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ABSTRACT 

DARLENE E. HUNTER 

A PHENOMENOLOFICAL APPRAOCH: THE IMPACT ON FAMILIES OF 
SPORTS PARTICIPATION FOR A CHILD 

WITH A PHYSICAL DISABILITY 

MAY2009 

This qualitative research study used a phenomenological perspective to 

describe the impact on families of sports participation for a child with a physical 

disability. The researcher conducted semi-structured interviews with 23 parents of a 

child between the ages of 9 and 17 with a physical disability who participated in 

sports for at least 6 months. The parent's perception was studied by analyzing their 

answers told in the interview and was further framed by feminist theory and family 

systems theory. 

The recruitment flyer was disseminated on behalf of the researcher through 

several different social organizations for disabled sports such as Wheelchair Sports 

USA, National Wheelchair Basketball Association (NWBA), and through smaller 

organizations, throughout the U.S. After the recruitment flyer was disseminated, the 

researcher received 27 responses from parents' who qualified form this study. Of 

those 27 responses, 3 had children over the age of 17, 2 more did not return the 

correct paperwork, and I submitted their paperwork after the deadline, resulting in 23 

parents who completed the demographic questionnaire and the interview. Semi

structured face-to-face and phone interviews of the parents were audiotaped, 

transcribed, and analyzed for recurring themes. 

VI 



Trustworthiness was established by using a transcriptionist, peer debriefing, 

and member checking. Analysis of data was conducted by the researcher reading the 

transcripts the first time through to become familiar with the interviews, and then read 

them through for a second time before taking notes. The researcher then re-read the 

transcripts making notes and color coding similar concepts and themes. The 

researcher tallied similar themes and concepts that emerged from the data. The 

researcher then re-read the transcripts keeping in mind the themes. Four major themes 

emerged from the data and were compared with existing literature: (a) parents desires 

for their child, (b) advantages of sport, ( c) barriers in participation of wheelchair 

sports, and (d) family resilience. Additional results included the parents' expectations 

of coaches and wheelchair sports as well as the supports needed for their child to 

continue their participation in wheelchair sports. Finally, parents shared their advice 

to other parents. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Currently in the United States, 12 million individuals have a physical 

disability. Of those 12 million, 3 million are children (U.S. Paralympics, 2008). More 

than 56% of individuals with a disability do not participate in any physical activities 

(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2000). In addition, only 23% of 

individuals with disability reported performing moderate physical activity three days 

per week or more (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2000). 

A physically active lifestyle has been found to be particularly beneficial to 

individuals who have a physical disability, in not only reducing the risk for secondary 

health problems, but positively influencing all levels of functioning (Van der Ploeg, 

van der Beek, van der Woude, & Mechelen, 2004). Increased physical activity for an 

individual with a physical disability can be an effective method for promoting 

psychological benefits such as enhanced self-esteem (Whitehead & Corbin, 1997). 

When exploring sports motivation on academic strategies, research has 

indicated that high school student-athletes who are task oriented have higher 

educational aspiration, high school self-efficacy, and greater use of academic 

strategies than those students that do not participate in sport (Ryska & Vestal, 2004 ). 

Further research finds that sports participation among physically disabled adults 

provided a sense of self reflection of their everyday interactions with able-bodied 

individuals and that among their disabled-peers, resistance and confronting 
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stereotypes imposed by able-bodied society, and finally a sense of empowerment 

(Ashton-Shaeffer, Gibson, Autry, & Hanson, 2001). 

Statement of the Problem 

Studies in the past have explored parents' perception and experiences related 

to raising a child with a disability, the stresses, and the rehabilitation process 

(Ehrmann Feldman, Champagne, Korner-Bitnsky & Meshefedjian, 2002; Heiman, 

2002; Seltzer, Greenberg, Floyd, Pettee, & Hong, 2004; Tackett, Kerr, & Helmstadter, 

1990; Wallander & Noojin, 1995). Other studies have examined the impact physical 

activity has on the individual with a disability (Antle, Mills, Steele, Kalnins, & 

Rossen, 2007; Van der Ploeg et al., 2004). Research has concluded that there are not 

enough opportunities for individuals with disabilities to participate in sports (Groff & 

Zabriskie, 2006). Yet other studies have examined the meaning and importance of 

physical education for individual with a physical disability for living a healthy 

lifestyle, socialization as well as development and growth (Butler & Hodge, 2004; 

Etzel-Wise & Mears, 2004; Place & Hodge, 2001; Taub & Greer, 2000). Furthermore, 

athlete identity has been linked to athletic performance, commitment to sport, positive 

training experiences and an extended social network (Groff & Zabriskie, 2006). 

Research in the area of the perception of the impact on families of sports 

participation for a child with a physical disability was significantly lacking. Past 

research has been from the participant's perception of sport mostly from an able

bodied perspective with limited research discovering the perception from an 

individual with a disability. There is also limited research in the area of the parent's 

perception of raising a child with a disability. 
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Purpose of This Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to describe the impact on 

families of sports participation for a child with a physical disability. The children 

were between the ages of 9-17, with a physical disability consisting of spinal cord 

injury, spina bifida, physical birth defect, or other disability that impacts the physical 

ability of the child. The child had participated in some sort of organized team or 

individuals sport for at least 6 months prior to the parent being interview. 

Rationale for This Study 

This researcher did not find any studies that described the impact on families 

of sports participation for a child with a disability, therefore calling for the current 

study. Past studies have examined adapted physical education within the school 

system, the benefits that it has on a child with a physical disability, and the 

importance of social inclusion (Butler & Hodge, 2004; Etzel-Wise & Mears, 2004; 

Place & Hodge, 2001; Taub & Greer, 2007). Few studies have examined the impacted 

that recreation or competitive sports has on a child with a physical disability. Also, up 

until this point, little research addressed why individuals with disability choose 

specific recreational and competitive sports (Sherrill & Williams, 1996). With the 

increasing number of individuals returning from war with a physical disability, and 

society facing more individuals with disabilities in general, there is a growing need to 

look into the impact on families of sports participation for a person with a disability. 

Such research will help to identify barriers and obstacles of participation in 

wheelchair sports, therefore allowing for increased participation in the future. 
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Research Questions 

The lack of research in the field has motivated the current study in describing 

the impact on families of sport participation for a child with a disability. The research 

questions that guided the present study were: 

1. What are parents' perceptions of sports for children with a physical 

disability? 

2. What are parents' perceptions of the impact of sports participation for 

children with a physical disability? 

Definition of Terms 

The following terms were used in this study: 

Able-bodied (abs) refers to an individual with no physical disability who has 

the use of all four limbs. 

Adapted Physical Education (PE) refers to adaptations or modification to 

physical education to address the needs of the individual child with disabilities to 

participate with their able-bodied peers. 

Barriers refers to obstacles that are overcome for the parent, child or family to 

participate in wheelchair sports. 

Benefits refers to any positive impact that wheelchair sports has on the child in 

an emotional, physical, mental, or social manner. 

BlazeSports refers to a nonprofit organization that provides opportunities for 

children with disabilities to participate in sports. 

Child with a physical disability refers to a child between ages 7-17. 

Commitment if a team sport, a child has attended weekly team practices for 

the past 6 months and at least one tournament; if an individual sport, a child practices 
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on their own at least once a week and has competed in a competition against other 

physically disabled athletes. 

Costs refers to an assumable expense that creates a barrier for participation. 

Disabled Sports USA refers to a nonprofit nationwide organization that 

provides sports rehabilitation programs to anyone who is permanently disabled. 

Endeavor Games refers to an event helped for individuals with a physical 

disability to participate in different sports including powerlifting, table tennis, judo, 

swimming, sitting volleyball, cycling, indoor/outdoor archery, ambulatory track and 

field, shooting, wheelchair basketball and wheelchair track and field. 

Everyday chair/Regular Chair refers to the wheelchair that the child uses 

everyday to get from one point to another. This wheelchair does not have special 

modification to participate in sport. 

Functionality refers to the number of limbs impacted. Spinal cord injured has 

different levels: C l-C8 ( cervical or impairment at the neck vertebrae) , Tl -Tl 2 

(thoracic or impairment at the chest vertebrae), Ll-L2 (lumbar or impairment at the 

back and tail vertebrae) that determine the level of sensation and mobility; amputees: 

below the knee (BK), above the knee (AK), above or through elbow joint (AE) , 

below elbow, but through or above wrist joint (BE), double amputee (two limbs 

impacted). 

Individuals with a Physical Disability refers to individuals with a spinal cord 

injury, amputation, spina bifida, cerebral palsy, or other physical disability that 

impacts their ability to participate in able-bodied sports. 
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Paralympics refers to a multi-sport event for athletes with physical and visual 

disabilities. This event is held two weeks after the Olympics for individuals to 

participate at an elite level in numerous sporting events. 

Perception refers to the parent's responses or thoughts to the interview 

question asked by the researcher. 

PowerSoccer refers to soccer for individuals in power wheelchairs. The 

individual places a guard on the front of their wheelchair to push a ball around a 

basketball court. 

Sit-ski refers to a modified water or snow ski that an individual with a physical 

disability sits in to participate in water or snow skiing. 

Sled Hockey refers to ice hockey for individuals with a physical disability. 

Spinal Cord Injury refers to paralysis due to an injury causing an individual to 

damage their spinal cord or break their neck or back. 

Sport Participation refers to at least a 6-month commitment to a team or 

individual sport. 

Sport Wheelchair/Equipment refers to specialized equipment for each sport for 

a child to have the ability to participate in that sport. A sport chair is in addition to the 

everyday wheelchair that a child uses to get around. 

Sports refers to organized physical activity that involves training, skills, and 

preparation for competing against the regional or national standard set or against 

others with sets rules. 

Wheelchair Sports USA refers to a nonprofit nationwide organization that 

provides sports to athletes with disabilities. 
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Delimitations 

This study was delimited in the following ways: 

1. The study was delimited to parents with a child aged 7-17 who had a 

physical disability. 

2. The child with a physical disability had participated in recreational or 

competitive sport for at least 6 months. 

3. The participants were limited to child membership in wheelchair sports 

organizations throughout the United States. 

Researcher's Relationship to the Topic 

The researcher's relationship to the topic is from her personal life experience. 

The researcher acquired a spinal cord injury at the age of four and has been active in 

wheelchair sports since the age of seven. The researcher's sports participation 

included national and international competition, which required her family to travel 

with her as well. The researcher continues active participation in wheelchair sports 

and junior development in sports. She currently helps coach a local wheelchair 

basketball team for children and listens to parents discuss their life experiences of 

raising a child with a physical disability. 

Summary 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to give a voice to the parents 

of a child with a physical disability. The parents in this study have a child with a 

physical disability, between the ages of 9-17, that have participated for at least 6 

months in disabled sports. The parents' perception was studied by analyzing their 

story told in an interview. The researcher bracketed her biases and kept them separate 

from the data collection, analysis, and interpretation. This qualitative approach 
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allowed the researcher to explore the perceptions of parents' of sports participation for 

a child with a physical disability. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to describe the impact on 

families of sports participation for a child with a physical disability. The review of 

literature is presented in the following approach: (a) theoretical frameworks including 

feminist theory and family systems theory, (b) an individual with a disability, (c) 

parents raising a child with a disability and ( d) impact of sports on individual. 

Feminist Theory 

Feminist Theory is based on three principles: (a) historically, women as a 

group, have not had equal opportunities as men, (b) men and women should not be 

treated differently based on gender, and (c) social change is needed (Gergen, 1989). 

Feminist theory was used as a lens for examining the marginalized population, in this 

case, a child with a disability. Some researchers believe there should be a feminist 

theory of disability (Mays, 2006; Wendell, 1990). Wendell (1990) described the 

disabled population as unemployed or underemployed, impoverished, lonely, isolated, 

and difficult to obtain an education, victims of violence and coercion, ridiculed, 

avoided, pitied, stereotyped and patronized by able-bodied people. This theoretical 

framework was utilized because it provided a voice for a population that is frequently 

not heard from to express their successes and concerns 

Family Systems Theory 

Bronfenbrenner's (1979) family systems theory is based on describing the 

structure of the ecological environment on the development of the individual. 
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Bronfenbrenner's (1979) theory uses four organizational concepts: the microsystem, 

mesosystem, exosysem and macrosystem to describe the interrelationships among the 

subsystems (familial and societal context). When a child has a disability, it does not 

only impact the child but the manner in which the whole family interacts and how 

society views that child with a disability. Bronfenbrenner added an additional system, 

the chronosystem which examines the events that occur within the environment and 

the interaction that it has with transitions over the course of the lifecycle. As children 

grow and develop they may have a different idea as to what they wish to gain from 

the participation of sport. At one time, the child with a disability may have had the 

ability to keep up with their able-bodied peer in sports, but as they grow older, they 

need to find an activity in which they can compete at their own ability level. A child's 

attitude, as well as their parent's attitude about sports participation, may change over 

the lifecycle depending on what is occurring currently in their life. Family systems 

theory focuses on the communicative process between the different systems instead of 

looking at the two systems solely by themselves (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

Individual with a Disability 

An individual with a disability faces many challenges and barriers during the 

lifetime. Gerhart (1997) argued that people with spinal cord injuries (SCI) need 

accurate information and in order to obtain this information they need to hear it from 

the survivors themselves. Also, they need to see how other individuals with a SCI live 

their life (Gerhart, 1997). Other researchers found that parents tend to be significant 

barriers to why children with disability are unable to accomplish more (Burstein, 

Bryan, & Chao, 2005). Parent's fear, habits, low expectations and family dynamics 

made it difficult for some of the individuals to find their independence. Furthermore, 
10 



in most cases, children with disabilities are rarely around other children that are 

similar to themselves. When placed in an environment of individuals with disabilities, 

they are able to share their stories about insensitive teachers and their peers. In 

sharing, they are able to share their feelings of anger because of other's unwillingness 

to allow them to make decisions for themselves and being made to feel like young 

children. In sharing these stories, the youth are able to create a bond and gain support 

from each other (Burstein et al., 2005). 

Hammell (2006) found that how the individual with a physical disability 

perceived their social support, social integration, access to their physical environment, 

health-care, perceptions of having control over one's own life and the satisfaction 

with relationships plays an important part in how they view their quality of life. 

Researchers have also found that women with disabilities that have a positive school 

environment and less over-protection from their family experience less social 

isolation and have higher self-esteem (Nosek, Hughes, Swedlund, Taylor, & Swank, 

2003). Individuals with SCl's are found to score lower on life satisfaction 

questionnaire in the following areas of self-care ability, leisure situation, vocational 

situation and their sexual life, but they score higher on family life (Antle, 2004; Post, 

Van Dijk, Van Asbeck, & Schrijvers, 1998). 

Parenting a Child with a Disability 

Parents of a child with a disability have many stressors. A parent learning 

about their child with a disability diagnosis for the first time tends to react in an 

emotionally and physiologically negative way (Heiman, 2002). Parents are uncertain 

of their child's future and the challenges that may be faced. Heiman (2002) found that 

a family with a child with a disability had to make significant changes in their social 
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life. Upon first learning of the diagnosis, parents face feelings of "depression, anger, 

shock, denial, self-blame, guilt, or confusion" (Heiman, 2002, p.168). Parents are 

concerned about the future of their child; some concerns include social isolation, 

lacking the ability to obtain an education, employment, and not having a sense of 

purpose (Antle, Mills, Steele, Kalnins & Rossen, 2007). 

Research has indicated the importance of different types of support and 

benefits for the family who has a child with a disability (Antle et al., 2007; Burstein, 

Bryan, Chao, Berger, & Hirsch, 2005; Heiman, 2002). This support may include 

family members, support groups, social workers, special education system, 

physicians, psychological and psychiatric services and voluntary organizations 

(Heiman, 2002; Tackett, Kerr, & Helmstadter, 1990). These support systems help to 

address the social stresses that the parent has concerning their child's interaction with 

their peers and other social settings (Tackett et al., 1990). Little research has 

addressed a child with a disability being teased and rejected by others and how to 

provide support not only to the child but also the family (Tackett et al., 1990). 

Physical Activity 

Physical activity has been known to have beneficial effects on health and 

longevity in the general population. Physical activity has been shown to reduce the 

risk for many chronic diseases compared to those individuals who remain sedentary 

(Fernhall, Heffernan, Young Jae, & Hendrick, 2008). Individuals with physical 

disabilities are reported, in general, to be less active than their able-bodied 

counterparts (Fernhall et al., 2008). Physical activity may not only reduce health 

problems for individuals with disabilities but have a positive impact on their quality 

of life (Van der Ploeg, van der Beek, van der Woude, & van Mechelen, 2004). The 
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lack of physical activity has been shown to be the leading factor in the deteriorating 

physical and psychological health of individuals with a physical disability (Coyle & 

Santiago, 1995). 

Research has reported that health-care professionals frequently hold 

misconceptions about life with a spinal cord injury, therefore conveying these 

misconceptions to the individual with a spinal cord injury (Patterson, Miller-Perrin, 

McCormick, & Hudson, 1993; Gerhart, 1997). Castaneda and Sherrill ( 1999) found 

that family participation in challenger baseball provided the social networking and 

emotional support for families facing common challenges. 

Physical Activity in Disabled Sports 

Research indicates that 13-16% of paraplegic and quadriplegic consistently 

participate in physical activity (Washburn & Hendrick, 1997). Physical activity in 

disabled sports promotes motivation and self-efficacy in the individual with a 

disability (Van der Ploeg et al, 2004). Researchers found that the manner in which a 

woman with a disability defines their health determines if the disability is in the 

foreground or the background (Nosek, Hughes, Howland, Young, Mullen, & Shelton, 

2004). Nosek et al. (2004) and colleagues concluded that the well-being of women 

with physical disabilities is a complex web of physical, psychological, social and 

environmental domains that impact their experiences. 

Researchers over the years have compared non-disabled athletes to disabled 

athletes, believing that athletes with disabilities are different because they "had a 

major life trauma, loss, or chronic situation to which they have had to adjust" (Asken 

& Goodling, 1986, p.315). Researchers believe that due to an individual with a 

disability experiencing rehabilitation, physical therapy, occupational therapy, etc, that 
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the individual had different coping skills than their able-bodied counterpart, therefore 

experiencing sports differently (Perreault & Vallerand, 2007). Perreault and Vallerand 

(2007) found that participants scored higher on self-determination types of motivation 

than non self-determined motivation. These researchers also found that self-

determined forms of motivations were positively associated with coping skills in 

sports (Perreault & Vallerand, 2007). 

Individuals with disabilities find many barriers to having the ability to 

experience physical activity such as inaccessible exercise equipment, over 

protectiveness by family, discrimination and physicians not knowing what to tell an 

individual with a disability (Antle, 2004; Hammell, 2006; Hughes, 2006; Rimmer, 

2004). Martin (2006) found that youth with disabilities that participate in sport 

reported "high levels of sports commitment, sports enjoyment, perceived physical 

ability and sports friendship quality" (p. 65). Participants reported that participation in 

sports allowed them to feel physically capable and reported high levels of parental 

encouragement (Martin, 2006). Children with disability participation in sports 

depends on their parent's willingness (Martin, 2006; King, Law, Hanna, King, 

Hurley, et al., 2006). Participation in organized sports promotes positive socializing 

influences and may divert people from negative influences because of their 

commitment (Jones-Palm & Palm, 2004). Participation in disabled sports creates 

opportunities for empowerment, an individual with a disability to gain an identity, to 

take pride in being healthy, active and socially engaged (Blauwet, 2005). 

A study conducted by Taub and Greer (2000) interviewed students with 

physical disabilities and the socialization potential of physical activity for these 

students. The researchers found the following emotional benefits: an increased self-
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esteem; feelings of self-enhancement; and they could achieve their potential. 

Secondly, it provided a normalizing experience and an expansion of social networks 

among their peers. Physical activity promoted the belief that the children with 

disabilities were similar to the children without disabilities. Finally, it allowed the 

children with disabilities to legitimize their social identity as children. 

Another study conducted by Sorensen (2003) examined five athletes with 

disabilities and focused on "what sport had meant in the lives of these athletes" (p. 6). 

These athletes reported an increased self confidence through their ability to 

accomplish things that they once thought they were unable to do. Secondly, their 

participation in sports taught them skills they used in their practical life in terms of 

organizational skills. Thirdly, physical fitness was reported as being important. 

Furthermore, the individuals reported that their sports participation "may offer unique 

opportunities to meet others and to make friends and develop a sense of belonging" 

(Sorensen, 2003, p. 10). Overall, the athletes reported to feeling empowered by their 

participation in disabled sports. 

A further study conducted by Huang and Brittain (2006) examined the 

identities that are formed through disabled sport participation by individuals with a 

disability. Huang and Brittain (2006) interviewed four athletes with disabilities from 

Great Britain and Taiwan. These individuals did not identify themselves as being 

disabled. They knew they had a disability but this was not who they were because 

they felt they were the same as everyone else, they just had to overcome some 

obstacles. One individual argued that it was not due to their disability that they were 

unable to accomplish something, but due to the social or environmental barriers. 

These athletes felt empowered by their participation in disabled sports, being 
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physically fit, and provided daily motivation to pursue other things in their life. 

Finally, being active in disabled sports built self-confidence and positive self

perceptions. This study concluded that like most countries, the perceptions of 

disability are based on the medical model of disability (Huang & Brittain, 2006). The 

medical model aims to find medical treatment for a diagnosis. 

A quantitative study conducted by Martin (2006) invested the psychosocial 

aspects of sports for disabled youth. Martin (2006) questioned 112 youth with 

disabilities that participated in swimming, track and field in the following areas, (a) 

sport commitment, (b) sport enjoyment, (c) parental encouragement, (d) sport 

friendship quality, and (e) perceived physical ability. Each of these areas was 

investigated through previous tested scales. This study found that participating in 

disabled sports was a positive experience and it was important for the individual to 

enjoy the sport to continue participation in the future. Finally, a child was more likely 

to continue in the sport if they felt like they had the ability to participate (Martin, 

2006). 

Social Inclusion 

Researchers have examined how physical education either, adapted or a 

regular physical education setting, impacted the socialization of those with and 

without disabilities. A study conducted by Place and Hodge (2001) examined the 

interaction between students with disabilities and students without disabilities. This 

study concluded that students with disabilities were often left out of the group of 

students without disabilities in terms of proximity and conversation. Although the 

children with disabilities were able to be involved with the softball game, on one 
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occasion, the child with a disability had to advocate for herself and ask the teacher if 

she and the others with disabilities could hit in the softball game. 

Another study conducted by Butler and Hodge (2004) examining social 

inclusion of individuals with disabilities among their non-disabled peers in physical 

education class found the following results: (a) the children with disability had fun 

and physical education was their favorite class, (b) there was cooperative interaction 

among their non-disabled peers, (c) friendships, and (d) aggressive male classmates 

without disabilities created feelings of uneasiness. These males would make fun of the 

ability level of the students with disabilities and would act aggressively toward them 

(Butler & Hodge, 2004). 

Another study looking at social inclusion of a student with a disability at 

school with their non-disabled peers was conducted by Brittain (2004) using athletes 

who attended the 2004 Paralympic Games. Brittain (2004) asked these athletes about 

their physical activity when they were young. The researcher found that children with 

disabilities were prevented from participating in physical activity at school with their 

able-bodied peers due to the lack of understanding of the students with disabilities 

ability by the teachers. Brittain (2004) concluded that students with disabilities who 

have a positive experience in physical activity at school can have a strong 

empowering effort on a child with a disability life and future. Allowing a child with a 

disability to participate in physical education or activity, therefore allowing the child 

to see the full potential, had the most power in a child's future. 

Leaving Disabled Sports 

Most of the research concerning individuals with a physical disability studied 

the individual while they were participating in the sport and the impact it had on that 
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individual's life. Martin (1999) studied the experiences of an individual with a 

disability after they retire or stop participating in disabled sports. Most athletes with 

disabilities participate in disabled sports for social contact. Therefore, when an 

individual chooses to leave the sport, they are now faced with a loss of social support 

from the sport world. Sports are also an effective means to promote increased physical 

activity and promote positive health (Noreau & Shephard, 1995; Rejeski, Brawley, & 

Shumaker, 1996). Therefore, when an individual with a disability leaves a sport, there 

may be negative health consequences. Yet, leaving sports may allow an injury to heal, 

and promoting better health. In conclusion, Martin (1999) found athletes with 

disabilities face physiological losses as well as risk for losing mental and physical 

health benefits when leaving disabled sports. 

Summary 

The current literature indicates the benefits and barriers for an individual with 

a disability participation in physical activity. It has been found that parents may be 

significant barriers to their child with a disability due to their low expectations and 

fears (Heiman, 2002). Also, physical activity has been shown to have beneficial 

effects on health and longevity (Femhall et al., 2008). Disabled sports has specifically 

been shown to improve coping skills and improved scored on self-determination 

scales (Asken & Goodling, 1986; Perreault & Vallerand, 2007). Parenting a child with 

a physical disability also places many emotional and physiological stressors on the 

family (Heiman, 2002). Furthermore, many individuals participate in disabled sports 

for social activity, therefore when they retire or leave from sport they may lose this 

social support, but in leaving injuries are allowed to heal (Martin, 1999). 
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CHAPTER III 

DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to describe the impact on 

families of sports participation for a child with a physical disability. The researcher 

used a semi-structured interview methodology to collect parents' perspective 

regarding sports participation for their child with a disability. The researcher gathered 

and analyzed five primary data sources: parent interview, interview with coaches, 

peer debriefing, notetaking and reflexivity journals from the researcher. 

Research Questions 

The following research questions were addressed in this study: 

1. What are parents' perceptions of sports for children with a physical 

disability? 

2. What are parents' perceptions of the impact of sports participation for 

children with a physical disability? 

Participant Identification and Selection 

A sample from the population of approximately 500 potential participants was 

identified through wheelchair sports organizations such as Wheelchair Sports, USA, 

National Wheelchair Basketball Association, Disabled Sports USA, US Paralympics, 

BlazeSports and other organizations associated with youth participation in wheelchair 

sports. These organizations are governing bodies for wheelchair sports throughout the 

United States, keeping a data base of all of the junior participants in different sports at 

all levels, recreation to elite. The researcher contacted the governing bodies' heads of 
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junior programs and asked them to email or post on their website a recruitment flyer 

on behalf of the researcher to the parents and coaches in their database. (See 

Appendix A). 

The parents were also recruited using snowball sampling. Snowball sampling 

"relies on previously identified members of a group to identify other members of the 

population" that may qualify to participate in the study (Fink, 1995, p. 70). The 

researcher has connections with different hospitals and sports teams throughout the 

nation due to her participation in wheelchair sports for the past 17 years. The 

researcher disseminated a recruitment flyer through her personal database as well. 

(See Appendix A). 

Participants in this study were mothers, fathers, or guardians of a child with a 

disability that has participated in wheelchair sports for at least six months. The child 

had to be between the ages of7-17. Wheelchair sports included any organized sport 

for children with disabilities, and the child had to participate at either a recreational or 

elite level. 

Pilot Study 

A pilot study was conducted with two parents who fit the criteria of this study. The 

purpose of this pilot study was to find any problems that arose during the interview 

and to make design changes that might have been needed. Pilot studies allowed the 

researcher to test the instrument, in this case the interview questions, to make sure the 

questions were workable and obtain the answers that are related to the research 

questions (Babbie, 1997). The researcher gained parents perspective on the impact on 

family the participation in sport of their child with a disability. No changes were made 

in the questions or procedures as a result of the pilot study. 
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Data Collection Methods 

The researcher used the following protocol for obtaining data for this study. 

The researcher emailed recruitment flyers to the wheelchair sports organizational 

bodies associated with youth with disabilities participation in wheelchair sports and 

asked them to place the information on their website and disseminate through their 

databases. The researcher also emailed recruitment flyers to her own database of· 

coaches, parents, and individuals who work with youth with disabilities. Interested 

individuals contacted the researcher via email or phone for more information 

regarding the study. The researcher then sent the informed consent and additional 

information regarding the parent's participation in the study, including a short 

demographic questionnaire. Upon receiving the informed consent, the researcher 

scheduled an interview by phone, in person, or via a webcam depending on the 

request and the location of the participant. 

The researcher collected data from multiple sources for purposes of 

triangulation (Daly, 2007). The researcher interviewed 3 coaches as to their 

perceptions about how wheelchair sports participation by a child with a disability 

impacts the family. The three coaches had coached children with a physical disability 

for several years and are active in junior wheelchair sports programs throughout the 

nation. The researcher also used a reflexive journal and field notes. The researcher 

used the field notes as a running record of the interview explaining the parents' body 

position and non-verbal cues in the face-to-face interviews and interpretations of what 

is occurring during the interview (Daly, 2007). 
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Research Questions 

Table 1 outlines the research questions and interview questions. 

Table 1 

Research Questions and Interview Questions 

Research Questions Interview Questions 

What are parents' perceptions of sports 
for children with a physical disability? 

What are parents' perceptions of the 
impact of sports participation for 
children with a physical disability? 

A. 

B. 

C. 

D. 

E. 

F. 

G. 

A. 

B. 
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What expectations do you have 
from your child's participation in 
wheelchair sports? 

What expectations do you have 
from the coaches on your child's 
participation in wheelchair sports? 

What parental expectations do you 
have from your child's participation 
in wheelchair sports? 

What support do you need to help 
your child participate in sport? 

What have been the biggest 
supports enabling your child to 
participation in sports? 

What resources are available in 
helping your child's participation in 
sports? 

What advice would you give to 
other parents about participation in 
wheelchair sports? 

Tell me about the participation of 
your child in wheelchair sports. 

When did he/she first begin playing 
organized sports? Did he/she play 
prior to the disability? 



Table 1 (Continued) 

Research Questions and Interview Questions 

Research Questions 

What are parents' perceptions of the 
impact of sports participation for 
children with a physical disability? 

Interview Questions 

C. How did you or your child choose 
this sport? Does he/she play in 
more than one sport on a regular 
basis? 

D. Has insurance and/or financial costs 
impacted your child's sports 
participation? 

E. What is the impact on your child 
since participating in sports? 

F. How long do you anticipate that 
your child will participate in this 
sport? Other sports? 

G. How do you think sports will 
impact your child's future? 

H. What do you think your child 
would miss most if they could no 
longer participate in this sport? 

I. What other activities does your 
child participate in? 

J. What role does sports participation 
play in your family's life? 

K. What type of sports do you enjoy 
watching or participating in? 

L. How has your child's participation 
in sport impacted their relationship 
with sibling(s) or other family 
members? 

M. What have been the costs to your 
family for your child's participation 
in sport? 
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In addition to the semi-structured interview questions, the researcher used follow 

up probes to gain more detailed information from the parents' responses. The probes 

included the following: (a) tell me more ... , (b) how so?, and (c) can you share more 

about that experience? The researcher provided specific categories of barriers and 

supports, such as physical, financial, social, or informational. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

Data Management 

The researcher stored all data collected from this study in electronic file 

folders. Each parent had their own file and electronic folder. The research materials 

and reflexivity journal were stored in a locked cabinet in the researcher's home for 

this study. The researcher personally transcribed seven of the interviews; the 

remaining interviewers were transcribed by a professional transcriptionist. The data 

from the parents' electronic folders were read through the first time to become 

familiar with the interviews, and then read through for a second time before taking 

notes. The researcher then reread the transcripts making notes and color coding 

similar concepts and themes. The researcher tallied similar themes and concepts that 

emerged from the data. The researcher then reread the transcripts keeping in mind the 

themes. The data included the transcripts from the interviews. The researcher 

followed participant-protection protocol as stated from the Institutional Review Board 

from Texas Woman's University. 

Data Analysis 

The data-analysis process in qualitative research is an evolving process that is 

made up of several meaningful parts that the researcher pulls apart to convey a 
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meaning from the participants experiences (Daly, 2007). The writing and interpretive 

process are often done simultaneously. The research used an inductive approach to 

describe the data in a thematic analysis. 

The researcher read the data several times to gain a feeling of all of the 

participants' responses. Meaning from the data was formed to reach significant 

statements and phases. The meanings were clustered allowing themes to emerge in 

gaining a better understanding of the data (Daly, 2007). The researcher conducted a 

member check to validate the findings. 

Member-Checking 

In order to increase the validity of the study, a member check was conducted 

according to qualitative research recommendations (Creswell, 2007). Member 

checking allows the researcher to make sure that the participant thoughts were what 

the researcher understood when completing data analysis. Member checking was 

completed by providing the three coaches involved in wheelchair sports with children 

with the common themes that were found. 

Heuristics 

The researcher used the heuristics approach to code the data. Heuristics are 

code words that are used to flag similar points and emerging themes within the data. 

This approach helps the researcher in collecting data in the same subject area and 

helps to reorganize the data to gain different views (Van Manen, 1990). This 

technique is used to make sense of a written text and allow the participants' data to 

tell their story. 
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Reflexive Journals 

The goal of reflexivity is to allow the researcher to bracket the biases, 

assumptions, and experiences to address personal closeness to the study (Creswell, 

2007). The researcher began with writing her own experiences of participation in 

wheelchair sports. The purpose of this was to acknowledge her experiences and 

identify her voice in the study. The journal was kept throughout the study to note any 

insights, biases, or assumptions that occurred during the interview. The journal was 

reviewed after the themes emerged to make sure the researcher was not placing her 

personal biases in the data. 

Creditability 

As a means for establishing creditability, Creswell (2007) suggested eight 

strategies to ensure that the information one is getting is creditable or valid. The 

strategies used within this study included prolonged engagement and persistent 

observation in the field building trust with participants and learning culture, 

triangulation, peer review or debriefing, and member checking. 

First, the researcher grew up within the disabled community acquiring a spinal 

cord injury at the age of 4. Through her participation in wheelchair sports, she was 

able to establish rapport with the participants. The researcher knew several of the 

face-to-face participants and built rapport with the phone-interview parents through 

her already established connection with the coaches and organizers of the programs 

the children participated in. 

Secondly, "member-checking" is described as the "researcher solicitation of 

participants' views of the credibility of the findings and interpretations" (Creswell, 

2007, p. 208). The researcher interviewed three coaches that are involved in the 
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coaching of children with a disability in sport. The coaches were given the 

opportunity to verify and or clarify any topics or themes that emerged during the data 

analysis phase of this study. 

As a further means to enhance creditability, the researcher utilized "peer 

briefing" which refers to the external check of the research process (Creswell, 2007). 

The peer debriefer was a doctoral student in Family Science at Texas Woman's 

University that served as a peer debriefer in this study. This individual read all 

transcriptions to ensure that the themes and concepts that emerged were from the data 

and not from the personal experience of the researcher's participation in wheelchair 

sports. This individual engaged in conversation and analytic questioning about the 

themes that she thought emerged as compared to those that the researcher identified. 

Ethical Considerations 

Of primary ethical concern in this study was the possible loss of 

confidentiality of participants due to the small size of the disabled community and the 

uniqueness of spinal cord injuries and other disabilities. Steps to minimize this risk 

included, reinforcing for participants the efforts to maintain confidentiality as 

protected by law and the Texas Woman's University Institutional Review Board, and 

reaffirming that participation in this study was strictly voluntary and participations 

could choose to discontinue the interview at any time. 

In order to further address issues of confidentially, participant numbers were 

assigned to all data forms to protect the identity of each parent. Only initials were 

used in the interview and on transcripts. Research materials, including consent forms, 

demographic questionnaire, interview audiotapes and transcripts, data analysis notes 

and electronic folders were stored in a locked cabinet in the principal' s investigator's 
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home. These materials will be stored for two years, at which time all electronic audio 

files and information files will be erased and all paper files will be shredded. 

Interviews were held in private locations or over the phone in the privacy of the 

researcher's home. 

Furthermore, the researcher performed data masking by changing the gender, 

geographical location, details about the acquired disability, and other details that had 

no effect on the data. This approached helped to ensure confidentiality of the parents 

and their families who participated in this study. 

Summary 

This chapter discusses the methodology and design for a qualitative study 

describing perceptions from parents of the impact on family of their child with a 

physical disability participation in sports. The researcher gained her sample from 

wheelchair sports organizations that work with youth with physical disabilities. The 

researcher gained data from five primary sources: transcriptions from participants' 

interviews, member checking from three coaches' interviews, one-peer debriefing, 

field notes, and reflexivity journal. The researcher used the heuristic model for data 

analysis. The researcher followed participant-protection protocol as stated from the 

Institutional Review Board from Texas Woman's University. 
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CHAPTERIV 

RESULTS OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to describe the impact on 

families of sports participation for a child with a physical disability. The researcher 

conducted semi-structured interviews with parents of a child with a physical disability 

who participated in sports. The parent's perception was studied by analyzing their 

story told in the interview. This chapter will discuss the procedures, description of 

sample, and methods of data analysis. 

Procedures 

The researcher conducted individual, face-to-face or phone semi-structured 

interviews with each participant. All interviews were help in a private location at a 

recreation center or at the researcher's house for phone interviews at the convenience 

of each respondent. The researcher built rapport in emails prior to the interview. 

Before the interview, the parents agreed to participate and signed consent forms. 

Next, at the beginning of the interview, the researcher let the participant know they 

would be audiotaped before turning on the recording equipment. The researcher asked 

each of the interview questions and allowed the participants to respond. The 

researcher used prompts when needed for participants to elaborate or clarify 

statements. 

The researcher transcribed seven of the interviews while the remaining 15 

interviews were transcribed by a professional transcriptionist. The researcher read the 

transcripts through the first time to become familiar with the interviews, and then read 
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them through for a second time before taking notes. The researcher then re-read the 

transcripts making notes and color coding similar concepts and themes. The 

researcher tallied similar themes and concepts that emerged from the data. The 

researcher then reread the transcripts keeping in mind the themes. At the end, four 

major themes emerged: parents' desires for child, barriers to sport participation, 

advantages of sports participation, and family resilience. 

Data Collection Process 

The participants in this study were 23 parents of a child that participates in 

sports with a physical disability. The researcher conducted either a face-to-face or 

phone interview. The researcher also interviewed three coaches of sports for children 

with physical disabilities to triangulate the data and add rigor to the study. 

The informed consent and demographic questionnaire were emailed to each 

participant who had responded to the recruitment flyer. After receiving the 

paperwork, a time was scheduled for the interview. Nine interviews were conducted 

face-to-face and 13 were conducted by phone. The researcher conducted 22 sessions 

with 23 parents; one parent had two children and two parents discussed their child. 

The researcher began building a rapport through emails prior to the phone 

interview to collect the necessary paperwork and schedule the interview. Due to the 

researcher personally being very active in wheelchair sports, all of the face-to-face 

and one of the phone interview participants have had a prior interaction with the 

researcher. Twelve of the 13 phone interview participants were not aware that the 

researcher was in a wheelchair or that she had participated in wheelchair sports prior 

to the interview; they had not met previously. 
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The average time length of the interviews was 41 minutes with the shortest 

one lasting 15:03 minutes and the longest one lasting 1 hour and 27 minutes. The 

phone interviews typically lasted longer than the face-to-face interview. This may 

have been because the phone interview participants did not know of the researcher's 

previous experience with wheelchair sports and participants explained in greater detail 

than the face-to-face participants who were aware of the researcher's wheelchair 

sports experience. 

1 2 3 4 .5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 :;_4 1.5 16 17 18 19 28 2l 22 

Figure 1. Interview time length in minutes. 

Description of the Sample 

The recruitment flyer (Appendix A) was disseminated on behalf of the 

researcher through several different social organizations for disabled sports such as 

Wheelchair Sports USA, National Wheelchair Basketball Association (NWBA), and 

through smaller organizations, throughout the United States. After the recruitment 

flyer was disseminated, the researcher received 27 responses from parents' who 

qualified for this study. Of those 27 responses, 3 had children over the age of 17, 2 
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more did not return the correct paperwork, and 1 submitted their paperwork after the 

deadline, resulting in 23 parents who completed the demographic questionnaire and 

the interview. 

The sample was comprised of 23 parents of children with disabilities who 

participate in sports. The researcher collected demographic data from each 

participating parent through an electronic form (Appendix B). A detailed description 

of the demographic data is provided in the following sections. 

Age and Gender of the Children 

Parents in this study completed demographic profiles of their children, 45.5% 

(n=lO) of the children were female and 54.5% (n=l3) of the children were males. The 

children were between the ages of 9 and 17, with an average age of 13.6 years old. 

Table 2 

Distribution of Children by Age and Gender 

Age (in years) Female Male Group total Group% 

9 1 0 1 4.3% 
10 1 1 2 8.6% 
11 0 0 0 0% 
12 0 2 2 8.6% 
13 2 3 5 21.7% 
14 4 2 6 26% 
15 2 1 3 13% 
16 0 3 3 13% 
17 0 1 1 4.3% 

Total 10 13 23 100% 

Gender and Family Make-Up 

Of the 23 parents who participated in this study, 78.2% (n=18) were female, 

and 19% (n=4) were male. Of the participants, there were three adoptive parents of 
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children with special needs, and one lesbian couple that answered questions together. 

Of the adoptive parents, one of the parents and her husband had the same disability as 

the two children. 

Geographical Location of Participants 

Participants for the study spanned across the United States including 

Washington, Arizona, North Dakota, Minnesota, Indiana, Maryland, North Carolina, 

Florida, Arkansas, with highest number of participants living in Texas (43.4%). 

Figure 2. Geographical location of participants. 

Type of Disability of the Children 

The parents' children had a total of 5 different types of physical disabilities. 

More than half (69.6%) of the children had spina bifidia, followed by cerebral palsy 

(17% ), and Calder Regression ( 4% )~ all of which are birth defects. Spinal cord 

injuries (4%) and Multiple Spinal Leaks (4%) are acquired disabilities, completing the 

sample. 
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Table 3 

Distribution of Types of Disability 

Type of Disability Female Male Group total Group% 

Spina Bifida 7 9 16 69.6% 

Cerebral Palsy 2 2 4 17.4% 

Calder Regression 1 0 1 4.3% 

Spinal Cord Injuries 0 1 1 4.3% 

Multiple Spinal Leaks 0 1 4.3% 

Total 10 13 23 100% 

Years of Child Participation in Sport( s) 

The number of years the parents' children participated in sports ranged from 6 

months to 11 years, with the average amount of 5.5 years. 

Table 4 

Distribution of Years of Participation in Sport 

Length of Female Male Group total Group% 

Participation 

0-2years* 1 1 2 8.7% 

3-5 years 5 5 10 43.5% 

6-8 years 3 2 5 21.7% 

9-11 years 1 5 6 26.1% 

Total 10 13 23 100% 

*Participants were not eligible for study until 6 months of sports participation 

Type of Sports Participation 

The researcher asked parents what type of sports their child participated in 

currently. Several of the parents indicated that their child participated in several sports 

at the same time (47.9% ), while the rest of the sample currently participated in one 
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sport (52.1 % ). The number of children participating in basketball was the largest 

(n=l 9), followed by swimming (n=8), track and field (n=6), archery (n=4), sled 

hockey (n=3), table tennis (n=2), skiing (n=2), tennis (n=l), power soccer (n=l), 

scuba diving (n=l), and shooting (n=l). 

The high number of participants in basketball may be explained by the 

recruitment flyer being distributed through the National Wheelchair Basketball 

Association. 

Table 5 

Distribution of Types of Sports Participation 

Sport Female Male Group Total Group% 

Basketball 9 11 19 39.6% 

Swimming 4 4 8 16.7% 

Track & Field 5 1 6 12.5% 

Archery 2 2 4 8.3% 

Sled Hockey 1 2 3 6.3% 

Table Tennis 0 2 2 4.1% 

Skiing 2 0 2 4.1% 

Tennis 0 1 2.1% 

Power Soccer 0 1 2.1% 

Shooting 0 2.1% 

Scuba 0 1 2.1% 

Total 25 24 48 100% 

Methods of Data Analysis 

The researcher conducted each of the interviews, then created an electronic 

audio file for each interview, the interviews were transcribed. The researcher 

transcribed seven of the interviews and hired a transcriptionist for the rest. The 
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researcher read through each story first to understand each participant's response. 

Next, the researcher re-read each of the interviews to find themes throughout each 

interview. 

Themes and Subthemes 

In analyzing the data, four major themes and several subthemes emerged. The 

first theme was parent's desires for child supported by three subthemes, (a) sense of 

normalcy, (b) belong to a group "like" them, and (c) weight gain. The second theme 

was the advantages of wheelchair sports supported by four subthemes, (a) impact on 

child, (b) community building, (c) friendship, (d) future aspirations. The third theme to 

emerge was barriers to participation supported by two subthemes, (a) time 

commitment and (b) financial commitment. The fourth and final theme was family 

resilience support by one subtheme resourcefulness. (See Table 6.) 
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Table 6 

Themes and Subthemes 

Themes 

Parents Desires Advantages of 
for Child Sports 

Subthemes 

Sense of 
Normalcy 

Belonging to a 
group "like" 
them 

Weight Gain 

Impact on Child 

Community 
Building 

Friendship 

Future 
Aspirations 

Barriers to 
Participation 

Time 
Commitment 

Financial 
Commitment 

Desires for Their Child 

Family Resilience 

Resourcefulness 

Throughout the course of the interview, parents expressed several desires for 

their child through their participation in wheelchair sports. Such desires include a 

sense of normalcy, belonging to a group "like" themselves, control weight gain, and 

future plans. Parents wished for their child with a physical disability to have the same 

opportunities as their able-bodied counterparts and to have the ability to succeed in 

the same manner. 

Sense of Normalcy 

The first sub-theme to emerge was the sense of normalcy. Parents wanted their 

child with a disability to feel "normal," to be able to relate to their able-bodied peers 

in some fashion, and to feel confident in their life with a disability. A parent talked 

about how wheelchair sports brings normalcy in her child's relationship with her able

bodied peers at school: 
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Pl: It [wheelchair sports] helps her be confident with her non-disabled peers, 

you know, she does think like they do. When they are talking about their 

activities she can say I have activities too. I have practice too. 

Another parent shared their family story: 

Pl: He feels more confident I think, around kids without disabilities that he, 

you know, that he does the same kind of things. That you know, that he has 

trophies too. Those days when yeah, you're coming in last, you know, in most 

the thing you're swimming in the meet, I think that it [wheelchair sport] helps 

him kind of remember that he has his own outlet. 

A parent shared about finding wheelchair sports after her child lost the use of his legs: 

Pl: I know that basketball is important to him and he had pretty much lost a 

lot of friendships due to his illness. People are kind of scared to come around 

so I thought it was very, very important to see if I can find something that he 

can do with his chair. 

A parent expressed the importance of wheelchair sports in their child's life in his 

ability to relate to how able-bodied athletes feel: 

Pl: Now when he watches the sport, he relates in a different manner because 

he knows what an athlete is thinking when he's on the corner, on the floor, on 

the field, he knows how difficult things can be so he can relate on a better 

way. 

Several parents shared how they expect the coach to treat their children: 

Pl: That is probably the thing I expect the most is that they [coach] don't slack 

off in their expectations of performance just because he's disabled. 
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P2: You have to work as hard as everybody else and just that everything is 

equal. 

A parent shared her hopes and dreams for her child: 

Pl: Our aim for him is that just be as happy as he is at the moment, but for his 

whole lifetime and he's able to earn his own money and live independent from 

us. I guess that's what every parent wants for his child, but with him we see 

there are some hurdles along the way. Hopefully, we can overcome them and 

that he will end up as a happy human being. 

Belonging to a Group "Like" Themselves 

Parents shared their desire for their child to find people "like" themselves and 

belonging to a group. Parents wanted their child not to be isolated and depressed 

because they did not feel like they fit in with their able-bodied peers because they sat 

on the sidelines and watched. 

Parents discussed the impact that wheelchair sports has had on their children: 

Pl: I think he's gotten a little bit more confidence and his social skills have 

picked up more and I think it is just because he is around other kids in chairs 

and more on the same wavelength. 

P2: We went out [to the first practice] and my son, I could tell he felt a little 

more relaxed, you know, he was nervous at first but when he-once he met 

everybody, and they made him feel so welcomes, he began to feel a little bit 

more relaxed then I think it helped him understand that there was hope, that he 

would be able to compete again in a competitive level but just on a 

wheelchair. 
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P3: Because you get to meet so many different people from all over the place 

and it really lets the kids discover that you know there are so many other, 

everybody there is so many other kids in the same situation that they are, they 

are not alone. 

P4: To know that he can compete like all of his able-bodied peers. In fact, he 

can be at a level that, most of his able-bodied friends will never get to. They 

don't travel nationally, they don't go to national tournaments and nationals 

competitions so um, that has been huge for his self-esteem and self

confidence. 

Another parent shared their child's struggle at school and how participation in 

wheelchair sports has helped this because of belonging to a group of people "like" 

him: 

Pl: His mainstream is school, but doesn't meant that he's not necessarily able 

to pull up to any lunch table he wants to or hang out with crowds and kids that 

would normally click together you know, take him extra time to get places, 

takes extra time to get to classroom and out of the classroom, you know, 

they're a little more isolated than kids typically are and the activities they 

participate in, you know. It's even make them much more isolated so from my 

maturity standpoint of having a group of friends, of having a group of 

teammates, of having a group of people that you can look or going through 

challenges in different ages, in different times. 

Weight Gain 

A third sub-theme that emerged was weight gain. Several parents were 

concerned with the possible weight gain of their child with a physical disability. 
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Parents expressed that doctors had advised them to keep their child active because 

they were prone to gaining weight due to side effects of their disability and being 

sedentary. A parent shared the advice given to her by doctors when her child was a 

baby: 

PI : The neurosurgeon, the urologist, everyone warned us, you got to watch his 

weight. It is harder for him to move. The harder it is for him to move; the less 

he is going to want to do it, the less he moves the more weight he will gain; 

the more weight that he will gain the harder the way it is to move, it is a 

vicious circle. 

Parents shared thoughts about weight gain and practicing: 

Pl: We have to make sure that she isn't over weight, but it has to be fun 

exercise for them to do it on a regular basis. So when they are running up and 

down the court, I am just like "exercise, exercise, exercise." 

P2: A way to keep fit, exercise. Move, move, move, build cardio. 

A parent discussed the results of their child gaining weight and the difficulties this has 

caused: 

I think it teaches him how to take care of himself and how to eat right and try 

not to become an obese person. He's gotten kind of heavy and he realizes it's 

so much harder for you to be in sports when he is heavy so he's kind of on this 

losing weight now. 

Advantages of Participation in Wheelchair Sports 

A second theme that emerged throughout the course of the interviews was the 

advantages of participation in wheelchair sports. All parents discussed the advantages 

that participation in wheelchair sports has brought to not only their child but to their 
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family as well. Parents discussed the impact that wheelchair sports have had on their 

child, the siblings and themselves. Also, the parents discussed community building 

within the disabled community and then the disabled community helping in bridging 

the gap between their disabled child and their able-bodied community. Furthermore, 

parents discussed the socialization and friendship their child has gained through their 

participation in sports. 

Impact on the Child 

All parents discussed the impact that participation in wheelchair sports has had 

on their child. Parents reported that wheelchair sports has been a confidence builder, 

increased their child's self esteem, has taught social, leadership, and goal setting 

skills, independence, responsibility, dedication, teamwork and team participation, and 

role models for their child. 

Typical comments as parents discussed the impact that wheelchair sports has had on 

children include: 

Pl: I think the sports participation, it has really increased his sense of self

esteem, self-confidence, role models, adults who are disabled that coach or 

compete in sports themselves. Seeing that they are self-efficient, self

supporting, you know, seeing that knowing he can grow up knowing that he 

can be anything that he wants to be. Knowing that he doesn't have to grow up 

being insecure, knowing that he is not all less than any of the kids that he goes 

to school with. 

P2: Before she started she had a really difficult time accepting her disability. 

She would cry herself to sleep and we would see a psychologist. We were 
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really not getting anywhere, so we would go and have pity parties. Once we 

got into wheelchair sports, all that changed. It didn't show up again. 

P3: It really boosted her self-esteem. We saw that translating not only into 

recreational activities but also into her academic studies. 

A parent discussed how wheelchair sports have saved her child's life: 

Pl: She became very depressed because she just felt there is nothing for her, 

nothing to enjoy, and nothing that she can enjoy anymore, so I really find 

wheelchair sport gave my child her life back. 

Several parents shared how wheelchair sports impacted school performance. Typical 

comments were: 

Pl: He went from 'I'm sick all the time. I'm behind in everything why try 

passing' to 'oh my goodness I need to make A's and B's so I can get into 

college' and then it has made him a lot more responsible, helped him with 

organizational skills and everything because he knows he needs to be 

organized in order to be successful. 

P2: And her confidence as opposed to just being discouraged in about 

everything because she's got a personality where like a top athlete personality 

'I have to win and you know I am winner, I'm going to win'. And so always 

being at the bottom of the pack in school is really frustrating for that kind of a 

person. So I think just having success in sports, probably exceeded over into 

her way her brain functions over academic subjects and everything. And then 

having more success in that is a kind of virtual cycle. I think it has really 

helped her. 
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P3: So, I'm saying that we are talking about wheelchair sports, but it isn't just 

about the sports. It's much bigger thing than that because what sports does is it 

creates, you know, self-esteem and the involvement helps her to make friends 

with people that have similar struggles. Which gives them someone they could 

talk to, a real friend, not just an acquaintance. 

Community Building Within the Disabled Community 

Several parents discussed how wheelchair sports have impacted their family 

life causing them to get active in wheelchair sports by becoming coaches or officials 

for the sports that their child participates in. Also, several parents reported the wealth 

of knowledge that they have gained in talking with other parents of children with a 

physical disability who are active in wheelchair sports. This includes parents talking 

to other parents they come across in the community that have children with physical 

disability and making them aware of the sports in the community. Several parents 

reported that their child gives speeches to others about awareness of wheelchair sports 

and disability as a whole. One parent discussed their activity: 

Pl: We are very active with his sports as well. We help out with the swim 

team for swim meets. We help out with the hospitality room or for timing. I 

have learned how to keep score for the basketball tournaments. His dad 

maintains all of the wheelchairs for the three teams. 

Another parent talked about becoming an official and how it has helped to reduce the 

cost of travel: 

Pl: I mean, my wife and I really got into this. We became officials so we 

actually worked at the meets that we go to and one reason we do that is to help 

to pay the cost. 
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A parent shared how vital talking with parents has been in her life: 

Pl: The parents have tons of information and follow-up leads on related sports 

programs through to the local community and the national community. We 

started going to the Endeavor Games because we have heard about it from 

another parent. 

A parent discussed how her child is giving back to the wheelchair sports community 

currently and in the future: 

Pl: I'm sure she will be involved in basketball or sports or something to give 

back to the community and help others that are coming up because she knows 

how much that it has helped her. She wants to help other people. And I see her 

doing that right now. She will find kids in chairs and she will go up to them 

and talk to them trying to get them to play. 

Community Building Between the Disabled Community and Able-Bodied Community 

Parents discuss how their child's participation in wheelchair sports has 

impacted their life in their able-bodied community such as school or other activities. 

One parent shared how the sibling of a child was impacted by his participation in 

wheelchair sports: 

Pl: My [child] had been very affected by my [child's] illness and I think he's 

gone through for two years in a row, she forgave her birthday parties and 

fundraised instead and have people donate money to test him in the hospital 

the first year and then she raised $400 for the team through her birthday 

instead of giving gifts. So it's just really, really impacted her. 
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Another parent shared the story of her child being selected for the Academy Team to 

go to the Paralympics and experience them as a spectator and the impact that had on 

her school life: 

Pl: When she was at the Paralympics, she was like the star of tenth grade. 

They [the school] talked about it. They made a big announcement. She was in 

a school publication and so I think she's really proud of herself and I think she 

likes to really show that off to other people, 'I can do this', 'look how good I 

am at something', 'I'm better than you at certain things', so I think it's been a 

huge, huge lift for her self esteem. 

A parent discussed how wheelchair sports has impacted her child to go out and talk in 

the able-bodied community: 

Pl: She feels comfortable with her disability and goes around and does 

speeches about disability awareness. She can talk to any level of person 

whether it is a CEO at a company or a janitor at the school. She is just a very 

social person as where before she was just with a couple of friends and not 

getting out feeling sorry for herself and not wanting to do things. 

A parent shared how her child bringing together her disabled friends with her able

bodied friends impacted the awareness between the two communities: 

Pl: So [child] doesn't use a wheelchair, she uses crutches, but you had [child] 

using [child's] spare wheelchair riding around, then someone else got in the 

standing frame. Instead of playing the Wii we were all playing and running 

around the house in the wheelchairs and they all wanted to ride the elevator. 

Then somebody said 'I wish that I had a wheelchair' and one of her non

disabled friends asked for an old chair that her parents can buy off of Ebay so 
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that she can come over and play wheelchair basketball with [child] in a 

wheelchair. None of that would have happened if we weren't involved. 

Friendship 

Several parents stated that the reason they got their child into wheelchair 

sports was for friendship. Also, when asked, "What their child would miss the most if 

they could no longer participate in wheelchair sports" the most common answer was 

their friends. Parents shared how wheelchair sports improved their children's social 

skills and making friends: 

Pl: She has gotten a sense of community with the kids that she participates in 

and she has friends all over the country because of the Nationals that she 

participates in tournaments and competitions. Daily she is talking to and 

texting friends in different states. 

P2: She's a ninth grader this year, by having Facebook and she's-like within 

the last month since we allowed her to be on Facebook, she's like gathered, 

you know, hundreds of friends and s good percentage of them are from her 

athletic competitions. 

P3: For us is that he's using his body differently and that he's meeting other 

people who are wheelchair-bound or have other problems. 

P4: Friendships that he has made with kids all over the country for playing in 

tournaments the self-confidence that all sports have given to him. 

A parent shared how her child's participation has impacted the whole family's life: 

Pl: Sports have made an impact on her life as well as ours because we get to 

meet so many people, be around positive people in sports. I don't know where 

we would be without it. 
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Future Aspirations 

Several parents shared their child's future goals and aspirations. Several 

children shared that they would like to attend a college with a wheelchair sports 

program, others had shared that they wanted a job coaching wheelchair sports or 

being involved as a recreational therapist. Others have shared their goals of making a 

Paralympic team in their sport: 

Pl: Right now the plan, at age 12. He wants to go to the Paralympics in 

swimming in 2012 at 16, then switch to basketball in 2020 for a couple of 

Paralympics. I don't know if we will get there, but it is good for him to have 

goals 

P2: With his career, his finding the sports again, I think are going to allow him 

to kind of go after his dream and find something that he doesn't feel like he 

has to compromise you know. His friends right now are working at Wal-Mart 

and [ child] got I think a lot bigger dreams. He talks about them, going to 

college and playing basketball. 

P3: I see him as he involved in his sports as far. I mean that maybe become 

one of his jobs or a job, maybe a career, you know he really likes to teach. 

Barriers to Participation 

A third theme that emerged was the barriers families face in participating in 

wheelchair sports. All of participants reported that the biggest barriers to the 

participation of their child in wheelchair sports were the awareness or accessibility to 

the sport, time commitment, and financial commitment. 
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Awareness/Accessibility 

Several parents discussed the troubles they had experienced in trying to find a 

sport for their child to participate in due to their disability. Several parents shared they 

heard about wheelchair sports through word of mouth from other parents, flyers at 

another event, the internet or through their rehabilitation center or hospital that they 

were associated with in their area. Parents expressed that their child was involved in a 

certain sport because it was the only sport available in their area so their child did not 

really know about the other opportunities that exist for them to participate in. 

Parents discussed the challenges in finding wheelchair sports in their area and 

how their child chose their sports: 

Pl: We kept calling and calling and all we could find is Special Olympics and 

she is not mentally challenged so she couldn't do that. 

P2: Well, when she was 8 it was pretty much all that was offered as a team 

sport for someone in a wheelchair. So that is what she did, I'm not saying that 

is all that she did, but that is all that was offered through the rehab hospital 

that we were affiliated with at the time. 

P3: It was in middle school. I think he was, he must have been in eighth grade, 

and his teacher was wheelchair bound. He is, I think a paraplegic, and he was 

the wheelchair basketball coach. 

P4: It's really hard to find a lot of information about these things [wheelchair 

sports]. And the physical therapy clinics don't provide it [information] 

because they are using the medical model. 

49 



P4: She wanted to play soccer so I started going online and looking for 

different things and came across a Blaze program and I emailed them, and 

they called me and got me connected with the program in my area. 

PS: Someone, another parent told me about the [organization's name]. So I 

guess it was, you know a parent referral. 

Time Commitment 

All of the parents discussed the time commitment being the biggest cost to 

their child's participation in wheelchair sports. Due to the fact that wheelchair sports 

are limited to one or two programs per state, parents may have to travel quite a 

distance to attend practices. Also, for programs to be competitive, teams must travel 

to other parts of the state or to another state. One parent discussed the amount of time 

it takes to get their child to weekly practices: 

Pl: So, trying to fit a practice in [city] about 45 minutes to an hour depending 

on traffic, sometimes longer. Each way to get to twice a week for my son to 

practice Wednesdays after school and then Saturday's for half a day. 

Wednesday nights to not getting home to almost ten, getting up in the 

morning, it's tough, you know, it's tough. 

P2: But there's a lot of time and nights away and it's expensive especially 

when gas is four bucks a gallon. You know, I didn't even want to add up how 

much I was spending on gas just to get him to practice twice a week in [city] 

'cause we live, you know 45 minutes away. 

Parents discussed trying to work and take their child to practices: 

Pl: Time, it costs my time. I have to sacrifice because I have a job and some 

of the things ... I have three jobs, as a matter of fact. And some of the things 
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that I do for my jobs takes up my time on the weekends and I don't have my 

time to do my work for that on the weekends [ we are here at practice], then I 

get behind. 

P2: A lot of time commitment as well. You now, honestly I am not sure if it 

wasn't sports, if there be something else to substitute for it. There probably 

would be, but I think sports especially swimming required a huge time 

commitment, year around, definitely would give enough time. 

One parent discussed how being a coach helped with the time commitment: 

Pl: I think it has brought [child] closer to her dad. [Parent] helped coach the 

basketball team so they would travel quite a bit together, just the two of them, 

then [child] and I would travel to Nationals together, so it kind of gave us the 

one-on-one time. 

Financial Commitment 

Financially, parents reported that it is very expensive to participate in 

wheelchair sports due to traveling to different competitions and the cost of equipment 

needed to have the ability to participate. Several parents discussed that the equipment 

for their child to participate is borrowed from the team to help in reducing the cost. 

Although there is such a financial cost, parents do all they can to keep their child 

participating because it is that important. One parent shared: 

Pl: This is our priority above and beyond our bills to make sure our kids go to 

the tournaments because it's that important to them. 

P2: It has been an expensive adventure and I work part time just to try and 

help pay for more. 

51 



Another parent discussed to what extent they would go for their child to be able to 

participate in wheelchair sports because of the impact it has had on their entire family: 

Pl: And of course we would take out a loan to get this chair, the track chair. 

We get back more than we give. 

A parent discussed how the program has helped reduce the cost: 

Pl: Basically they [the organization] have the equipment for you to try and 

then if it is something that your athlete is really interested in at some point, 

you sort of state picking up the equipment on your own as well. 

Finally, a parent discussed that the cost has been high, but why she stays involved in 

wheelchair sports: 

Pl: It's just been invaluable the things that because for awhile we couldn't like 

we had a timeshare. I was ready to sell the timeshare and give it up because he 

couldn't go skiing with us and then after we got the sit-ski, and you know, 

skied past me on the mountain it was the best thing. 

Family Resilience 

A fourth overall theme is the resiliency of the families of children with 

physical disabilities. Several of the participants had children with a birth defect that 

left them with a physical disability meaning several surgeries. Other families had a 

life changing moment that paralyzed their child for the rest of their life. Also, parents 

have adopted children with special needs, and in one case, both of the parents had 

disabilities. These families have continued being active in their life, providing a 

positive environment for their child to grow up in. 

One parent described the early childhood of her daughter with spina bifida: 
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Pl: When they are younger there are so many surgeries and stuff. Your head is 

spinning for the first 4 years and then the 5th year it begins to slow down and 

you are like, we are going to have a normal life and I won't be going to 

neurosurgeons all my life. But you become really resilient. 

Another mother described receiving the phone call that her three children and her 

husband had just been in a car accident and to come to the hospital: 

Pl: At the emergency room, yes, in this one hospital and they had called 

Children's Hospital to come down and airlift son and daughter because they 

were the worst and then my husband and youngest son were going to another 

hospital. They were shipping them to another hospital in an ambulance 

because they had to have emergency surgeries on their bones because they had 

broken ... They wouldn't let me go .... So ljust prayed real hard. 

A mother described how she managed work and a sick child: 

Pl: We were in the hospital with antibiotics and I took vacation for a week, 

but the month of February I was in the office for 2 days. They [work] didn't 

even charge it against my sick time and still kept me full salary. Their intern 

was bringing me work at the hospital. When we were at the hospital it was 

like, whatever just send them over. 

A parent who adopted a child with a physical disability discussed the challenges the 

child faced before coming to the U.S. 

Pl: He's really come out of her shell, but you're looking at a kid that wasn't 

with us from birth. He came in as a six year old, not speaking any English. It 

took two to three years for him to really become adapted to American life. He 

was pretty fluent three months after he came home from [country] when he 
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was six, but it took a while to catch her up to school, reading and writing and 

math. But I think when he stated playing basketball, I think he really came into 

himself. 

Another parents shared how her child was handling life after a back surgery: 

Pl: I think the hardest part that we have ever gone through was when she had 

her surgery. That she couldn't participate and that when she came back she 

couldn't come back at the level in which she was before her surgery .... Now 

she is getting her game back and is learning to play with her new disability 

[loss of functionality due to back surgery]. 

Resourcefulness 

Parents were resourceful in finding sports for their child to participate in, 

finding ways to financially afford going on trips, and sharing information with other 

parents of disabled child to see what resources are available for their child. Several 

parents shared that they had written grants to help with travel or equipment costs. 

Here is what a few parents stated in how their family reduced the cost: 

Pl: Challenged Athletes Fund we were able to get him his basketball chair. 

P2: The chair was $2000, but her parents and my mom and my brother-I said 

instead of giving her stuff for Christmas, just give us money towards the chair 

and its expense. I would have preferred the insurance to pay for it, but there is 

always something that is going to take your money when your kid's got a 

disability. 

P3: We don't do a lot of other stuff. We try to save our money. We work for a 

non-profit organization, a matter of fact, my husband and two other parents 
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that were part of the track and basketball team to raise money to help pay for 

the trips. 

One of the parents shared the non-profit that his child started to help other children 

obtain a track chair: 

Pl: He started a non-profit foundation type thing called [name of non-profit] 

and with the help of a chiropractor and the challenge is the have to do a 15K in 

a regular chair. If they can do the 15K in a regular chair then they [non-profit 

name] will provide them a racing chair. 

One parent discussed how their team and they themselves financially make it to 

tournaments: 

Pl: For the [city name] trip we got the donation of 3 vans so we are actually 

driving ourselves to [city name] so all of our gas is covered. For [city name] I 

cashed in frequent flyer miles. 

Additional Results 

In reading the transcripts multiple times, the researcher felt there was 

important information that parents were sharing, but were not necessarily themes. 

Much of this information was the results of the questions that were being asked of the 

parents. This next section will include the expectations that parents have of the 

coaches, expectations that parents have of wheelchair sports, and advice for other 

parents that have a child with a physical disability. 

Expectations of Coaches 

The researcher asked parents the following question: "What expectations do 

you have from the coach on your child's participation in wheelchair sports?" Several 

parents stated that they expected the coach to teach the sport (n=12), treat the child as 
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"normal" and expect them to do their best (n=lO), communication with parents (n=9), 

teach sportsmanship (n=7), teach respect for authority (n=4), have fun (n=4), teach the 

children to be leaders (n=4), teach the children to be followers (n=3), to be fair (n=3) 

and to be honest (n=3). 

Parent's expectations of the coaches for the team their child participates on were 

expressed through the following quotes: 

Pl: I would like her to teach the sport, but also teach correct social skills and 

respect for adult authority. 

P2: We feel what we expect out of the coach, what we would like to see, 

ideally, a coach that will teach them skills, teach them teamwork, teach them 

to go out there and have fun and do their best. 

P3: He loves to win just like everybody else and the kids understand that as 

well. He talks to them, and they get to play, and he tries to play more than the 

first string and we are fortunate enough to have that many players. I guess my 

expectations of him are be fair and not scream and yell at them. You can 

discipline them without degrading them and he does a very good job at that. 

A parent that is a coach for his child in one sport shared what he expects out of the 

coaches in other sports that his child participates in: 

Pl: It is just really to teach the game and be there for them and do not baby 

them, teach them the rules of the game, teach them the skills of the game and 

help them to get better and let them push themselves as hard as they want to, 

goals to show them ways to get better and compete better for the ones that 

want to do that. 
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A parent discussed what she expected out of an able-bodied coach or one that had no 

experience with a child with a disability: 

Pl: I expect that they know what they're doing with the sport. I expect that if 

this is the first time they've coached a child with a disability that they're open 

to being educated about it. And I expect that they will listen to my child when 

they are telling them, you know, something is wrong .... That is probably the 

thing I expect the most is that they don't slack off in their expectations of 

performance just because he is disabled. 

Another parent shared that their expectations changed if it was a coach with a 

disability compared an able-bodied coach: 

Pl: I think it kind of depends on sort of it we are talking about an able-bodied 

team versus the physically disabled team. For the able-bodied coaches I like 

them to communicate with me, to be open about how to accommodate with the 

disability, what to look for, what to work on, were there any special training 

techniques that should be avoided or employed. I wanted to have an open 

dialogue with them about that. And hope that they would kind of seek 

information from me as they think they need it. 

Expectations of Wheelchair Sports 

The researcher asked the parents their expectation of wheelchair sports 

through the use of the following question: "What expectations do you have from your 

child's participation in wheelchair sports?" Several of the parents responded that they 

would like to see wheelchair sports continue to grow (n=l 5), continue to make the 

current program available in the future (n=l3), promote wheelchair sports in the able-
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bodied community (n= 11 ), fundraise (n=5), improve classification system (n=2) and 

to provide educational clinics (n=2). 

Parents shared their expectations of wheelchair sports, as well as how they were 

trying to support wheelchair sports and doing their part to make it grow: 

Pl: As far as wheelchair sports goes we made a point to make our own 

wheelchair sports now that we know what is out there and how far we can go. 

[started their own non-profit]. 

P2: Well to educate the world about the abilities of people who have 

disabilities. Really attitude is really the only disability. To break down the 

barrier between the abs [able-bodies] as [ child] calls them and the disabled. 

P3: I wish there were more organized sports out there. I wish there was 

enough teams out here so we could play teams around here and have like a 

game a week or something. Still have tournaments that we can travel to. I just 

wish it would grow. It isn't going to grow until all the parents get involved. It 

has to start somewhere and I think it is. We have way more people then most 

of the teams. 

P4: I still see it in its infancy. I think it's growing in popularity. It's hard to get 

people to sponsor it and it's still not a huge public thing. So, I hope it 

increases in popularity. 

P5: I would hope that it would grow and expand and there's more wheelchair 

sports all over the nation and it became more acceptable and accessible for 

kids. 
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Support Parents Need 

The researcher asked the parents: "What support do you need to help your 

child participate in sport?" Several parents shared that they need the support of the 

organization and financial support as the biggest need. Parents shared they needed the 

support of the school, communication between the coaches and the parents, and their 

family members support. 

A parent shared that she needed the communication between the coaches and parent 

to continue in wheelchair sports: 

Pl: Clear communication of when things are going to happen, where they are 

happening and things like that. 

Parents shared the support they have from family: 

Pl: My family's [support], my husband, and now it would be the support of 

the community to learn about it and get more people interested in it 

[ wheelchair sports]. 

P2: The support I need mostly is just from work to be able to have the time off 

to be able to travel. It'd be nice to have more financial support from the team 

because it kind of takes a toll on us. And I mean, we make decent salaries so I 

could imagine what it does, to others. 

Another parent shared the need for financial support as well as family support: 

Pl: I think the biggest thing is financial support of any kind and obviously our 

family is a motivated family. So, given a motivated family I think the biggest 

obstacles for most people are the expense of it. The opportunities are there to 

do it; it's just being able to afford what's out there. 
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Advice from Parents 

The researcher asked the parents: "What advice would you give to other 

parents about participation in wheelchair sports?" Several of the parents gave advice 

to "get involved" and to "get their child active in something". Following are some 

samples of the advice that parents provide to other parents of children with disability. 

Parents shared their advice about wheelchair sports: 

Pl: If there is any possible way you can swing it, it is soo important for you to 

do for child and for them to do for themselves. Even if the skills aren't there 

find a way to find the time and what it will do for your child, it just can't be 

replaced with anything else. 

P2: To get heavily involved because the parent is the child's biggest disability 

I tell them when I talk to people. As far as the sport side of it, it gives your 

child a sense of independence that they may not have been able to get yet and 

able allows the child to do things for themselves. The advice is help your child 

become independent, help your child to know there is nothing out there that 

they can't do. 

P3: To not to be afraid for your child to try something new. I have seen a lot of 

parents that are like 'oh no, I'm not going to let my child play that because I 

am afraid that they are going to get hurt.' My advice would be to let them try it 

because it is the best thing in the world for them to do because I have seen too 

many kids whose parents would not let them try and then the kids won't do 

anything, they won't be social, they don't want to try anything. Just let them 

try it. If they fall down and get hurt, they get back up and continue to try. 
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P4: To definitely, definitely take your children to participate. I will meet a 

parent with a kid with a disability who I said "Wow, he would be great" at 

whatever and give them the information and they never even call because they 

have no idea you know. Sometimes especially if there are siblings the kid 

[ with a disability] kind of takes a back seat to the siblings who are achieving 

you. I do think down the road that it is going to be very difficult because these 

kids have a shell built around them and then that is it they can't be, they don't 

grow up to be a very productive and you want your child no matter what to be 

a productive person. 

A parent shared why she felt it was important for other parents to get their child 

involved: 

Pl: They get them active in any type of sports that their child is interested in 

and to let them try out if they have never tried it before. Just give it time, let 

them do something and get them active in it because I think it helped [child]'s 

health as far as keeping him strong, not willing him to stay in bed and seeing 

him become more independent and knowing that he can. Also being around 

other people who are in wheelchair but it affects their mentality that they get 

an 'I can' instead of 'I can't attitude'. 

Summary 

The focus of this chapter was on the findings of the emergent themes from 

data collected through semi-structured interviews with 23 parents of children with a 

physical disability that participated in wheelchair sports. Significant excerpts from 

participants own words were utilized in order to honor the qualitative nature of this 

phenomenological study. The findings of this study revealed four themes: (a) Parents' 
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desires for their child, (b) Advantages to the family and child in participation of 

wheelchair sports, (c) Barriers to participation in wheelchair sports, and (d) Family 

resilience associated with having a child with a physical disability. In addition, the 

researcher included additional results that included parents' expectations of coaches 

and wheelchair sports, supports that parents need for their child to participate in 

wheelchair sports and the advice that parents have for other parents with a child with 

a physical disability. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the findings relative to the research 

questions which frame this study, connect to the existing literature on (a) an 

individual with a disability; (b) parents raising a child with a disability; and (c) impact 

of sports on individual, and to the implications of this study for theory, research and 

practice within hospitals, schools, coaches, and family sciences. This chapter will 

conclude with an examination of limitations and strengths of this study in the area of 

family studies and parental perception of wheelchair sports on a child with a physical 

disability. Finally, this chapter will offer recommendations for further research on the 

parent's perception of the impact of wheelchair sports on a child with a physical 

disability. Analysis of findings found four themes: 

1. All parents reported some sort of desire for their child in participation of 

their child in wheelchair sports. 

2. All parents reported some sort of advantage to the family and the child in 

sports participation such as community building or the impact they have 

seen it have on their child. 

3. All parents reported some sort of barrier to participation in wheelchair 

sports, such as a time commitment, financial cost due to the sports 

participation, or cost related to their child being disabled. 

4. Based on their responses, all parents showed characteristics of family 

resilience. 
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In addition to these four themes, parents shared their expectation for coaches and 

wheelchair sports, support that they need to continue their participation in wheelchair 

sports and advice for other parents whose child participates in wheelchair sports. 

Discussion of Findings Relative to Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to describe the impact on families of sports 

participation for a child with a physical disability between the ages of 9 and 17 with a 

physical disability consisting of spinal cord injury, amputation, spina bifida, physical 

birth defect, or other disability that impacts the physical ability of the child. The child 

had to have participated in some sort of organized team or individuals sport for at 

least 6 months prior to the parent being interview. 

This study was framed around two research questions: 

I. What are parents' perceptions of sports for children with a physical 

disability? 

2. What are parents' perceptions of the impact of sports participation for 

children with a physical disability? 

Parents' Perceptions of Sports for Children with a Physical Disability 

Parents and coaches stated several benefits to a child with a physical disability 

through their participation in wheelchair sports. Most importantly sports participation 

gives the child something to look forward to, belong to an organization or team, and 

have the ability to share their experiences in sports with their peers at school. Parents 

shared that the financial cost to participate is high and coaches agreed with this being 

a barrier. Coaches are concerned for the future of wheelchair sports and the continued 

involvement of teams to travel to competitions and tournaments. Parents and coaches 
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both shared that wheelchair sports allow the child with a disability to have a sense of 

accomplishment and to compete against children with the same ability as they do. 

In addition to the parents' perception of wheelchair sports, coaches shared that 

there was a lack of qualified coaches to start a new program or to teach the current 

wheelchair sports program in the area. The coaches shared that there is a need for 

more qualified individuals to coach and that small steps are being made by US 

Paralympics and other wheelchair sports organizations to provide education to help 

resolve this program. One coach shared that transportation to and from has been a 

barrier to their sports program. Coaches agreed with parents in that communication 

between coach and parents is crucial and that that is a skill that several coaches lack 

within the wheelchair sports community. 

In conducting this study the researcher was surprised to learn how much the 

parents do not know about wheelchair sports as well as their child's rights within the 

school system. The parents were not aware of websites of the organizations in which 

they held a membership or where to go to find qualifying information for national 

competitions. The researcher was aware of this information through her own personal 

experience growing up in wheelchair sports. Based on perception of these 

participation, wheelchair sports organizations need to do more to educate their 

participants about the details wheelchair sports and the different organizations. 

How Parents Understood the Impact of Sports Participation 

Parent's perceptions of the impact of sports participation for a child with a 

physical disability were central to this study. All of the parents (23 out of 23) 

expressed desires for their child with a physical disability to include: a sense of 
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normalcy, belonging to a group of individuals "like" themselves, or to keep their 

child active to prevent potential weight gain. 

Parents also indicated several advantages from their child's participation in 

wheelchair sports. These advantages consisted of community building within the 

disabled community and the disabled community to the able-bodied community, 

friendship, and the impact that wheelchair sports has had on their child. These impacts 

include a confidence builder, increased their child's self esteem, has taught social 

skills, leadership, and goal setting skills, independence, responsibility, dedication, 

teamwork and team participation, and role models for their child. 

Parents shared the barriers that they have experienced to participation in 

wheelchair sports. These barriers included the financial cost of not only the cost of 

wheelchair sports, but the cost of the disability on the family. Another cost that all of 

the parents shared were the amount of time commitment that is associated with the 

participation in wheelchair sports. This time commitment included going to practices 

and traveling to tournaments and national competitions. 

Discussion of Themes Relative to Existing Literature 

The review of literature and theoretical frameworks in the initial review of 

literature served as a guide as to how this study was organized and framed. Further 

review of literature was compared and contrasted with the findings of this study. 

Specific themes have determined the research studies and theoretical frameworks to 

be examined, which are organized into seven categories: sense of normalcy among 

children with a physical disability, weight gain and physical activity, awareness and 

accessibility to wheelchair sports, impact of sports participation for a child with a 

physical disability, loneliness, family resilience, and the impact on siblings. 
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Sense of Normalcy Among Children with a Physical Disability 

Parents expressed a desire for their child to find a sense of normalcy through 

their participation in wheelchair sports. Parents felt that their child was gaining social 

and leadership skills as well as improved self-esteem and confidence through their 

participation in wheelchair sports. Parents shared that wheelchair sports provides 

opportunities and experiences to their child that allows them to go to school and have 

something to share with their peers. Parents also shared that through participating in 

wheelchair sports their child can experience something that normal children 

experiences and that is being a member of a sports team or organization. Children 

with physical disabilities are often excluded by classmates, are not included in 

physical activity, and excluded from other activities due to the barriers associated 

with their disability (Taub & Greer, 2000). Taub and Greer (2000) asserted that 

participation of physical activity with peers gave children with physical disabilities an 

"opportunity to acquire physical skills and enhance social capabilities" (p.400). This 

finding is consistent with the findings in this study. 

Weight Gain and Physical Activity 

Several parents reported that they were concerned about their child's weight 

gain, therefore, it is very important for them to be active in some fashion. Parents 

indicated that doctors warn them of the increased risk of weight gain for their child 

with a disability due to the lower level of fitness. Parents shared that they encouraged 

their child to continue participate in wheelchair sports into adulthood and beyond 

because of the healthy lifestyle that is promoted. Parents felt in order for their children 

to want to exercise it needed to be fun and wheelchair sports allows exercise to be 

fun. A clinical report discussed the benefits of a child with a physical disability to 
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participation in recreational activities or sports. These benefits include: minimized 

deconditioning, optimizes physical functioning, and enhances overall well-being 

(Murphy, Carbone, & The Council of Children with Disabilities, 2008). The report 

goes on to discuss that children with disability have lower levels of fitness and have 

high levels of obesity as compared with their able-bodied peers. Blauwet (2005) 

reported that participation in sports can lead to improved physical and mental health 

for individuals with a disability because it provides consistent physical activity and 

training. In the current study, parents shared the benefit of sport participation in the 

future, 

Pl: Physically, I think it will help her in the future to keep in shape and to be 

able to deal with her physical disability. 

P2: I expect that it [wheelchair sport] keeps him in shape and health to the 

extent that it can. 

Furthermore, being active in physical activities can bring more awareness of 

the individual's health and therefore, health maintenance in the future. In the current 

study several parents stated that through their child's experience in wheelchair sports 

they learned other things about life with a disability then just playing a sport. One 

parent shared that her child learned hygiene and wanting to perform bathroom 

routines by herself without the help from her parent. 

Awareness and Accessibility to Wheelchair Sports 

Several parents reported trouble finding wheelchair sports in their community. 

For those parents that had discovered wheelchair sports have done so through word of 

mouth or flyers advertising a clinic. Parents reported that they had to be their child's 

biggest advocate in finding wheelchair sports, calling different places in the 
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community until they found an organization that would allow their child to 

participate. In several cases, this meant their child participated with able-bodied 

individuals until they were able to find a program that was specifically for children 

with physical disabilities. DeSanto-Madeya (2006) found the lack of knowledge about 

the disability, resources, support and lack of understanding by health care professional 

leaves the individuals with spinal cord injuries and their family frustrated. Tasiemski, 

Kennedy, Gardner, and Blaikley (2004) looked at sports participation in people with 

spinal cord injuries (SCI). The findings of this one study were consistent with their 

findings. Tasiemski and colleagues (2004) found that only 42.6% of participants were 

able to continue to practice their favorite sport post injury; 6.8% indicated that lack of 

opportunity kept them from participating in their sport of choice. Also, 74.6% 

indicated that accessing information about practice sports after a SCI was "difficult" 

and 12.9% reported that information about sports for people with disabilities was 

regularly covered in the media (Tasiemski et al., 2004). 

In the current study, parents cited high costs of specialized equipment and 

lack of a nearby facility or program as barriers to their child's sports participation. 

Parents reported that grants, donation of equipment, and other fundraisers have helped 

to reduce the cost to participate but it is still a continued struggle to make ends meet. 

In this study, the researchers found that the most frequently identified barriers to 

wheelchair sports participation are the child's functional limitations (18% ), high costs 

(15% ), and the lack of nearby facilities or programs (10%) (King, Law, King, 

Rosenbaum, Kertoy, Young, 2003). Also, the most frequents reason for 

nonparticipation among adolescents with a disability is the cost of the specialized 

equipment needed for participation in sports. Unlike the Tamienski study, the child's 
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functional limitations were not cited because the researcher only looked at those 

children that were already active in wheelchair sports. 

Impact of Sports Participation for a Child with a Physical Disability 

All of the parents indicated some sort of positive change they have seen in 

their child since their participation in wheelchair sports. Parents reported their 

children were more independent, showed leadership skills among their peers, were 

more outgoing, and were accepting of themselves as an individual with a disability. 

Goodwin, Thurmeier, and Gustafson, (2004) conducted a study that examined the 

reactions to the metaphors of disability with children with a physical disability who 

participate in physical activity. The youth described themselves as "outgoing, 

energetic, smart, optimistic and happy" (Goodwin et al., 2004, p. 386). 

In the current study, parents indicated that they do not see their child as 

disabled and treat them the same as the other siblings in the house. In Goodwin's 

(2004) study, the youth indicated that they feel that their families treat them as normal 

and with no disability. The study indicated that the youth do not want to be treated 

any different than their able-bodied counterparts and if they wanted help they would 

ask for it (Goodwin et al., 2004). In the current study, a parent shared, "The parent 

can be the child's biggest disability" in not allowing them to do things because they 

are afraid for the child with a disability. The parents in this study described their 

children as wanting to be treated like everyone else. Parents shared the following 

statements about their children, 

Pl: He is the kind of kid that he expects to be accepted. He just does whatever. 

He doesn't expect anyone to do anything out of the ordinary for him. In fact, if 

he wants help he will ask for it. 
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P2: If he traveled with the coach and he took care of him and he got himself 

dressed and he handled his bags, and you know he carried his own equipment 

for himself. 

The parents in this study discussed the empowerment that their child felt 

through their experiences in wheelchair sports. Other parents discussed how their 

child gives speeches to bring awareness to the able-bodied community. Another 

parent indicated that their child enjoys seeing the reaction of his able-bodied 

teammate when he gets on the track with his track chair and laps them in the longer 

events. Ashton-Shaeffer, Gibson, Autry, & Hanson (2001 ), found that physically 

disabled adults felt like there were excluded from various social spaces with their 

able-bodied peers that they used the camp experience as a way to confront stereotypes 

imposed by their able-bodied world and finally the sense of empowerment from the 

sport experience. Wheelchair sports competitions and tournaments provide this same 

type of experience for the youth discussed in the current study. 

In the current study, several of the parents of children with disabilities 

reported several emotional, social, and psychological benefits through participation in 

wheelchair sports. Ketteridge and Boshoff (2008) looked at the reasons why able

bodied adolescents participated in physical activity. Adolescents reported emotional, 

social, and psychological and self-developmental gains through their participation in 

physical activity. The emotional benefits were that participation was enjoyable, fun, 

excitement and jubilation. Adolescents reported that they participate in physical 

activity to socialize, enjoy time with friends, meet new people and build relationships. 

These findings were similar to the current study, parent and coaches alike believe that 

the socialization that wheelchair sports brings to the child is one of the most important 
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aspects of participation in wheelchair sports. Their child now has friends all over the 

country and world to share their struggles surrounding their disability as well as their 

accomplishments. 

Adolescents in Ketteridge' s study reported that engaging in physical activity 

increased their self-confidence, self-esteem and a sense of mastery when overcoming 

obstacles and achieving personal goals. Finally, adolescents suggested that physical 

activities should match the ability of others that participate so no one is feeling left 

out because they are not as good as the others (Ketteridge & Boshoff, 2008). This 

verifies that able-bodied children and children with physical disabilities have similar 

needs and wants despite their disability. 

Loneliness 

Some parents indicated that they had their child in wheelchair sports because 

they have seen several children with physical disabilities that are not active in 

wheelchair sports as being lonely and isolated. Rockach, Lecheicher-Kimel, and 

Safrov (2006) study found that having a physical disability profoundly affects the 

quality of life one has as well as the social interaction and emotional well-being. 

Another study found that being involved in sports was related to social and 

psychological well-being (Sanders, Field, Diego,& Kaplan, 2000). In the current 

study, parents reported that there are several adults with disabilities in wheelchair 

sports that serve as a role model so their child can look to for an idea of their potential 

future. In the Sanders and colleagues study (2000), the sample population was able

bodied adolescents. They found that "a moderate level of sports involvement (3 to 6 

hours per week) was associated with less depression" (Sanders et al., 2000, p. 796). In 

this study, parents indicated that their child has increased self-esteem and confidence, 
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as well as increased social and leadership skills through their participation in sport. 

One parent shared, 

Pl: A lot of children in wheelchairs can have a lower self-esteem due to being 

around abs [able-bodies] and they don't get to do a lot of the same things they 

do. So team sports with the wheelchair have helped her self esteem 

dramatically. 

Taliaferro and colleagues (2008) conducted a study with able-bodied youth 

and sport examining the relationship between "physical activity, sports participation, 

and adolescent suicidal behavior" using data from the 2005 Risk Behavior Survey 

(Taliaferro, Rienzo, Miller, Pigg, & Dodd, 2008, 546). The researchers found that 

male athletes experienced lower rates of hopelessness and suicidality and females' 

risk of hopelessness and suicidality decrease with age. Also, sport participation was 

significantly associated with reduced odd of hopelessness and suicidal behaviors for 

both males and females (Taliaferro et al., 2008). Although parents did not express 

suicidal tendencies, they did indicate how wheelchair sports have provided an outlet 

for their child to experience a group activity. 

One parent shared: 

Pl: When she goes here [ wheelchair sport] she can go at her own pace and 

there is no one pointing and starting and asking questions and you know being 

not nice to her because she is different." 

Family Resilience 

In this study, parents shared several experiences of challenges they have faced 

in raising a child with a physical disability in sport. Parents shared the struggles of the 

day-to-day cost of having a child with a disability and the equipment and medical 
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supplies needed. In addition to these supplies, the additional cost of traveling to the 

tournaments, national and in some cases international competitions. Parents shared the 

resourcefulness in their ability to obtain funds to keep their child active in wheelchair 

sports through grants, fundraisers, obtaining second jobs, frequent flyer miles, and 

rooming with other athletes on the team to reduce the cost. Several of these resources 

are listed in Appendix D. 

Parents also shared their fears everyday that their child may have medical 

problems that result in a hospital visit. A mothe~ of a child with spina bifida shared 

going to the hospital when her child's shunt fails and it is immediate brain surgery 

and that she fears she may lose her child. Finally, several parents shared their stories 

of advocating for their child with a physical disability in school, church, and in 

different activities in their community. In this study, the entire family system 

described evidence of resilience in being able to handle a difficult situation and 

continue to thrive. 

Parents indicated that finding the positive impact in their life raising a child 

with a physical disability was important to remember that things could be worse. 

Several parents indicated that there are individuals that had it more difficult than they 

do. One parent shared that God blessed them with spina bifida because he knew that 

their family could not handle a child with an emotional disability. This parent was 

happy that it was only a physical disability that her child had. Klein and McCabe 

studied (2007) used Taylor's theory of cognitive adaptation theorizing that when 

families believe they have some control of the future direction of the situation (child 

with a physical disability) they might be better adjusted. Furthermore, families who 
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identify benefits from their experience might show characteristics of higher well

being. 

Another study asked parents of a child with a disability to take pictures of their 

life and then later reflect on the pictures that they were unable to take or daily life 

they were unable to capture. The six themes that were identified were: acceptance, 

concern for the future, joys, struggles, balance of good and bad times, and normalcy 

(Lassetter, Mandleco, & Roper, 2007). Several parents shared joys of having a child 

with a disability and did not see their family any different than a family who does not 

have a child with a disability. In the current study, parents were not asked to share 

their daily life having a child with a physical disability, but several of the same 

themes emerged as in the Lassetter, Mandleco, and Roper study (2007) such as the 

sense of normalcy, joys, concerns for the future and the wanting to be accepted among 

their peers. 

The current study examined the perspective of the parent in relationship to 

their child with a physical disability. The themes that emerged were similar to those 

of adults with a disability (DeSanto-Madeya, 2006). The researcher was interested in 

the manner in which these individuals coped with having a disability and the meaning 

that have given to their life since acquiring the spinal cord injury. The researcher 

identified several themes including: looking for understanding to a life that is 

unknown, moving forward in a new way of life, reaching a new normalcy, and being 

chained to the injury (DeSanto-Madeya, 2006). The study provides a perspective from 

the individual with a disability trying to make sense of their new life. In the current 

study, parents who had a child with an injury from birth indicated this same thought. 

One parent reported that it took until the child was age 4 to really feel that life could 
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be normal. DeSanto-Madeya (2006) study concluded that "the experience of living 

with a spinal cord injury is a continuous learning experience" and that challenges 

continue for the lifetime (DeSanto-Madeya, 2006, 283). 

The Impact on Siblings 

The researcher asked the parents: "How has your child's participation in sport 

impacted their relationship with sibling(s) or other family members?" Several parents 

indicated that they thought wheelchair sports had brought the siblings together 

because they could share an activity or brought the whole family together because of 

competitions being family vacations and time spent together. One parent indicated: "I 

think his brother and sister are proud of him in what he accomplishes and stuff." 

Another parent said, "It sounds weird but I think that since [child] so good at [sport] 

it's kind of earned him the respect with the siblings in that area." 

The researcher did not talk with the siblings to see how their sibling's 

disability impacts them. One study addressed the impact a child with spina bifida on 

the siblings and found a number of themes that emerged, "impact of spina bifida on 

daily life, the omnipresence of spina bifia, opportunities created by the experience of 

spina bifida and the development of unique knowledge and responsibilities" (Bellin, 

Kovacs, & Sawin, 2008). This study addresses the unique knowledge that the siblings 

have the ability to experience. 

Theoretical Framework 

The researcher utilized feminist theory as one of the two frameworks in which 

to examine this study. Feminist theory gives voice to a marginalized population, in 

this case, the parents of a child with a physical disability (Gergen, 1989). This is a 

population that has not previously been given a voice to share their experiences and 
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expectations. Parents shared a need for change of awareness within the able-bodied 

community about wheelchair sports and willing to promote the participation of an 

individual with a physical disability (Gergen, 1989). This includes physicians, 

educators, physical and occupational therapist and the able-bodied community in 

general. Parents also shared that they needed support from their families, other 

families with physically disabled children, professionals, and coaches to help in 

obtaining more information about wheelchair sports and the abilities of individuals 

with disabilities to succeed in the future. Finally, parents shared that their child with a 

disability wants to be treated the same as any other child having the same 

opportunities and experiences. 

The second theoretical framework utilized in this study was Bronfenbrenner' s 

(1979) ecological family systems theory to understand the risks and resiliency that a 

family faces in having a child with a physical disability. Parents described several 

different interactions within the four organizational levels (microsystem, mesosystem, 

exosysem and the macrosystem) indicated by Bronfenbrenner and the impact that it 

has had on the family. Parents indicated the joys and struggles between the able

bodied sibling and the disabled sibling through their experience in sports. Other 

parents shared the trials and turbulences between the school and the child's 

participation in sports and being disabled within the school. Parents described having 

to advocate for their child's rights within the school system so that they child can 

have the ability to participation among their able-bodied peers. Using 

Bronfenbrenner' s framework, the communication between the identified 

organizational levels were able to be seen and the different levels of interaction and 
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the impact of that interaction on the family, siblings, child, disabled community, able

bodied community. 

Implications 

The findings in this study have implications for research and practice by 

educators, coaches, and wheelchair sports organizations. The phenomenological 

method seeks to describe a circumstance that a group of individuals share. This study 

describes the life circumstance of 23 parents who have a child with a physical 

disability and their participation in wheelchair sports. This research adds to the 

knowledge of the impact that participation in wheelchair sports has on the family with 

the framework of family systems and feminist theories. 

Implications for Medical and Health Professionals 

An important finding of this study was the advantages of sports for a child 

with a physical disability. Parents shared that through wheelchair sports they have 

seen their child develop socially, emotionally, and physically. Physically, parents had 

shared that wheelchair sports brought on a healthy lifestyle protecting against obesity. 

Socially, the children have made several friends like them, as well as learned social 

and leadership skills. Emotionally, parents shared that wheelchair sports has helped 

increased self-esteem and confidence. Also, parents shared that their child had a better 

self-image and acceptance of their disability. The implication of this finding is that 

medical and health care professionals need to share information about the benefits of 

wheelchair sports. Medical and health professionals need to make themselves more 

aware of wheelchair sports offered in their area and match the child to the sport that 

allows them to participate with their functional abilities. 
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Implications for Family Sciences 

One of the important findings of this study was the family resilience in these 

families with a child with a physical disability. Parents expressed that they had to 

overcome learning about their child's disability, surgeries, and issues with schools 

and day to day life with their child with a physical disability. Parents also expressed 

their resourcefulness in providing and learning about their child's physical disability. 

The implication of this finding is that family science professionals need to help 

parents continue to deal with crisis within the family system and continue to be 

resilient. This may mean family sciences professionals reaching out to these parents 

with tools that will help them to continue to be positive and move forward in a 

positive manner within their family system. The positive outlook that these parents 

have shared allowed their child to feel normal and accepting of their disability. 

Family sciences professionals who are working with families who have a child 

with a physical disability need to be aware of the benefits of wheelchair sport for the 

child and the family as a whole. Family sciences professionals need to promote the 

families' getting involved to have the parent-to-parent support and education about 

wheelchair sports. Those who work with families need to understand what makes 

some individuals resilient and not others and be able to teach that to all families. 

Implications for Wheelchair Sports Organizations 

Several parents discussed the barriers to wheelchair sports. These barriers 

include financial costs for equipment, travel, and participation in general, awareness 

of the sports in the community, and financial cost of the disability itself. The 

implication of this finding is a need for wheelchair sports and those hospitals, 

rehabilitation centers, and organizations associated with wheelchair sports to provide 
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more knowledge of its existence in the community through exhibitions and public 

awareness in their community and through schools. This can be done through 

exhibitions in physical education classes, at half time games for professional teams 

associated with that sport, and teaming up with businesses in the community to 

promote the local wheelchair sports teams to their customers. There needs to be more 

promotion of wheelchair sports throughout the country in building the acceptance of 

wheelchair sports within the able-bodied community. 

Furthermore, there needs to be more direct education of different opportunities 

for sport for individuals with disabilities to those individuals that will be working with 

individuals with disabilities. This education may consist of a wheelchair sport 

program at their hospital, rehabilitation center, schools, or at least be able to suggest 

opportunities for the child in the community to be physically active. 

Implications for Political Change 

Several parents discussed the barriers to wheelchair sports within the school 

environment and within their community. The implication of this finding is a need to 

change or clarify laws for individuals with special needs. School systems and parents 

do not have a clear understanding of their child's rights and services that the school 

must provide for a child with special needs. Murphy and colleagues (2008) believe 

that the child's family, financial and societal barriers to participation in recreational 

activities or sport needs to identified and addressed in local, state, and national and 

federal laws. 

Limitations of the Study 

The sample of this study was voluntary; therefore the participants chose to be 

in this study. Twenty-seven parents of a 500 plus sampling frame responded and 23 
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chose to participate. The researcher contacted the remaining parents who did not 

return the correct paperwork to see if they still wanted to pa~icipate in the study 

without a response. Therefore the small number of participants for the study is a 

limitation. 

Parents who agreed to be a part of this study were parents whose child was 

very active in wheelchair sports. Voices of those parents of child with a physical 

disability who do not participate in sport were not heard. Furthermore, the sample for 

this study consisted mostly of parents of adolescents and not young children; 

therefore, the results may be different with a younger population of children. Also, the 

researcher did not talk with the children to gain their perspective on their participation 

in wheelchair sports and the impact that it has had on their life. 

An additional limitation to this study was the researcher's position in the 

wheelchair sports community. Several of the face-to-face participants were aware of 

the researcher's past and current participation in wheelchair sports. The researcher's 

position may have changed how the parents responded to the question because they 

assumed the researcher knew what they were sharing. The research utilized elements 

of trustworthiness (triangulation) to address this limitation. The researcher also 

consulted with a peer debriefer and two coaches associated with junior wheelchair 

sports athletes to reflect the voices of the participants in a context that assured they 

would be heard. 

A final limitation to this study was the lack of different types of disability. 

Due to the high number of spina bifidia participants, the researcher was unable to 

examine the similarities and differences of the impact wheelchair sports has on a 

family system in regards to acquired or congenital disabilities. 
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Strengths of the Study 

This study gave each parent the opportunity to reflect on the impact that their 

child with a physical disability has had on the family. Several participants shared how 

important wheelchair sports have been to their family and wished that more families 

that have children with a physical disability knew about wheelchair sports. Parents 

also shared the changes they have seen in their child sense their participation in 

wheelchair sports. Furthermore, parents shared their expectation of wheelchair sports 

and coaches as well as the support needed to help them with the participation of their 

child in wheelchair sports. Parents were able to express their frustrations, barriers, and 

stories of raising a child with a physical disability. 

An additional strength to this study was the sample consisted of parents from 

several different geographical areas throughout the U.S. Also, the sample consisted of 

both mothers and fathers perspective to their child's participation. The phone 

interviewees were not aware of the researcher's participation in wheelchair sports or 

her spinal cord injury which allowed granted trustworthiness because the results were 

similar to the face-to-face interviewees that had close contact with the researcher. 

Other strengths of this study were the depth and description provided from 

each of the parents about their families triumphs and struggles having a child with a 

physical disability in wheelchair sports. Parents whose child acquired a disability 

shared the stories of how their child acquired their disability and how this changed 

their life forever. While parents whose child were born with the physical disability 

shared how their child spent the first several years of their life having surgeries. The 

parents shared their financial struggles, as well as their hopes and dreams for their 
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child's future. The parents in this study were very open in discussing the way of life 

for a child with a physical disability who participates in wheelchair sports. 

A final strength has also been listed as a limitation to this study. The 

researcher is an individual with a spinal cord injury and very active in wheelchair 

sports and understood the language that parents was using about their child's 

disability and has experienced several of the situations that parents had shared. The 

research team also consisted of a peer debriefer and a panel of coaches that are 

associated with junior wheelchair athletes for the member checking to discuss the 

results. This was important to the trustworthiness of this study and the strength of the 

findings. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Based on the findings and limitations of this study, the researcher recommends 

the following areas to be researched: 

1. Studies should further examine the knowledge and qualifications of 

coaches in the following areas: coaching, wheelchair sports, knowledge of 

techniques of each sport, disabilities and the functionally abilities of 

different disabilities of children who participate in wheelchair sports. 

Additionally, researchers should examine what draws an individual to be a 

coach of a wheelchair sport. For example, several parents indicated that 

their child's coach had a disability. What draws individuals with 

disabilities to the coaching of junior wheelchair sports? Finally, further 

research is needed to identify parental expectations of coaches in 

wheelchair sports. 
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2. Studies should further examine family resiliency in raising a child with a 

physical disability. Researchers should examine if participation in 

wheelchair sports is related to the resiliency of a family raising a child 

with a physical disability, how the family reacts in a time of crisis and the 

impact this has on the self-image of a child with a physical disability. 

Future studies need to examine how a child sees their disability and the 

relationship to how the parents treat the child with a disability. 

3. Universities with programs such as occupational therapy, physical therapy, 

adapted physical education, kinesiology, and other programs that will 

work with individuals with disability need to educate their students about 

individuals with disabilities, about wheelchair sports, and the abilities of 

individuals with disabilities. 

4. Future research needs to investigate the perspective of parents who have a 

child with a physical disability that does not participate in wheelchair 

sports. Do wheelchair sports make a difference in the way these children 

view themselves with a disability? Future research also needs to 

investigate wheelchair sports from the perspective of the child with a 

physical disability as well as the siblings. 

5. There is a need for practical education for doctors, schools, adapted 

physical education teachers, special education teachers, hospitals and 

rehabilitation centers. 

Conclusions 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to describe the impact on 

families of sports participation for a child with a physical disability between the ages 
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of 9 and 17 who have participated in wheelchair sports for more than 6 months. The 

focus of this chapter was to discuss the findings of this study relative to the research 

questions to the existing literature on sport, wheelchair sports, awareness and 

accessibility, obesity, family resilience, and the impact on siblings of having a sibling 

with a disability. 

Additionally, this chapter addressed the theoretical frameworks that were 

utilized to examine this study, implications, and future recommendations for research 

and practical practices of wheelchair sports in the community. The theoretical 

frameworks that were used were feminist theory and Brofenbrenner' s ecological 

family systems theory. Finally, this chapter concludes with an examination of 

strengths and limitations relative to this study. These strengths and limitations guide a 

need for future research in the area of children with disabilities, those that participate 

in wheelchair sports, those that do not participate in wheelchair sports, the perception 

of siblings and the children with a disability themselves on their own life. 

In the data analysis, four themes emerged. In addition to these four themes, 

participants expressed additional findings in the area of expectations of coaches and 

wheelchair sports and advice from the parents to other parents who have a child with 

a physical disability participating in wheelchair sports. 

1. All parents reported desires for their child with a physical disability 

through participation in wheelchair sports including friendship, belonging 

to a group of individuals like them, a sense of normalcy, and/or awareness 

of a healthy lifestyle. 

2. All parents reported barriers to participation in wheelchair sports including 

financial costs of wheelchair sports or as a result of the day-to-day living 
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of the disability itself, awareness and accessibility of wheelchair sports in 

the community and the amount of time commitment in order to participate 

in wheelchair sports. 

3. All parents reported the advantages of participation of their child with a 

physical disability in wheelchair sports including impact on their child, 

friendship, community building within the disabled community and within 

the able-bodied community. 

4. An over arching theme based on the parents' responses was family 

resilience. 

A qualitative study of parents' perceptions of the impact on families of sports 

participation for a child with a physical disability gave a voice to a population that 

previously had been rarely heard. In giving these parents the opportunity to tell 

their story, the parents felt empowered in being heard, and the researcher learned 

how resilient and resourceful a family can be, as well as the advantages and 

barriers of wheelchair sports for a child with a physical disability. 
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A Phenomenological Approach: The Impact on 
Families of Sports Participation for a Child with a 

Physical Disability 

What is the study about? 

The purpose of this study is gain knowledge on the impact on families of 
sports participation for a child with a physical disability. The study's aim is to 
bring more information to the Family Studies field as well as improving 
wheelchair sports access across the country. 

Who is Eligible: 

• Parents with a child aged 7-17 who has a physical disability. 
• The child with a physical disability has participated in recreational or 

competitive sports for a least 6 months. 

What's Involved: 

• Initial contact- to determine eligibility and set up an interview either by 
phone, webcam, or in person-15 minutes 

• Private Interview -lasting 1 hour to 1 ½ hours. 

Benefits of Joining: 

• Help to contribute to knowledge in the field concerning the impact on 
families of sports participation for a child with a physical disability. 

• Help to increase the knowledge of the impact of disabled sports. 
• Help to contribute to knowledge of sports participation on self-image of 

a child with a physical disability. 

To volunteer to participate or for more information on this study, 
please contact 

Darlene Hunter at dhunter1@twu.edu or ____ _ 
Principle Investigator: Darlene Hunter, LMSW, Texas Woman's University, Doctoral 
Candidate in Family Studies. 

96 



APPENDIXB 

Informed Consent Form 

97 



TEXAS WOMAN'S UNNERSITY 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

Title: A Phenomenological Approach: The Impact on Families of Sports Participation 
for a Child with a Physical Disability 

Investigator: Darlene Hunter .............................................................. . -----
Advisor: Lillian Chenoweth, Ph.D ................................................ .. ------

Explanation and Purpose of the Research 
You are being asked to participate in a research study for Ms. Hunter's dissertation at 
Texas Woman's University. The purpose of this phenomenology study will be to 
describe the impact on families of sports participation for a child with a physical 
disability. At this stage in the research, the impact on families of sports participation 
for a child with a physical disability will be generally defined as children between the 
ages of 7-17, with a physical disability consisting of spinal cord injury, amputation, 
spina bifida, physical birth defect, or other disability that impacts the physical ability 
of the child. The child will have had to participate in some sort of organized team or 
individuals sport for at least 6 months prior to the parent being interview. 

Research Procedures 
For this study, the investigator will conduct a face-to-face interviews, either in person 
or by web-cam, of parents of a child with a physical disability who participate in 
organized sports. This interview will be done at a private location agreed upon by you 
and the investigator. You will be audiotaped during the face-to-face interview. The 
purpose of the audiotaping is to provide a transcription of the information being 
discussed in the interview and to assure the accuracy of the reporting of that 
information. Your maximum total time commitment in this study is approximately 
one hour and a half. 

Potential Risks 

Potential risk related to your participation in the study include fatigue and physical or 
emotional discomfort during your interview. To avoid fatigue, you may take a break 
( or breaks) during the interview as needed. If you experience physical or emotional 
discomfort regarding the interview questions, you may stop answering any of the 
questions at any time. 

Another possible risk to you as a result of your participation is this study is release of 
confidential information. Confidentiality will be protected to the text that is allowed 
by law. The interview will take place in a private location agreed upon by you and the 
researcher. A code name, rather than your real name, will be used on the audiotape 
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and transcription. Only the investigator, her advisor, and the transcriber will have 
access to the tapes. The tapes, hard copies of the transcriptions, and the USB 
containing the transcription text files will be stored in a locked filing cabinet in the 
investigator's home. The tapes and the USB containing the transcription text files will 
be erased and the hard copies of the transcription will be shredded within 2 years of 
completion of the study. It is anticipated that the results of this study will be published 
in the investigator's dissertation as well as in other research publications. However, 
no names or other identifying information will be included in any publication. 

Participation and Benefits 

Involvement in this research study is completely voluntary, and you may discontinue 
your participation in this study at any time without penalty. The only direct benefit of 
this study to you is that at the completion of this study a summary of the results will 
be mail to you upon request.* 

Questions Regarding the Study 

If you have any questions about the research study you may ask the researchers; their 
phone numbers are at the top of this form. If you have questions about your rights as a 
participant in this study or the way this study has been conducted, you may contact 
the Texas Woman's University of Office of Research and Sponsored Programs at 
940-898-3378 or via e-mail at IRB@twu.edu. You will be given a copy of this signed 
and dated consent form to keep. 

Signature of Participant Date 

If you would like to receive a summary of the results of this study, please provide an 
address to which this summary should be sent: 

Page 2 of 2 
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Demographic Questionnaire 

Parent Full Name: ____________ Male: Female: __ _ 

Relationship to child: ______________________ _ 

Child Full Name: ____________ Child birthdate: ___ _ 

Child Disability: ____________ Years with disability: ___ _ 

Sport (s): _______________ How long? ______ _ 

Practice Schedule: ____ # of times per week 

Team Sport: ___ Individual Sport: __ 

Number of siblings: ______ _ 

Sibling# 1 
Age: Sex: Participates in sport? __ yes No 

Sibling# 2 
Age: Sex: Participates in sport? __ yes No 

Sibling# 3 
Age: Sex: Participates in sport? __ yes No 

Sibling# 4 
Age: Sex: Participates in sport? __ yes No 

Sibling# 5 
Age: Sex: Participates in sport? __ yes No 

101 



APPENDIXD 

Resources 

102 



RESOURCES 
International Organizations 
International Paralympic Committee 
http://www.paralympic.org 

National Organizations 
Adaptive Aquatics 
http://www.adaptiveaquatics.org 

Blazes ports 
http://www.blazesports.org/ 

Disabled Sports USA 
http://www.dsusa.org/ 

National Wheelchair Basketball Association (NWBA) 
www.nwba.org 

PowerSoccer USA 
http://www.powersoccerusa.net/ 

USA Disabled Swimming 
http://www.usaswimming.org/ 

US Paralympics 
http://usparalympics.org/ 

US Wheelchair Tennis 
http://www.usta.com/ 

Wheelchair Sports USA 
www. wheelchair sports.org 

0 rganizations 
Abilities Unlimited, North Carolina 
http://www.aucarolinas.org/ 

Bay Area Outreach and Recreation Center, California 
http://www.borp.org/ 
Bennett Blazers, Maryland 
http://bennettblazers.net/ 

Courage Center, Minnesota 
http://www.couragecenter.org/ 
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Dallas Junior Mavericks Wheelchair Basketball, Texas 
http://jrwcmavs.org/ 

Great Lakes Adaptive Sports Association, Illinois 
www .glasa.org 

Lakeshore Foundation, Alabama 
http://www.lakeshore.org/ 

TIRR Foundation, Texas 
http://www. tirrf oundation. org/?id= 1 

Educational Opportunities 

Arizona State University 
http://www.tempecvb.com/travelers-with-disabilities/Adaptive-Sports.aspx 

• Wheelchair Rugby 
• Wheelchair Basketball 
• Tennis 

Edinboro University of Pennsylvania 
http://departments.edinboro.edu/athletics/wc-basketball/sporthome.asp 

• Men's Wheelchair Basketball 

Grand Valley State University 
http://www.gvsu.edu/studentlife/stuey/organization.htm?organizationld=l 9B51 l4B
EB6E-BF35-9D1AOOB99E7 A29D7 

• Wheelchair Tennis 

Oklahoma State University 
http://campusrec.okstate.edu/adaptivesport/info/team 

• Men's Wheelchair Basketball 

Southwest Minnesota State University 
http://www.smsumustangs.com/index.aspx?tab=wheelchairbasketball&path=wheelbb 
all 

• Men's Wheelchair Basketball 
• Women's Wheelchair Basketball 

University of Alabama 
http://uads.ua.edu/ 

• Men's Wheelchair Basketball 
• Women's Wheelchair Basketball 

104 



University of Arizona 
http://drc.arizona.edu/athletics/index.htrnl 

• Men's Wheelchair Basketball 
• Women's Wheelchair Basketball 
• Wheelchair Track/Field 
• Wheelchair Tennis 
• Quad Rugby 
• Goalball 

University of Illinois 
http://www.disability.uiuc.edu/athletics/ 

• Men's Wheelchair Basketball 
• Women's Wheelchair Basketball 
• Wheelchair Track/Field 

University of Missouri-Columbia 
http://www.mizzourec.org/programs/wheelchair_basketball/ 

• Men's Wheelchair Basketball 

University of Oklahoma 
http://recservices.ou.edu/content/view/105/90/ 

• Men's Wheelchair Basketball 

University of Texas-Arlington 
http://utamovinmavs.com/ 

• Men's Wheelchair Basketball 
• Wheelchair Tennis 

University of Wisconsin-Whitewater 
http://www. uww .edu/recsports/wcathletics/basketball.html 

• Men's Wheelchair Basketball 
• Women's Wheelchair Basketball 

Wheelchair Companies 
Colours 
http://www.colourswheelchair.com/ 

Eagle Sportschairs, LLC 
http://www.eaglesportschairs.com/home.htm 

Invacare Corporation 
http://www.topendwheelchair.com/ 

Per4Max Medical 
http://www.per4max.com/ 
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Quickie Wheelchairs 
http://www.quickie-wheelchairs.com/ 

Sportaid 
http://www.sportaid.com/ 

Ti-Lite 
http://www.tilite.com/ 
Grants 

Christopher Reeves Foundation 
http://www.christopherreeve.org 

CVS Caremark 
http://www.cvscaremark.com/community/our-impact/community-grants 

Sam Schmidt Paralysis Foundation 
http://samschmidt.org/grants/scholarships 

Speedway Children Charities 
http://www.speedwaycharities.org/ 

106 




