e.g., not having similar free-
doms) by family members than informants
without disabilities. In contrast, Mitch, a 16
year old African American male without a
disability, influenced his family environment
by exhibiting behavior that was childlike as a
way to be excused from completing household
chores. He stated, "See, I'm the youngest. I
have an older brother who does a lot of stuff
[around the house] and if I act like the baby,
then my parents will tell my older brother to
do stuff instead of me."

Self-perception. Both youth with and with-
out disabilities expressed a positive sense of
self, describing themselves in academic and
social terms (e.g., smart, outgoing, friendly,
optimistic, caring, nice). While informants
rarely made reference to physical self-con-
cepts when describing themselves, informants
with disabilities felt others focused more on
their physical disability/appearance and conse-
quently, saw them as less capable than they
viewed themselves. Leigh, an accomplished
tennis player, gave this example:

I mean, like, for example, one PE
teacher just thought I could do abso-
lutely nothing. And like we were play-
ing tennis and not only was the person
feeding the ball way (emphasized) too
slow for even me, like she had some-
body else follow behind me, in case the
ball came at me, to block it off.

Evidence of the reciprocal interaction be-
tween the environment and self-knowledge
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was seen in the way informants participated in
a process of adapting and coping with these
consistent and inconsistent perceptions. Ac-
cording to Germain (1991), people search for
environments that have characteristics consis-
tent with their self-perceptions. When charac-
teristics of an environment were consistent
with self-perceptions, informants described it
as "feeling-comfortable" and as if there were
"no differences." David, a 21 year old Euro-
pean American male with spina bifida, offered
this example of the reciprocity of consistent
self- and other-perceptions:

I have one [friend without a disability]
and she hardly thinks about my disabil-
ity which is nice. She accepts me for
who I am—she's very caring. If I have
a problem, I can always turn to her.
Whenever she has a problem, she al-
ways likes me 'cause she knows I'll sit
there and listen to her.

Inconsistency between the environment
and self-perceptions also was apparent. Infor-
mants described this influence as being "awk-
ward," "uncomfortable," and "stressful."
Richard talked about his frustration at being
misunderstood by some of his peers: "Some
people treat me different and you know, treat
me as if I'm so fragile . . . I mean they want to
do more than they have to." The influence of
environment on perceptions also was revealed
in Tiger's comments:

Me and my friend, she took me to a
baseball game one day. The first time
she came over to my house, she didn't
know how to react. She stood outside
my house. It's just like she look at my
disability. Like I always says, it don't
matter about disability, it's what counts
on the inside . . . like when they say I
can't do this 'cause I'm on crutches.
They haven't given me the opportunity
to show them what I can do. It's just
because of my disability that they think
I can't do certain things.

Themes
Two prevailing themes captured the es-

sence of the identified categories, clarified re-
lationships within and between the categories,
and indicated connections to the leisure con-
text. The theme of duality illustrated the two-
fold character of phenomena with both posi-
tive and negative dimensions observed in
informants with and without disabilities. Ac-
cording to Hewitt (1991), duality is character-
istic of situated social phenomena in which
meaning and roles are the result of particular
circumstances. For example, informants with
disabilities described positive dimensions of
disability which promoted inclusion and en-
hanced self-perceptions, such as being able to
use a wheelchair and being perceived as
"cool" because they were uniquely different
from others. They also described negative di-
mensions including a lack of opportunities or
spontaneity, and being regarded as less capa-
ble—having to ride "the little bus." Various
life contexts, including leisure, can elicit both
positive influences on self-perceptions (e.g.,
competent, capable) and negative (e.g., less
able, different) including negative messages
about self.

The theme of interplay described the ten-
dency of informants with and without disabil-
ities to consider themselves in relation to their
environment (Germain, 1991). In certain envi-
ronments, others' perceptions conflicted with
their own (Goffman, 1963). Behaviors then
appeared to be constructed according to these
perceptions in a given context. Mead (1934)
referred to the concept of constructing behav-
iors according to others' perceptions as role
taking. According to Mead, people develop the
ability to anticipate expectations of others.
These expectations are evaluated and behavior
is adjusted to meet them. Sometimes infor-
mants with disabilities simply acquiesced by
taking on the other perception and reacting
accordingly (e.g., childlike) as a way to be
accepted in a certain environment (cf. Smith &
Goc Karp, 1996). At other times, informants
resisted taking on the perceptions of others and
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thus, experienced tension between the con-
flicting images (self and other). Consistent
with ecological theory, informants' acceptance
of and/or preference for some segregated set-
tings/activities may have been the result of
efforts to resist negative or conflicting percep-
tions, and to find the most comfortable person
and environment "fit."

Implications for Inclusive Leisure
Programs and Services

The examination of perceptions from an
ecological perspective proved to be a valuable
way to gain insight regarding the relationship
of interactions in various life contexts, includ-
ing leisure, to the self-development of youth
with and without disabilities. Therapeutic rec-
reation specialists (TRSs) and other leisure
professionals can benefit from recognizing that
while leisure contexts may have potential for
developing and reinforcing positive self-per-
ceptions, they also may contribute to negative
perceptions by proving to be a source of regret
and tension (duality of the leisure context).
Taylor and Toohey (1996) suggested that sport
and leisure can exacerbate isolation and mar-
ginalization, or alternately serve as an "inclu-
sionary mechanism" (p. 35). In this study,
leisure was an opportunity for bridging some
social and physical barriers, as well as empha-
sizing or creating others.

Findings from this study suggest that self-
determined behaviors to participate in inclu-
sive leisure may be indicative of individuals'
attempts to engage in experiences which af-
firm the self- and the social-perceptions they
desire. Thus, participation in inclusive leisure
contexts may occur only after successful ef-
forts to structure environments so that they are
more likely to affirm desired self-images. Peo-
ple may resist leisure choices which do not
affirm behaviors, thoughts, and feelings felt to
be representative of themselves. Leigh stated
that she preferred to participate in sports with
her peers with disabilities because participa-
tion in an inclusive physical education class
made her feel like she " . . . wasn't a part of the

group and could do absolutely nothing." Soci-
ety may contribute to diminished self-percep-
tions by expecting little in the way of func-
tional abilities from people with disabilities
(Bedini & Henderson, 1994; Oliver, 1996).
Brandy felt it would be unfair for people with
and without disabilities to compete in sports
together because those without disabilities
would possess superior skills, thus putting the
youth with disabilities at a disadvantage. To
counter lowered expectations, individuals with
disabilities may seek to construct leisure situ-
ations which help them maintain a sense of
self-consistency or positive regard. David
communicated that he viewed his leisure pur-
suits as opportunities to build relationships,
express his emotions, and demonstrate his
abilities. The decision to alternately resist and/or
seek certain leisure choices may be related to the
nature of the environment and the interactions
therein (interplay in the leisure context).

Schleien et al. (1996) suggested that nega-
tive perceptions, misconceptions, and fears of
individuals with and without disabilities are
barriers to inclusive community leisure ser-
vices which have received scant attention. Yet,
these perceptions can inhibit the provision of
inclusive programs "at its very foundation"
(Schleien et al., p. 263). In this study, infor-
mants with and without disabilities reported
limited contact and admitted that they knew
very little about each other. According to Fich-
ten (1986), casual interaction between those
who have a disability and those who do not
can be "fraught with difficulties" (p. 573).
Lack of knowledge about what to say or do,
poor social skills, and negative self-evaluation
and self-consciousness may produce interac-
tion strain (Fichten; Fichten & Bourdon,
1986). Prior preparation of youth with and
without disabilities which focuses on the de-
velopment of requisite leisure and social skills
may be necessary to promote positive and
consistent self- and other-perceptions, and
therefore encourage inclusive interactions. In
addition, findings from this study support that
participation accommodations should be min-
imal and naturally occurring (not drawing un-
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due attention). Molly's discussion of her em-
barrassment over how a "helper" was assigned
to her, and her discomfort when contemplating
weight lifting with her non-disabled peers,
helps to illustrate how adequate preparation
and support provided to youth without disabil-
ities who participate as peer partners or tutors
is especially critical. Finally, ongoing contact
may be more successful in enhancing self-
development and promoting inclusive activi-
ties than infrequent interactions.

TRSs and other leaders have much control
over creating a supportive or nutritive inclu-
sive leisure environment and should take steps
to ensure that the potential for appropriate
contact between people with and without dis-
abilities is realized (Bedini, Fox, & Sietas,
1996; Fichten & Bourdon, 1986; Schleien et
al., 1996; Smith & Goc Karp, 1996). As illus-
trated by Leigh's explanation of her tennis
experience in an inclusive physical education
class, when leaders negate youths' abilities
and design dependent rather than interdepen-
dent environments, participation outcomes
may negatively effect interactions and self-
perceptions. Individuals may make personal
adjustments to be included, but these adjust-
ments may require extraordinary efforts which
are difficult to maintain over time (e.g.,
achieved acceptance), or result in inconsis-
tent and diminished perceptions of the self
(e.g., childlike maturity). As suggested by
ecological theory, if self-perceptions are de-
rived through social interactions with others
(Barnes, 1990), leisure environments which
provide opportunities for mutually reciprocat-
ing interactions and relationships of equal sta-
tus may be the most conducive for enhancing
interaction and influencing self-perceptions
positively. Findings from this study also sup-
port the need to emphasize cooperative versus
competitive interactions. When competitive
experiences are pursued, for example in sports,
these may work best when abilities are equal-
ized, such as through disability sport classifi-
cation systems.

Germain (1991) suggested that first-hand
knowledge of what actually constitutes sup-

portive and successful inclusive environments
is limited. Attempts to further document best
professional practices in inclusive leisure ser-
vices should increase reliance on the perspec-
tive of participants with disabilities (Bedini et
al., 1996; Karnilowicz, et al., 1994). Sanders
(1996) suggested that investigating the percep-
tions of individuals with disabilities may (a)
provide a better understanding of their unique
culture; (b) provide an avenue through which
individuals with disabilities may discover in-
sights about themselves and others; and (c)
influence a variety of decisions regarding the
development and implementation of appropri-
ate, self-enhancing experiences. Although this
study has contributed to this end, additional
studies are desired.

Leisure service practitioners and researchers
need to explore approaches to inclusion which
further consider the interactive and dual nature of
the leisure context, how these factors influence
self-perceptions, and their reciprocal influence
on leisure participation. Service providers who
direct their efforts toward changing people's be-
havior (e.g., TRSs) must also work to influence
positively the environments in which people par-
ticipate. Future research may further address the
importance of assessing the effects on self-per-
ceptions of differing demands in inclusive leisure
environments, specifying the conditions in inclu-
sive leisure experiences under which private
thoughts and feelings may be used as evidence
for new perceptions of self and others, and de-
termining how participation constraints effect
self-development.
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