
THERAPEUTIC RECREATION JOURNAL Vol. 39, No. 2, 114-130, 2005

I'm Nice, I'm Smart, I Like Karate:
Girls with Physical Disabilities'
Perceptions of Physical Recreation

Leandra A. Bedini and Denise M. Anderson

Healthy People 2010: Objectives for Improving Health (USDHHS, 2003) stated that more people
with disabilities and women report no leisure-time physical activities than people without
disabilities and men. Similarly, children with disabilities are often not included in physical
education and playground activities. Therefore, girls with physical disabilities are confronted
with a "double whammy" of gender and disability to compromise their self-image. While little
research exists that explores physical activity for females with disabilities specifically, it has been
found that physical activity is important for their quality of life, sense of control, and autonomy.
This preliminary study was conducted using a phenomenological approach to examine the
perceptions of girls with physical disabilities regarding physical recreation pursuits. Results from
in-depth interviews generated three themes: meanings of physical activity, ownership of
disability, and poor access to role models. Recommendations for alternate research methodol-
ogies as well as future content areas are discussed.
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proved self-esteem, and reduced depression
and anxiety (e.g., Sharkey, 2002; Tergerson &
King, 2002; Verghese et al, 2003). There is
sufficient research to support these benefits for
people with disabilities as well (e.g., DePauw,
1997; Manns & Chad, 1999; Sherrill, 1997;
U.S. Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices (USDHHS), 2003).

Unfortunately, research suggests that chil-
dren's physical activity is decreasing within
elementary schools (e.g., Hovell, Sallis, Kol-
ody, & McKenzie, 1999) and that as females
reach adolescence, their levels of physical ac-
tivity drop off (e.g., James, 2000). Healthy
People 2010: Objectives for Improving Health
(USDHHS, 2003) stated that the proportion of
the population reporting no leisure-time phys-
ical activity was higher among people with
disabilities than people without disabilities and
that women reported lower levels of physical
activity than men. Therefore, for females who
also have disabilities, these statistics are trou-
blesome (Blinde & McAllister, 1999).

Regrettably, little has been done to explore
physical activity for people with disabilities,
specifically females. Pensgaard and Sorensen
(2002) stated, " . . . the importance of sport for
women with disabilities is clearly an under-
studied topic" (p. 54). Research about women
with disabilities however, found that physical
activity was one of the key elements for qual-
ity of life for females with disabilities who
perceived physical activity as beneficial to
their sense of control and autonomy (e.g.,
Blinde & McAllister, 1999; Guthrie, 1999;
Guthrie & Castelnuovo, 2001; Henderson &
Bedini, 1995; Patrick, 1996).

The issue of being physically active is
compounded for girls with disabilities, who
often have few opportunities to pursue physi-
cal recreation. Longmuir and Bar-Or (1994)
noted that children with disabilities are three
times more likely than their able-bodied peers
to be sedentary. While many factors contribute
to this statistic, the media's effect is a signif-
icant concern. For example, Hardin, Hardin,
Lynn, and Walsdorf (2001) examined photo-
graphs in Sports Illustrated for Kids for im-

ages of children with visible disabilities. Of
the 7,092 total photos examined, only 24
(0.4%) included people with disabilities. Ga-
nahl and Arbuckle (2001) found similar results
when they examined television commercials
for the presence of people with visible disabil-
ities. Again, of the 1,337 ads aired in 1999,
only 5 (0.6%) showed a person with a disabil-
ity. The issue of media's role in portrayal of
people with disabilities is particularly relevant
for girls and young women. Gold and Aus-
lander (1999) found links between assumed
passivity of people with disabilities and as-
sumed passivity of females. Similarly, Bolla
(1990) noted how the media reinforced the
notion of sports being a male career which in
turn shaped women's perceptions of their lei-
sure choices.

Considering society's views of disability as
an "abomination of the body" (Goffman, 1963,
p. 4), girls with physical disabilities are con-
fronted with a disadvantage from the onset,
having a "double whammy" of gender and
disability to compromise their self-image. The
purpose of this preliminary study was to ex-
amine perceptions of girls with physical dis-
abilities regarding physical recreation pursuits.
Specifically, this study explored not only girls'
perceptions of having a disability but also their
recreation experiences.

Review of Literature

Benefits of Physical Activity for
Adolescents

The benefits of physical activity for adoles-
cents are similar to those of adults including
improved physical and psychological func-
tioning, increased social interaction, and im-
proved self-esteem. Participation in active rec-
reation, however, may vary for adolescent
boys and girls. Busser, Hyams, and Carruthers
(1996) found six categories of activities that
adolescents most often participate in: personal
growth, arts, nontraditional sports/games, out-
door, community, and sport. As an entire
group, adolescents most enjoyed community
activities such as water slides, movies, dances,
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and concerts. Between group differences
showed that boys were more likely to partici-
pate in outdoor activities, traditional sports,
and nontraditional sports/games. Girls, how-
ever, were more likely to enjoy personal
growth activities such as healthy cooking
classes, volunteering, exercise for fitness, and
the arts. The adolescent girls in this study
received and experienced less motivation and
choices for physical activity, experienced
more interpersonal constraints to participation,
and had fewer role models for participation
(Busser et al., 1996).

Pawelko and Magafas (1997) identified
eight tasks that needed to be mastered in ado-
lescence. In addition to development of a sense
of identity and autonomy, they also identified
education for leisure and work. These authors
also noted "leisure self" as an important as-
pect of identity formation during adolescence.
Those adolescents who acquired value from
leisure tended to be more adaptable, and less
constrained by physical, social, and psycho-
logical encumbrances. The authors also indi-
cated, however, that due to children's need for
opportunities of risk, to test themselves, and to
learn who they are through leisure, just "fun,
games, and sport," without any organized
agenda, may not be enough. According to
Shaw, Kleiber, and Caldwell (1995), activities
that involved challenge, effort, and concentra-
tion may be more beneficial to identity forma-
tion for adolescents. They found that partici-
pation in sports and physical activities were
even more positively associated with identity
development for girls. They concluded that
identity formation for adolescent females
might be more difficult in a male-dominated
society.

Challenges Facing Adolescent Girls
While the importance of physical activity

and sport for young females is well docu-
mented (e.g., Adams-Blair, 2002; Corbin,
2002), adolescent girls face many challenges
that have a direct effect on their desire to
participate in physical activity. Henderson and

King (1998) identified three major issues that
girls confront as they entered puberty—social
contradictions, body changes, and issues of
sexuality. Girls are faced with a paradoxical
society that promotes feminism while at the
same time does not treat women as equals.

Body changes strongly influence girls' ac-
tions during this developmental period. Feel-
ings of humiliation and uncertainty are expe-
rienced as the body reflects shame, conflict,
and inadequacy in addition to pride and plea-
sure. According to Henderson and King
(1998), however, active girls remain more pos-
itive about their bodies and also feel greater
control over them. Adolescent girls who par-
ticipate in physical activities tend to feel better
about their bodies and have higher self-esteem
(e.g., James, 2000; Tiggemann, 2001). Main-
taining this feeling of control can be vital at a
time when biological changes cannot logically
be controlled. Unfortunately, research about
girls and physical activity suggests that despite
the benefits of physical activity, as females
reach adolescence, their levels of physical ac-
tivity drop off as their self-confidence drops
(e.g., Frederick & Shaw, 1995).

Finally, the issue of sexuality brings up
double standards, fear of sexual assault, and
questions about sexuality for girls in this life
stage (Henderson & King, 1998). For instance,
in a 30 year review of literature Crawford and
Popp (2003) found evidence for continued
existence of double standards when it comes to
sexual behavior. James and Embrey (2001)
reported that adolescent girls are often con-
strained from active recreation by fear of sex-
ual attack. Similarly, Kivel and Kleiber (2000)
found that for gay and lesbian youth, the in-
fluence of leisure contexts and how they may
have impacted identity formation were influ-
enced by the extent to which youth felt they
needed to hide their sexual identity.

These issues often lead to greater negative
consequences such as depression, eating dis-
orders, and pre/post-traumatic stress reac-
tions—all of the responses manifested more
often in adolescent girls than boys. During
adolescence, self-esteem is at an all-time low.
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One of the proposed benefits of recreation and
sports programming is to increase the self-
esteem of participants (Driver, Brown, &
Peterson, 1991). In an investigation of leisure
constraints in relation to self-esteem, gender,
and socioeconomic status, Raymore, Godbey,
and Crawford (1994) found that adolescents
with high self-esteem reported fewer intraper-
sonal, interpersonal, and structural constraints
than those with low self-esteem. In addition,
adolescents with low self-esteem were often
shy, vulnerable to unfavorable opinions of
themselves, tense, and more self-conscious;
traits that can lead to many negative outcomes.
The authors also found a significant difference
in both levels of self-esteem as well as levels
of constraints to leisure between girls and
boys. Girls reported lower self-esteem and
more intrapersonal and total constraints to lei-
sure. As one might expect, constraints, partic-
ularly structural constraints, may have a pro-
found impact on the leisure access that girls
with disabilities experience.

It is important to remember that one's ref-
erence group can be an important contributing
factor to self-esteem levels (Chubb, Fertman,
& Ross, 1997). Henderson and King (1998), as
well as Pipher (1994), have noted that girls
lose self-esteem and confidence during adoles-
cence. According to the authors, female ado-
lescents become quieter, less likely to express
opinions, self-critical, less assertive, less ener-
getic, depressed, more likely to hide their in-
telligence, and less likely to play sports. As
noted, adolescence is a time when girls who
are participating in sports and dance tend to
feel better about their bodies and have higher
self-esteem. Pipher noted that adolescent girls
can be "saved" by a good school, a good
teacher, and/or a meaningful activity. James
(2000) pointed out that by age 15, girls often
have already made the decision to drop out of
programs. Low self-esteem may affect physi-
cal self-efficacy, self-confidence, anxiety lev-
els, and perceptions of control which in turn
can impact levels of participation in physical
activity (Boyd & Hrycaiko, 1997). Thus, a
potential cycle begins.

Girls and Women with Disabilities
Little has been done to explore physical

activity and its related constraints for people,
specifically females, with disabilities. Accord-
ing to Bauer (2001), girls with disabilities are
basically invisible in research, school, and the
community. In addition, when girls are given
attention, the presence of the disability fre-
quently supercedes everything else about the
person (e.g., gender, age, race). DePauw
(1997), in reference to Hall (1995) noted that
". . . female bodies have been central to femi-
nism, and feminist theory has been responsible
for raising consciousness about the exploita-
tion and control of women's bodies. To date,
the argument has not been extended much
beyond able-bodied women" (p. 236).

Research conducted about women with dis-
abilities and physical activity has identified
activity as an important element for their qual-
ity of life. In particular, several studies found
that physical activity was beneficial to these
women's sense of control and autonomy (e.g.,
Blinde & McAllister, 1999; Groff & Kleiber,
2002; Guthrie & Castelnuovo, 2001; Hender-
son & Bedini, 1995; Henderson, Bedini, &
Hecht, 1994).

Similar to able-bodied women, however,
issues related to gender can impact women
with disabilities' desire and opportunities to
pursue meaningful leisure and recreation ac-
tivities. "Gender privilege" is different for dif-
ferent groups of girls and women (Henderson,
1997). In fact, there can be more differences
among female individuals than between
groups of men and women. White women
have more privilege than women of color,
women without disabilities have more privi-
lege than women with disabilities. According
to Henderson, women with disabilities may
have a double "handicap" of being a woman
plus having a disability. For example, Blinde
and McAllister (1999) identified that women
with disabilities reported that opportunities
and support to participate in sport and physical
activities was limited especially in comparison
to men.
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For girls with disabilities, who typically
have few opportunities to pursue physical rec-
reation, the issue of being physically active is
compounded. Healthy People 2010 (HP 2010)
(USDHHS, 2003) identified that "children
with disabilities are often not included in phys-
ical education and playground activities" (p.
95). Longmuir and Bar-Or (1994) found that
children with disabilities were three times
more likely than their able-bodied peers to be
sedentary. Reasons for nonparticipation in-
cluded lack of skills, overprotection by adults,
social isolation, time for treatment and care,
and lack of available programs and trained
leaders. Sit, Lindner, and Sherrill (2002) found
that children with disabilities often withdrew
from activities for a variety of reasons. These
reasons include: other fun things to do, study-
ing, friends, opportunities, because they were
not competitive, due to injuries, because others
dropped out, because they had been yelled at,
and for reasons related to self-respect. These
reasons for non-participation suggest that for
children with disabilities, it is important to
provide socially and physically inclusive pro-
grams rather than just the opportunity to par-
ticipate.

Gender stereotyping of girls with disabili-
ties. Stereotyping based on disability has com-
promised the attitudes and pursuits of people
with disabilities for decades. Social perception
has posed an attitudinal barrier to women with
disabilities and physical activity specifically.
Bauer (2001) found that most people, when
asked what they thought when they heard the
term "disabled woman," replied with words
like "pity," "lonely," "old," and "sorry."

Gender stereotyping further enhances the
difficulties that women with disabilities face
upon attempts to be physically active. In a
study by Blinde and McAllister (1999),
women with physical disabilities expressed
that societal expectations of their "place" in
sport and physical activity arenas tended to
negatively affect their participation in sport
and physical activity. The authors suggested
that the combination of "sexism and disabil-
ity discrimination" presented a negative con-

sequence on the activity pursuits and atti-
tudes of the women in their study.
According to The National Information Cen-
ter for Children and Youth with Disabilities
(1990), girls with disabilities also confront
two stereotypes, ". . . the 'passive, depen-
dent' female and the 'helpless and depen-
dent' person with a disability" (p. 3). In
addition, social construction of disability as
well as gender has a major impact on girls
with disabilities. Sherrill (1997) noted that,
"females with disabilities tend to experience
more prejudice and discrimination than
males, especially within the context of sport,
where the 1:3 or 1:4 [female to male] ratio
makes females a subculture minority" (p.
267). A study in Hong Kong found that
gender role stereotyping was highly preva-
lent and often led to less active girls, fewer
opportunities for sports participation, and
limited role models (Sit et al., 2002). Long-
muir and Bar-Or (2000) reported that al-
though no gender differences were found
between boys and girls with disabilities, it
was likely that ". . . the presence of a dis-
ability limits the participants' physical ac-
tivity to a lower level, one that is more
commonly associated with 'female' levels of
participation" (p. 48).

Impact of media on female "image." Sim-
ilar to the challenges facing able-bodied girls,
issues of social acceptance, sexuality, and
body image are magnified for girls with visible
disabilities because of the inundation of unre-
alistic images in the media. The National In-
formation Center for Children and Youth with
Disabilities (1990) stated, "there is no doubt-
ing that society bombards us, via television
and magazines, with images of the 'ideal'
female. Probably the ideal most damaging
psychologically to many people with disabili-
ties is this society's emphasis on physical
beauty or attractiveness" (p. 3). Schell (2001)
conducted an analysis of media representa-
tions of women in two women and sports
magazines. She found that most covers and
story photos, ". . . featured white, slender
models wearing scanty fitness clothes expos-
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ing those body parts equated with feminine
sexuality, such as thighs, abdominals, cleav-
age, and buttocks" (p. 2). Schell also found
that physically active females with disabilities
were "practically ignored." She noted that
when they were featured, the "drama" sur-
rounding their disabilities was more often the
focus rather than their athletic abilities.

Conceptual Foundation
Conceptually, this was a phenomenological

study framed by labeling and stigma theories
(Goffman, 1963; Scheff, 1966). According to
Patton (2002), ". . . phenomenological analy-
sis seeks to grasp and elucidate the meaning,
structure, and essence of the lived experience
of a phenomenon for a person or group of
people" (p. 482). For this study, gathering the
"felt experience" aided in understanding the
girls' subjective experiences of physical rec-
reation and having a disability. Using this
approach, the researchers were able to "look
beneath the affect inherent in the experience to
deeper meanings for the individuals who, to-
gether, make up the group [of girls with dis-
abilities]" (Patton, p. 486).

Labeling theory is a version of symbolic
interactionism. Symbolic interactionism rec-
ognizes humans as conscious, feeling, think-
ing, reflective beings; they are active organ-
isms who interact with objects (Blumer, 1969).
Before humans decide what to do in a given
situation, they take into account other people,
other actions, and other objects. Labeling the-
ory focuses on the interaction between two
differently labeled groups (e.g., "normal" and
"not normal," disabled and non-disabled), and
the fact that interaction is governed by the
meaning that each party gives to each other's
actions and reactions.

Stigma theory (Goffman, 1963) was de-
veloped to explain inferiority in people and
account for the "danger" a person with a
stigma represents. Stigma is defined as an
attribute that is "deeply discrediting" and
that makes a person different from others.
Stigmas are created by expectation and

norms of society and are often used to label
an individual. Perceived stigmas, or how an
individual perceives the effects of her or his
stigma, must also be considered. The per-
ception of owning a stigma can affect a
person's day to day living. In fact, Bedini
(2000) found that for some people with dis-
abilities, their perception of their disability,
real or not, was a significant factor in their
leisure choices and experiences.

Purpose
Overall, females with disabilities are un-

der-researched (e.g., DePauw, 1997; Pens-
gaard & Sorensen, 2002; Traustadottir, 1992).
According to the most recent census data, over
half of the people with disabilities in the U.S.
are female (U.S. Department of Commerce,
2001). Therefore, more attention needs to be
given to health and fitness issues of this pop-
ulation segment. DePauw proposed six recom-
mendations for increasing involvement of girls
and women with disabilities in physical activ-
ity. First, girls need to be encouraged to be
involved in sport and physical activity at an
early age. Second, a support mechanism and
programs need to be put into place to enhance
opportunities. Third, both competitive and co-
operative sport opportunities should be avail-
able. Fourth, professionals should be trained to
recognize potential health concerns of girls
and women with disabilities. Fifth, coaches
and physical educators need to give girls equal
access and attention. Finally, professional in-
tervention in the face of discrimination needs
to occur.

Before action can be taken for a population
such as girls with physical disabilities, it is
important to understand the perceptions and
motivations for participation (or non-participa-
tion) in physical activities. Therefore, the pur-
pose of this study was to conduct a preliminary
examination of the perceptions of girls with
physical disabilities regarding physical recre-
ation pursuits. Specifically, this study explored
their perceptions of having a disability as well
as their recreation experiences.
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Methods

Participants/Sampling
Participants were girls between the ages of

8 and 17 years who had a physical disability
and were capable of participating in a conver-
sation with the interviewer. Theoretical sam-
pling was employed. In an interpretive para-
digm we were not attempting to prove or test a
theory, rather examine events and experiences
indicative in a phenomenon. Therefore, theo-
retical sampling allowed the researchers to
invite participants who represented various de-
mographic concepts (Strauss & Corbin, 1998)
such as race, age, and type of disability within
the sample. Snowball sampling techniques
were also employed through advertisements
and word of mouth at churches, recreation
centers, schools, and disabled sports and rec-
reation organizations. Initial contacts were
made through professional liaisons with
CTRSs and contacts in the public schools.
Once a participant was identified and inter-
viewed, the researchers asked her (and/or her
family) to suggest additional girls with disabil-
ities who met the criteria and might be willing
to be interviewed.

Instrument
A 25-item interview guide was designed by

the researchers to include questions about par-
ticipation in and perceptions of recreation ac-
tivities, perceptions of disability, and ques-
tions related to interest and assessment of
media as it related to disabilities. Appropriate
prompts were included for each question to
facilitate the interview in the case that a re-
spondent was unclear on a question. Questions
were developed using current literature and
research about the topics under investigation.
Examples of questions included, "Describe
yourself," "What do you do for fun?" "How
does your family [or friends] react to you
doing (or not doing) physical activities?"
"How do you feel about yourself when you are
doing (or not doing) these activities?" "Do you
have role models in physical activities?"

"What's it like to be a girl with a disability?"
"Where and when do you feel most normal?"

Study Paradigm
This study used an interpretive paradigm

with a phenomenological approach. For this
study, the phenomena being considered were
perceptions of physical activity and percep-
tions of disability. Phenomenology asks,
"What is the meaning, structure, and essence
of the lived experience of this phenomenon for
this person or group of people?" (Patton, 2002,
p. 104). Patton also suggested that there are
several implications to phenomenological
study. First, the focus of this type of study is
"what people experience and how they inter-
pret the world" (p. 106). Second, we must
gather data as "directly as possible" to de-
scribe the experience adequately. Finally, we
should assume that the "essence" of the expe-
rience being studied is shared and "mutually
understood" (p. 106). Therefore, this study
utilized a phenomenological approach to un-
derstand the shared experiences of girls with
disabilities with regard to physical activity.

Data Collection/Procedures
Data collection consisted of face to face

semi-structured interviews that were audio-
taped and later transcribed verbatim. Inter-
views lasted 30 to 60 minutes. Appointments
were scheduled with each participant at a lo-
cation of their choice (i.e., homes, school, or
other mutually convenient location). In some
cases, family members were present during the
interviews. Since all participants were minors,
the interviewer apprised the participant of her
rights within this study and attained written
assent from her as part of the written consent
from the parent/guardian.

Data Analysis
Researchers conducted data analysis

through an evocative read of the data guided
by the labeling and stigma theories within the
context of the phenomenon under investiga-
tion [perceptions of physical activities and
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disability]. According to Creswell (1998), phe-
nomenological data analysis creates a general
description of the experience [of the partici-
pants] and how it was experienced. For this
study, data were analyzed using steps recom-
mended by Patton (2002) for phenomenologi-
cal analysis. First, the researchers explored
their own prejudices, assumptions, and view-
points to establish as unbiased an attitude as
possible. Being recreation educators, both re-
searchers obviously held the belief that phys-
ical activity is good for one's health, fitness,
and quality of life. When interviewing the
respondents, however, they framed questions
and prompts to allow discussion of all types of
recreation and activity as well as all values
related to recreation so not to lead the respon-
dents. For example, one of the first questions
asked was, "What do you do for fun?" rather
than what physical activities do you do? Sim-
ilarly, later in the interview, other broad ques-
tions asked, "What's it like to be a girl with a
disability?" and "Where and when do you feel
most normal?"

In the next step of data analysis, phenom-
enological reduction, the researchers "brack-
eted" the data by pulling out key phrases and
concepts that addressed the phenomenon un-
der study and interpreted the meanings of
these as an "informed reader" being mindful of
the participants' intentions. For example,
many of the respondents' comments addressed
issues of freedom, body image, and being
"regular."

The next steps required the researchers to
organize the data into "meaningful clusters,"
which leads to a "structural description" or a
deeper analysis of the data beyond the surface
meanings. For example, understanding free-
dom in the actual context of these girls' lives
requires examination of the restrictions they
experienced as well. Finally, the textual as
well as structural meanings were analyzed to
provide an understanding of the experiences
identified by the study.

Trustworthiness [similar to reliability in
quantitative methods] was addressed in two
primary ways. First, the researchers attempted

to conduct "reflexive practice" (Mason, 2002,
p. 40) by which the researchers cognizantly
considered the role of theory, nature of respon-
dents, and process of data collection in their
analysis. Second, the researchers read and re-
read the data to determine appropriate themes
(Henderson, 1991). In addition, two external
readers read and analyzed the data to confirm
the researchers' themes and patterns of the
primary researchers. This review demon-
strated high level of agreement in terms of
themes, as well as meanings of responses.

Results
A total of 11 girls with physical disabilities

were interviewed. They ranged in age from
10-16 years and were primarily white (n = 8)
with two who were African-American and one
who identified as mixed race. Their disabilities
included osteogenesis imperfecta (n = 2),
spina bifida (n = 3), cerebral palsy (n = 4),
mobility problems (n = 1), and brain injury
(n = 1). Nine of the girls used an ambulatory
device such as a wheelchair or walker. See
Table 1 for descriptions. The 11 girls partici-
pated in a total of 39 different activities, both
active (n = 20) and passive (n = 19). The
most popular activities were swimming, bas-
ketball, bowling, computer games, hanging
with friends, and watching television.

Analysis of the data yielded three themes:
meanings of physical activity, ownership of
disability, and access to role models. In addi-
tion, each theme was broken down into sub-
themes.

Meanings of Physical Activity
All 11 of the respondents participated in

some sort of physical recreation, some orga-
nized and some informal. Analysis indicated
that those who were more active in physical
activities seemed more positive and "up-
beat" about life. Within this theme [mean-
ings of physical activity], three sub-themes
emerged: freedom, equalizer, and opportu-
nities to recreate.
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Table 1.

Description of Respondents with Pseudonym

Pseudonym

Jan
Carrie
Jaime
Marsha
Brandi
Michelle
Ginny
Cindy
Mary Ann
Tracey
Jessie

Age

16 years
11 years
16 years
13 years
16 years
10 years
14 years
16 years
14 years
13 years
12 years

Race

mixed race
white
white
white
white
white
A-A
white
white
white
A-A

Disability

osteogenesis imperfecta
mild cerebral palsy
cerebral palsy
cerebral palsy
cerebral palsy
limited mobility
spina bifida
osteogenesis imperfecta
spina bifida
brain injury
spina bifida

Mobility Aid

wheelchair
none
walker
walker
electric w/c
wheelchair
electric w/c
electric w/c
walker
wheelchair
wheelchair

Note: A-A = African-American, w/c = wheelchair.

Freedom. Several of the participants noted
that physical activity allowed them freedom
from various things, not all of which were
disability-related. Sports and physical activity
provided an opportunity not only to be free in
spirit but also be free of the constraints of
disability. For example, Michelle noted how
she could ". . . forget all about my disability
and just have fun." Similarly, Jan stated that in
sports/physical activity, "I feel free when I'm
doing them [sports]." She continued, "I don't
want to categorize everybody who doesn't do
sports, but it, I mean, I think the people in
sports feel the same kind of freedom that I
have." From a different perspective, Cindy
described how physical activity provided an
outlet for her. She said, "I like to escape from
them [parents and caretaker] sometimes."
Mary Ann noted that she likes to swim be-
cause it is "less restrictive in the water." Sim-
ilarly, Jessie stated that, "I felt better [physi-
cally and mentally] when I was doing physical
activities." Finally, Ginny shared how "good it
feels" to participate in physical activities. She
said, "It feels really good to do something that
I can do other than just sitting around doing
nothing." When asked what she "gets" from

these activities, she stated, "independence-
. . . and health."

Equalizer. Physical activity also provided a
sense of empowerment for some of the girls.
Several respondents noted how physical rec-
reation served as an "equalizer" whereby they
could feel like others. They noted that physical
activity allowed them to be more like their
peers and people without disabilities. For ex-
ample, Jan noted that when she is engaged in
sports, she, ". . . feels just like anyone else."

Marsha discussed how recreating in phys-
ical activities was important to the image of
people with disabilities. She stated that "some
people think, you know, that just being hand-
icapped means you can't do anything at all. I
disagree with that. Cause being handicapped
you should be able to get around and do stuff
[recreation activities]." Physical activity al-
lowed her to prove that "you're just, you're not
a couch potato or anything."

Several of the girls spoke in terms of the
future, and how physical activity would even-
tually help them improve their physical func-
tioning. Tracey, who used an electric wheel-
chair, said she is happy when she does
physical exercises, "cause I want to get out of
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this wheelchair and learn how to walk." Sim-
ilarly, Mary Ann shared that she likes to do a
lot of physical activities (fishing, hiking, fenc-
ing) but swimming was her favorite "because
[it] kinda, um, helps my legs . . . kinda helps
them get stronger."

Opportunities to recreate. The data pro-
vided insight into the importance of opportu-
nity to participate in physical activity for these
girls. Several who had the opportunities
clearly appreciated what they could do. For
example, Ginny stated that it "Feels good to do
something that I can do other than just sitting
around the house." Jan reflected that when she
was younger, "I used to watch my siblings go
play soccer. And we didn't know about wheel-
chair sports and all at the time." At the time of
this interview, however, she was participating
in several organized wheelchair sports. Cindy
addressed the importance of having a right to
recreate and have fun. She noted, "Well, I
deserve to have the rights to do that [recreate].
U m . . . maybe I can't do all of them but
maybe I can if I want to."

For Jaime, the opportunity to participate in
horseback riding allowed her to "feel good
about herself" and to "know that I was not the
only one going through this." Having the op-
portunity to participate in physical activity
meant potential for more than just the person
herself. Ginny noted, "It makes me feel good
that, um, I can do sports and other people [with
disabilities] can too."

Some of the respondents raised issues
about their lack of opportunities for physical
activity as girls with disabilities. Many of the
physical activities appeared to be individual or
informal with family or friends rather than
organized and team activities sponsored by
schools or community programs. In addition,
within the few formal classes or programs that
did accommodate girls with disabilities, prob-
lems arose as well. For example, Cindy shared
how there are few opportunities for sports
involvement for a girl in an electric wheelchair
as opposed to a manual wheelchair. She ex-
plained, " . . . and I wanted to get on the team,
but, see, they won't let people with motorized

chairs play. That's just the way it is. I don't
know why." In addition, several girls noted the
lack of opportunities after high school/profes-
sionally for them in sports. Jan shared, "I want
to get into the International League [Paralym-
pics] which I basically am since I went to the
International Juniors, but, um, basically, I
don't, I don't think right now I could be a
professional athlete because there really isn't
any . . ." When asked if she is interested in
playing basketball in college, Brandi said,
"I've thought of it, but I just never got to it.
Because, when they won't let you play . . . It's
really weird. All you had to do was separate
things."

Ownership of Disability
Ownership of disability was the second

theme identified from the data. When discuss-
ing their sense of being not only female but
also someone with a disability, participants
identified two sub-themes, perceptions of nor-
malcy and body image.

Perceptions of "normalcy." As a group,
the respondents shared a wide variety of de-
scriptions of themselves. When asked to de-
scribe themselves, the respondents stated that
they were "nice," "a good listener," "smart,"
"can sing good," or "love pizza and chicken."
Interestingly, not one of the respondents men-
tioned her disability in describing herself.

Similar to the above reactions, when asked
how they defined the term "normal," they were
rather cavalier and somewhat philosophical.
For example, several of the responses were
"just a word," or "boring." They added that the
term normal would vary based on things in
people's lives. Jan referred to it as an "over-
used word that everybody tries to categorize
everything." She added, "I don't think there
really is a normal." Brandi asked, "Normal? I
mean, I never got it, why does someone have
to be normal, you know? Who in this room is
normal?" Marsha stated, that "There's no ac-
tual rule for being normal to me." Finally,
Michelle stated that the word normal "means
different things to different people."
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In contradiction, however, while most of
the respondents did not give much value to the
word "normal," many used the word "normal"
or "regular" as an adjective to describe non-
disabled friends suggesting, after all, that the
term was disability-related. For example,
Ginny described normal as being a "regular
person." Jaime shared that, "my friends treat
me like a normal person." Similarly, Marsha
said that, "I feel better doing other things like
regular people because I don't think I would
enjoy sitting around in one spot every day."
She went on to say that she does things, "kind
of different, but then I just do stuff as normal
as I can, and then if I have to, I ask for help."
While this comment shows a sense of confi-
dence and acceptance, it still suggests that
"normal" has a specific definition and that if
you have to ask for help, then you are not
normal, nor independent. These results are
similar to those of Bedini and Henderson
(1993/4) who interviewed women with dis-
abilities and found that the concepts of inde-
pendence and dependence generated conflict
and sometimes led to withdrawal. They found
that interdependence in social context seemed
to work best for these individuals.

For others, the word normal had specific
connotations. For instance, for Jaime it meant
being "treated equal" and "feeling wanted."
This desire to belong and be equal was not
necessarily referring to a relationship between
people with and people without disabilities,
however. Brandi who used a motorized wheel-
chair suggested a "hierarchy" even among
wheelchair users. She noted that:

" . . . people in manual chairs function
compared to people in power chairs.
Most people in power chairs aren't as
strong. So I think they're like, afraid we
won't be good or something. And so, I
think they just sort of shut the idea of
that down." She went on to state that
she thought that ". . . they are discrimi-
nating [against] us. They're saying,
okay, 'you're bad, we're good. So,
we're going to "x" you out'."

Feeling normal and social elements seemed
to be related for many of the respondents.
Several of the girls stated that they felt most
normal when they were with friends. For ex-
ample, Jaime stated that ". . . my friends from
school, they, um, they treat me like a normal
person . . . even though I can't, um, throw the
rope, and um hold hands, hold the, even
though I can't walk." In this instance, though,
one of her closest friends also had a disability.
She explained how she felt more "normal"
with her friend who had had a stroke, ". . . be-
cause . . . we talk about, you know, the diffi-
culties of being disabled and having disabili-
ties." She continued, however, with the advice
that, ". . . some people [take] a long time to fit
in because . . . but once the person gets, um, to
know them and they get to know the person,
they'll fit in."

On the contrary, some noted how they felt
different from others without disabilities. Spe-
cifically, respondents noted how people with-
out disabilities appeared uncomfortable inter-
acting with them and suggested reasons for
others' behaviors toward them. Also, several
respondents shared how people without dis-
abilities are uncomfortable approaching them.
Ginny said that having a disability could be a
problem because, "people [without disabili-
ties] are afraid to what. . . come up and speak
to you." Brandi suggested that people without
disabilities " . . . have that whole guilt factor of
'Oh well, you know, I can walk and she can't
and maybe I'll say something stupid or wrong
and make her feel bad and so I don't even want
to go . . .' " Jessie described a type of "class
system" saying that other girls without disabil-
ities ". . . think that just because I have a dis-
ability that they are better than me and I would
want to change them to make them think that
we are all equal." These reactions of guilt and
discomfort on the part of those without dis-
abilities are consistent with "attitude" litera-
ture about people with disabilities (e.g., Lin-
veh, 1991).

Body image. A second sub-theme that re-
lated to perceptions of normalcy dealt with
gender and body image. When initially asked,
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the majority of respondents noted no differ-
ence between girls with and without a disabil-
ity regarding participating in physical activi-
ties. Marsha said, " . . . I just sit more than
stand and they stand all the time." In addition,
there was little to suggest that they perceived a
difference between boys and girls with disabil-
ities. They just "act like normal boys."

Michelle stated that her friends were
"sometimes impressed that I could do it [phys-
ical activity]." Interestingly, her parents were
more concerned about her being a "tomboy"
than having a disability. She described, "They
[parents] sometimes like, I'm really a tomboy
so sometimes when I come home, I hear, like,
everybody's going to play football. . . and
they're [parents] like, 'no,' 'no' and every-
thing." Discussions with the respondents led
us to wonder what part of their perceptions
was based on being a girl and how much was
based on their disability?

Body image and self-esteem. As would be
expected from pre-adolescents and adolescents
in general, issues of appearance were impor-
tant. Having a disability proved even more
challenging to several of the girls. Jaime stated
that having a disability, ". . . just feels a little
funny to me sometimes, that I'm in a wheel-
chair and they're [peers at school] not . . ." She
continued that it made her feel, " . . . a little bit
of both hurt and angry because I want to get up
and walk around so much . . ." Jan noted, it is
"a little harder [to be a girl with a disability],
especially when you are a teenager because
most of it is about looks." Brandi stated in
reference to being a girl with a disability that,
". . .it 's different. I mean, it's um. It's harder
to get a date."

Michelle perhaps summed up the challenge
of being a girl with a disability best when she
referred to it as a "double whammy," stating,
"You know how people used to reject girls and
then people used to reject people with disabil-
ities? Well, to be both, it's kinda weird."
Interestingly, Michelle reflected research that
referred to the double stigma for women with
disabilities in society, both within and outside
the context of physical activity. This finding

relates to the research by Henderson, Bedini,
Hecht, and Shuler (1995), who identified psy-
chological concerns about physical appearance
as a significant leisure constraint for women
with disabilities.

Access to Role Models
The final theme dealt with role models for

the girls. The respondents consistently paused
when asked about role models in real life or in
magazines, television, or movies. The majority
of those who identified a role model described
an able-bodied adult male who taught in their
schools or coached activities in which they
participated.

None of the identified role models were
from a television show or movie nor were they
a famous figure seen in a magazine. In terms of
print media, the respondents did very little
reading, even of magazines. When asked about
television characters with disabilities, almost
all respondents noted that characters with dis-
abilities on television were "not realistic."
Jaime stated that television is not realistic,
". . . because everybody's, uh, treated
equally . . . . " She continued that, ". . .it 's just
shows . . . uh, nothing on TV, uh, really hap-
pens. I mean, it happens for a funny reason,
but uh, nothing on TV really happens."

An interesting result was the function of
television for these young women. When
asked what, and why they watched what they
watched on TV, almost all of the respondents
stated that shows had "lessons," were "inspi-
rational," or were "educational." Although not
able to identify role models from television
directly, many respondents indicated that from
time to time they were inspired by individuals
they saw on talk shows or on prime time. For
example, Jaime liked the television show, Sev-
enth Heaven because, "it's funny and it ends,
uh, good, lessons are learned every week."
Several girls noted that talk shows would have
guests who were "like them." Brandi ex-
plained how she liked Oprah because she had
a guest who was a boy with muscular dystro-
phy to whom the respondent related. She said,
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"I like how he's strong. I like how, you know,
him and I had a lot of things in common."
Finally, it seemed those with more interest in
physical activity enjoyed more active shows.
Jan explained that she liked to watch shows
like Bujfy the Vampire Slayer or Dark Angel
because "I like most shows that have girls
kicking butt or something."

Discussion
Although a preliminary study, it is clear

from these results that physical activity is an
important factor in the lives of girls with
disabilities. Despite the lack of access in some
cases, the girls still found ways to incorporate
physical activity into their lives. It was also
apparent, however, that access to physical ac-
tivities for girls with disabilities was not wide-
spread in formal arenas. Similarly, there are
few role models with disabilities for these
respondents in real life or in the media.

Limitations
Several limitations should be noted when

considering the results of this study. First,
access to participants was limited. Unlike
males with disabilities, females with physical
disabilities typically experience adventitious
disabling conditions in their adult lives. There-
fore, the percentage of girls under the age of
17 who have physical disabilities (as opposed
to developmental disabilities) is low. Second,
in several interviews, parents or siblings
chose, or were invited by the participants, to
sit in on the interview. It is unclear as to
whether the presence of these family members
influenced the responses given by the girls
during the interviews. Finally, since this was a
phenomenological study with only 11 partici-
pants, these results are not generalizable to a
larger population of girls with disabilities.

Conclusions
The purpose of this study was to examine

the perceptions of girls with physical disabil-
ities regarding physical recreation pursuits.
Specifically, this study explored perceptions of

disability and recreation experiences in girls
with physical disabilities. Three themes—
meaning of physical activity, ownership of
disability, and access to role models—were
identified from the data.

The results of this study provided encour-
aging as well as expected assumptions about
girls with physical disabilities and their per-
ceptions of physical activity and disability.
Physical activity clearly was important to
these girls with disabilities. This result was
consistent with two of the three groups iden-
tified in Guthrie and Castelnuovo's (2001)
work about women with disabilities. One
group from their study used physical activity
for disability management which included
controlling disease, preventing complications,
and avoiding negative emotional effects of
having a disability. Guthrie and Castelnuovo's
groups did not particularly enjoy physical ac-
tivity, however, saw benefit in it. Similar to
this study's respondents, physical activity was
seen by some of the respondents as something
that could make them more normal in the
future. Some of the girls in the current study
described physical activity as something that
could make them stronger. Regardless, only
one girl in the current study referred to phys-
ical activity as something unenjoyable. Per-
haps, this is due to the disparity in life stage of
the participants in the two studies and that the
girls might change their perceptions as they
age into adulthood.

Perceptions of disability seemed to be
closely related to the perceptions of physical
activity for these girls. The girls in this study
seemed to be more accepting of their bodies
and enjoyed their physical activities than par-
ticipants from other studies about women with
disabilities (e.g., Guthrie & Castelnuovo,
2001; Henderson & Bedini, 1995). This result
might be due to the fact that these girls with
disabilities are growing up in a more enlight-
ened time. The fact that they described things
they could do or things they liked rather than
their disability when asked to describe them-
selves suggests they might have been social-
ized differently than women in the other stud-
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ies. This result might also be a factor of age
since many girls in this study were in their
early teens.

Another group in Guthrie and Castelnuo-
vo's (2001) study used activity, primarily
sport, to enhance mental and physical abilities
such as self-esteem, perception of control, and
enhance motor skills. This group enjoyed the
participation in sport rather than participating
to "normalize or beautify" themselves. Only
two of the girls in the current study were in
organized sports, and they participated be-
cause they enjoyed it. In addition, the majority
of the other respondents who participated in
informal physical activity were quite positive
toward their experiences. According to the
participants, however, they were frustrated by
the fact that not many formal programs accom-
modated girls with physical disabilities. This
result is consistent with research by Henderson
et al. (1995) that stated that the women with
disabilities in their study, ". . . suggested that it
was a combination of access, choice, and op-
portunities that were required if leisure was to
be experienced satisfactorily" (p. 25).

Finally, it is not surprising that few of the
girls had role models who were either women
or had disabilities. This is an unfortunate find-
ing, however, it may be encouraging that, at
least at this point in their lives, these partici-
pants did not seem to be strongly impacted by
idealized representations of girls on television
or in magazines. It is important to note that the
availability of an active mentor or role model
in the lives of girls with disabilities might be
influential in increasing their activity levels.
DiLorenzo, Stucy-Ropp, Vander Wai and
Gotham (1998) found that a mother's physical
activity level, as well as modeling and support
from family friends, were significant factors in
predicting participation in physical activities
for the girls in their study.

Recommendations
Much of the recreation activity engaged in

by the girls with disabilities in this study
seemed to be provided through friends and

family members. This result has implications
for recreation professionals with the potential
to provide physical activities and organized
sports for girls with disabilities. Trost et al.
(1997) found that community sports programs
were the strongest predictor of physical activ-
ity for the girls in their study. These authors
recommended increasing access to communi-
ty-based recreation programs for girls. To in-
crease access for girls with disabilities to com-
munity-based recreation programs, however,
may require policy and system change. Taub
and Greer (2000) discussed the "coexistence"
of normalizing as well as disempowering func-
tions of physical activity for children with
disabilities based on the potential for exclusion
by not only attitudes of peers, but also by rules
and guidelines. In light of this, and considering
research that indicates the abandonment of
physical activity by girls without disabilities,
implications for system and policy change ex-
ist regarding opportunities for girls with dis-
abilities to pursue physical activities with ap-
propriate accommodations. Therefore, CTRSs
and related recreation and health professionals
who have the ability to provide physical rec-
reation programs to girls with disabilities need
to not only examine existing programs for
inclusive practices, but also examine the ab-
sence and gaps of programs that could accom-
modate girls with disabilities. These physical
recreation programs also need to be broader
than only sports to address all types of physi-
cal activity. Finally, these programs should not
only be physically accessible to girls with
disabilities but more importantly, socially in-
clusive.

Importance of the role of mentors (women
with disabilities) in recreation programs
should also be considered. While some of the
girls in this study did participate in physical
activity, few noted any female role model. The
presence of a female mentor or role model has
potential to facilitate the girls' transition
through the period when they typically drop
out of physical activities. In their review of
literature about role models and sport partici-
pation rates from five international databases,
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Payne, Reynolds, Brown, and Fleming (2003)
concluded that role model programs, particu-
larly in long-term programs, are important to
encourage physical activity. In addition, they
found that females tend to identify with par-
ents more than successful athletes. Therefore,
professionals who work with girls with dis-
abilities need to make concerted efforts to not
only expose the girls to appropriate and phys-
ically active female role models who also have
disabilities, but also to design ways to involve
parents. Professionals should consider formal
mentor programs available in schools, com-
munities, and medical facilities. In addition,
informal mentoring can take place if women
with disabilities are encouraged to be involved
with recreation and activity programs for girls
with disabilities.

Recommendations for research include the
consideration of alternate methodologies as
well as additional content. First, researchers
should pursue this topic using a larger sample
for more diversity and depth of these issues.
Also, quantitative methods as well as longitu-
dinal studies should be employed to distin-
guish changes in the girls' attitudes toward
physical activity that are potentially based on
disability versus gender.

In terms of content, further research should
explore understanding more about barriers to
physical activities for girls with disabilities as
well as the role of physical activity in their
sense of feeling normal. In addition, much can
be learned from focusing on participants who
are athletes in organized sports programs.

In conclusion, girls with disabilities are an
under researched population in terms of phys-
ical recreation activities. This study found that
barriers to pursuit of these activities not only
included typical constraints for young females
(body image, social stigma), but more so in-
accessible policies as well as lack of opportu-
nities. All youth need opportunities to pursue
physical activity for the benefits it offers. Con-
tinued exploration of these and other aspects
of the lives of girls with disabilities is neces-
sary to understand and subsequently include

this segment of the population in healthy rec-
reation pursuits.
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