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Abstract
Globally, physical literacy (PL) has gained traction in various physical activity settings through
program provision and policy implementation. PL as a concept is inclusive of all, suggesting that
everyone possesses the components to capitalize on one’s potential. While PL is theoretically
inclusive, its practical application often excludes marginalized groups. Given the discrepancy
between PL theory and practice, the purpose of the study was to explore the perspectives of
disability-specific physical activity facilitators in providing enriched PL development for
individuals experiencing disability (IED). Using an interpretive description methodology, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with eight facilitators across Newfoundland. Data was
analyzed through interpretive description and thematic analysis, grounded in the ecological
dynamics framework, which supports creating environments that encourage lifelong physical
activity. Data analysis revealed the perspectives of facilitators regarding the implementation of
inclusive PL programming, revealing three themes: (1) Unlocking individual potential; (2)
Committed leadership; and (3) Strength in numbers. Results demonstrated that facilitators
understood the importance of their role in developing PL for IED, yet recognized that their
involvement was only a single piece of the puzzle leading to continuous and positive engagement

in PL development.
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General Summary
Physical literacy (PL) is gaining popularity worldwide through various programs and policies,
promoting the idea that everyone has the potential to develop their own movement journey.
However, in practice, PL often excludes marginalized groups, specifically individuals
experiencing disability. This study aimed to understand how disability-specific physical activity
facilitators view and support PL for individuals with disabilities (IED). Semi-structured interviews
were conducted with eight facilitators in Newfoundland and analyzed to discover three key themes:
(1) Unlocking individual potential, (2) Committed leadership, and (3) Strength in numbers. The
findings suggest that while facilitators recognize their vital role in developing PL, they see their

efforts as just one part of a larger process needed for ongoing and positive PL development.
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CHAPTER ONE: Introduction

Physical activity is positively linked to benefits within individuals’ overall quality of life
physiologically, psychologically, and socially (Keats et al., 2017; Warburton & Bredin, 2016).
Despite the overwhelming amount of research examining the benefits of physical activity (e.g.,
decreases in chronic disease, anxiety, depression, and increases in cardiorespiratory fitness, bone
health, self-confidence, and social interaction; Pedersen & Saltin, 2015; Warburton & Bredin,
2017), globally, physical activity levels are low (Hallal et al., 2012; Keats et al., 2017; van Sluijs
et al., 2021). These low levels of physical activity have also been demonstrated within Canada
(ParticipACTION, 2024). ParticipACTION released a report card on Canadian physical activity
levels in 2024, summarizing the literature and national-level surveys in the field of physical
activity, recreation, and sport to better understand the general physical activity levels of youth and
adults in Canada (ParticipACTION, 2024). According to this report card, the overall physical
activity grade for children aged 5 - 17 years was a “D+” as only 39% of children met the
recommended national physical activity guidelines of 60 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous
physical activity per day (ParticipACTION, 2024). This report card also showed that only 49% of
adults (18 years and over) met the recommended national physical activity guidelines of 150
minutes of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity per week (ParticipACTION, 2024).

These trends are not only evident within the general population but are also exhibited and
exacerbated within marginalized communities, more specifically, the disability community
(Oppewal et al., 2013; Phillips & Holland, 2011). This was demonstrated in the Canadian Physical
Activity Report Card for Children and Adolescents with Disabilities, which was created in 2022
by the Canadian Disability Participation Project (Canadian Disability Participation Project, 2022).

This report card was Canada’s first comprehensive summary of physical activity data for children



and adolescents experiencing disabilities and was published with the purpose of improving the
accessibility and inclusivity of physical activity experiences for this population (Canadian
Disability Participation Project, 2022). The Canadian Disability Participation Project defined the
overall physical activity levels of children experiencing disability with a letter grade of “D”
demonstrating poor participation levels in physical activity and an increased level of sedentary
behaviour (Canadian Disability Participation Project, 2022).

Within the literature, these low physical activity levels for individuals experiencing
disability (IED)' have been attributed to numerous obstacles such as personal, environmental,
social, and policy barriers (Martins et al., 2021; Shields & Synnot, 2016; Taliaferro & Hammond,
2016). Barriers such as lack of motivation, lack of accessible facilities, lack of confidence engaging
with peers, and lack of training for staff, to name a few, risk decreasing physical activity
opportunities for IED (Barr & Shields, 2011; Wright et al., 2019). To combat low physical activity
levels, varying concepts have been proposed to increase participation, such as programming
emphasizing the concept of physical literacy (PL), which has become increasingly popular in
recent years (Cairney et al., 2019a; Corbin, 2016; Dudley et al., 2017). A theoretically inclusive
concept (Whitehead, 2010, 2019), PL focuses on the development of one’s embodied potential
through interactions within their environment (Pot et al., 2018). Thus, the idea of further
developing PL can “enable active participation in movement cultures across an individual’s
lifespan” (Ovens & Enright, 2021, p. 1) and increase the overall quality of life of all individuals

(Edwards et al., 2017; Jurbala, 2015).

"This research subscribes to the social model of disability, in which it is recognized that impairment and
disability are separate entities, thus the terminology “individuals experiencing disability” is utilized as it is understood
that disability is a socially constructed phenomenon (Peers et al., 2014; Retief & LetSosa, 2018). I also acknowledge
and respect that individuals may prefer identity-first language (i.e., disabled person).



Physical Literacy and Physical Activity Positionality Statement

Recognizing the varying conceptualizations and definitions of PL (Dudley, 2023), this
thesis adopts Margaret Whitehead’s definition (2019) as the foundational framework for exploring
and analyzing PL, particularly in the context of IED. Whitehead's definition emphasizes that PL
encompasses not only one’s physical capabilities but also the motivation and confidence to engage
in physical activities meaningfully throughout one's life. This thesis argues that adopting
Whitehead's holistic perspective is crucial for developing inclusive practices that address the
diverse needs of IED. By integrating Whitehead’s definition of PL and the existing philosophical
underpinnings, this highlights how PL can be adapted to support and empower IED, promoting
their full participation and enhancing their overall well-being. The perspective of this thesis is thus
centered on the belief that a holistic approach to PL provides a foundation for creating equitable
and supportive environments that facilitate lifelong engagement in physical activities for all
individuals.

This thesis also recognizes the interconnectedness of PL and physical activity, reflecting a
reciprocal relationship that is essential for overall well-being and development (Caldwell et al.,
2020). PL as defined by Margaret Whitehead (2019), involves not only the physical influence on
one’s movement journey, but also the confidence, motivation, and understanding to engage in
physical activity throughout one's life. This foundation of PL fosters an individual's ability to
participate in a diverse range of activities, thereby encouraging regular physical activity. In turn,
sustained physical activity enhances PL by providing ongoing opportunities to build upon one’s
physical skills, build confidence, and develop a positive attitude towards movement. This cyclical
interaction ensures that as individuals develop their PL, they are more likely to engage in and enjoy

physical activity, which further develops their PL. Thus, PL and physical activity continuously



support each other, creating a dynamic relationship that contributes to long-term health and well-
being (Cairney et al., 2019).
Physical Literacy Background

According to Margaret Whitehead (2019), PL is "the motivation, confidence, physical
competence, knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in
physical activities for life" (p. 8). The focus on PL has expanded within healthcare, physical
activity, sport, and physical education settings worldwide through policy and program
implementation (Cairney et al., 2019a; Dudley et al., 2017; Jurbala, 2015; Young et al., 2021).
Conceptualized as a foundation of physical activity participation across one's lifespan, PL is a
multifaceted concept consisting of the components required to fully realize potential through
individual embodied interaction with the world (Durden-Myers et al., 2020; Giblin et al., 2014).

Moreover, the concept of PL is holistic in nature, which is exemplified through the constant
reciprocal interaction between the human domains (i.e., physical, cognitive, and affective) and
one’s surrounding environment (Whitehead, 2001). The physical domain is represented by one’s
physical competence, or the ability to develop skills, and the capacity to use those skills in activities
of different durations, intensities, and contexts. The cognitive domain is represented by one’s
knowledge and understanding, that is, the ability to identify the essential qualities of movement,
understand the benefits of an activity, and appreciate the features of participating in various
settings and environments. Finally, the affective domain is represented by one’s motivation and
confidence, or an individual’s desire and enthusiasm to engage in physical activity and the self-
assurance in adopting physical activity as a part of one’s lifestyle. (Whitehead, 2001). The
interaction between these domains and the external environment has a positive impact on one’s

overall PL development and enhanced quality of life through accessible opportunities (Caldwell



et al., 2020; Edwards et al., 2017; Jurbala, 2015). Providing such experiences encourages the
development of one’s embodied potential and, in doing so, contributes to the promotion of human
flourishing, in which individuals are considered to be living optimally (Durden-Myers et al., 2018).

Although there has been an increase in PL focus throughout varying physical activity
settings in recent years, such as physical education, physical activity programming, and sport
(Cairney et al., 2019a; Jurbala, 2015; Young et al., 2021), several discrepancies have been
identified regarding the value of PL and its development in research and practice (Bailey, 2022;
Edwards et al., 2017). Value has been placed on numerous focuses, such as framework provision,
positive health outcomes, and fostering individual capability (Almond & Whitehead, 2012;
Cairney etal., 2019a; Dudley et al., 2017). These varying conceptualizations were noted by Dudley
(2023), more specifically through the identification of 19 varying interpretations of the concept.
While a number of these assorted conceptualizations remain rooted in the Whiteheadian definition
(Cairney et al., 2019a; Edwards et al., 2017), the popularized understanding and dominant
narrative of PL remains heavily grounded in the physical domain (Bailey, 2022; Dudley, 2023;
Hyndman & Pill, 2018).

Despite what seems to be a greater practical application of one’s PL through a lens
grounded within the physical domain of PL development, the normative practices within this
popularized understanding of PL exclude individuals who experience the world differently and do
not consider individual diversity within physical activity settings (Bailey, 2022). Furthermore, this
popularized understanding suggests that one can become ‘physically literate’ through quantifiable
measures such as fundamental movement skills, motor skills, and/or physical competencies,
defining PL as a linear process that can be completed (Bailey, 2022; Tremblay & Lloyd, 2010).

The understanding that one can become ‘physically literate’, focusing solely on the physical



domain suggests that PL is a monistic concept, disconnecting from the holistic concept that is PL.
This misunderstanding of PL contradicts the concept that PL development is a continual process
across one’s lifespan and is unique to everyone (Whitehead, 2001, 2010), ultimately leading to the
decrease in enriched PL development and inclusive opportunities for all.

Contrary to approaches that emphasize the ‘physical,” enriched PL development has broad
applicability to movement contexts, resulting in more intentional program planning and policy
design (Houser & Kriellaars, 2023; Rudd et al., 2020). Crucial to sustainable engagement in
physical activity and PL development is the idea of enriched design, including a range of varied
participatory experiences, opportunities, challenges, and activities that require adaptation (Rudd et
al., 2020). Creating enriched PL development opportunities provide inclusive experiences that
include confidence building (e.g., development of a sense of pride and opportunities to exercise
agency) through creating positive challenges appropriate for each individual (Houser & Kriellaars,
2023). Enriched PL development allows for greater inclusion in all PL experiences, for example
in the planning of activities, providing choice and autonomy for individuals, and shifting away
from a primarily physical domain focus (Houser & Kriellaars, 2023). Moving away from the
popularized understanding of PL (i.e., the dominant narrative associated with a reliance on the
‘physical’) to an enriched PL developmental experience (i.e., considering the psychological and
social aspects relating to the individual’s movement experience) results in more inclusive and
holistic PL experiences for all (Houser & Kriellaars, 2023; Rudd et al., 2020).

Research Problem and Purpose of the Study

The concept of PL, which continues to grow in popularity, capitalizes on one’s embodied

potential to be active across their lifespan (Dudley et al., 2017; Tremblay et al., 2018). Drawing

upon principles of holism, embodiment, and lived experience, as proposed by Durden-Myers and



colleagues (2020), PL is considered to be inclusive of everyone, regardless of their individual
embodiment (e.g., ability level; Whitehead, 2001, 2010). As such, it is a journey that is unique to
each individual (Whitehead, 2010, 2019). However, despite the conceptualized inclusive nature of
PL development, a major critique highlighted by researchers is the lack of inclusivity in its
practical implementation (i.e., lack of inclusive opportunities), ultimately leading to the exclusion
of marginalized groups such as IED (Arbour-Nicitopoulos et al., 2018; Arbour-Nicitopoulos et al.,
2023; Pushkarenko et al., 2021, Pushkarenko et al., 2023a). Exploring PL within inclusive contexts
specifically, Arbour-Nicitopolous and colleagues (2023) state that there has been limited attention
towards the optimization of PL development for youth experiencing disabilities outside the activity
contexts of school and sport (i.e., community-based recreation programming). Unfortunately, due
to this reality, PL is often solely representative of individuals who do not experience disability
(Goodwin, 2016). This is demonstrated within the Canadian Disability Participation Project that
examined PL development levels for IED in 2022, in which the results were inconclusive due to
the lack of experience, awareness, and knowledge in this area (Canadian Disability Participation
Project, 2022). Given the understanding of the research regarding the value of PL development
and recognizing the lack of inclusive PL implementation, specifically in community-based
settings, the purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of physical activity facilitators?
within disability-specific organizations regarding their implementation of inclusive PL

programming.

2 The term “facilitators” is used to describe both program staff and volunteers who aid in the implementation

of physical activity programming at various disability-specific organizations. The term facilitator was selected for
this study specifically because "facilitate" is an antonym for "constraint" (Raymore, 2002). Facilitators promote the
formation of physical activity, recreation, and leisure preferences and encourage participation (Raymore, 2002).



Research Question

The research question for this study was: How do disability-specific physical activity
facilitators perceive inclusive PL development for IED within their organization?
Conceptual Framework: Ecological Dynamics Framework

This research project was conceptually grounded in the ecological dynamics framework
and its holistic approach to PL (O’Sullivan et al., 2020). Ecological dynamics is a conceptual
framework used to study human behaviour in contexts of performance, such as work, education,
and sport, through the lenses of constraints on dynamical systems (Newell, 1986; O’Sullivan et
al., 2020). Ecological dynamics was conceptualized from the works of Aragjo et al. (2006) and
Warren (2006), emphasizing the intersections between both ecological psychology and dynamical
systems theory (Rudd et al., 2020). Ecological psychology proposes that movement skills are not
learned solely through understanding information and observing movement representations, but
instead are learned through the continuous regulation of the learner’s action in a learning context
(Rudd et al., 2020). The dynamical systems perspective suggests that movement emerges from the
interconnections of multiple subsystems within the person, task, and environment (Davids et al.,
2008; Rudd et al., 2020).

Utilizing an ecological dynamics framework shifts away from the reductionist approaches
to physical activity engagement to an approach that highlights enrichment to support movement
learning and development (Rudd et al., 2020). This framework has been suggested to help
conceptualize how to create and structure enriched environments to foster lifelong engagement in
physical activity, supporting the role of physical, cognitive, emotional, and perceptual skills in
one’s movement journey (Rudd et al., 2020). Ecological dynamics is an ideal framework for

acknowledging that PL development is not a single entity but a multidimensional interaction of



each individual-environment system (O’Sullivan et al., 2020). Combining physical activity
behaviours, such as cognitions, emotions, and social interactions with movements, supports a
dynamic, functional, and adaptive connection between the individual and their surroundings
(O’Sullivan et al., 2020). The ecological dynamics framework looks beyond a simple description
of what PL is and focuses on guiding practitioners in initiating the holistic concept. This is due to
the nature of the individual-environment relationship, which looks past the perspectives of the
individual and environment being separate entities, better aligning with the embodied nature of PL
(O’Sullivan et al., 2020; Whitehead, 2007). This promotes individual-environmental interactions,
conveying the idea that PL development is constantly evolving, acknowledging the influence of
the environment on one’s journey (O’Sullivan et al., 2020).

Ecological dynamics framework supports the idea of enriched PL pedagogy and
pedagogical sensitivity through the understanding of person-centred pedagogical principles, which
cater to individual needs and emphasize a learning approach called non-linear pedagogy (Rudd et
al., 2020). The predicted long-term effect of this pedagogical approach is that due to the potential
non-steady skill acquisition of individuals, they will acquire a wide range of movement
suggestions that are both adaptable and attuned across physical activity environments individually
(Chow & Atencio, 2014; Rudd et al., 2020). Non-linear pedagogy reflects the inherent complexity
involved in the learning process and emphasizes the importance of enriched experiences from an
early age and throughout the lifespan to facilitate and maintain involvement in physical activity
(Rudd et al., 2020). Implementing sensitivity to the discovery constraints, non-linear pedagogy
becomes a pedagogical framework within ecological dynamics that promotes greater self-
regulating autonomy, competency, and relatedness in learning (Chow et al., 2020). Specifically,

non-linear pedagogy provides guidelines for practitioners that can be used to design person-centred



learning tasks specifically for each individual to promote PL development for all (Chow et al.,

2020).
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CHAPTER TWO: Literature Review

Within the literature, low physical activity levels for IED have been attributed to numerous
barriers such as personal, environmental, social, and policy barriers (Martins et al., 2021; Shields
& Synnot, 2016; Taliaferro & Hammond, 2016). These barriers result in decreasing physical
activity opportunities for IED (Barr & Shields, 2011; Wright et al., 2019). To combat low physical
activity levels, programming that emphasizes the concept of PL has been proposed to increase
participation, which has become gradually more popular in recent years (Cairney et al., 2019a;
Corbin, 2016; Dudley et al., 2017). The concept of PL focuses on the inclusive development of
one’s embodied potential through interactions within their environment, encouraging active
participation across one’s lifespan to increase the quality of life for all individuals (Edwards et al.,
2017; Ovens & Enright, 2021; Pot et al., 2018).
Individuals Experiencing Disability

Physical activity benefits individuals physiologically, psychologically, and socially
(Alkhawaldeh et al., 2024; Jacob et al., 2023). Physiologically, physical activity decreases the
probability of chronic diseases such as type two diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and osteoporosis,
and it increases cardiorespiratory fitness, muscular fitness, and bone health (Chow et al., 2018;
Kim & Y1, 2018; Yu et al., 2022). Psychologically, physical activity increases self-confidence, life
satisfaction, and overall quality of life (Barr & Shields, 2011; Fong Yan et al., 2024; Taliaferro &
Hammond, 2016) and helps decrease anxiety and depression (Whitehead & Blaxton, 2017; Yu et
al., 2022). Furthermore, physical activity has many benefits socially, including increasing social
interaction (Jobling, 2001; Wright et al., 2019), promoting personal autonomy (Jaarsma et al.,

2015), and building meaningful relationships (Barr & Shields, 2011; Inoue et al., 2024).
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Despite the vast array of health benefits of physical activity, IED are some of the most
physically inactive and sedentary people in society, exhibiting much lower levels of physical
activity than the general population (Bossink et al., 2017; Diaz et al., 2019). Numerous studies
worldwide have demonstrated the disparity in physical activity levels between IED and individuals
not experiencing disability (e.g., in North America, IED are 16—62% less likely to meet physical
activity recommendations than individuals not experiencing disabilities; Martin Ginis et al., 2021).
As a result, these low levels of physical activity and sedentary lifestyles for IED, lead to higher
risks of chronic disease, increased social isolation, and reduced quality of life (Diaz et al., 2019).
Given the low levels of physical activity participation among IED, it is crucial to understand the
contributing factors. Although factors such as personal barriers can contribute to the low levels of
physical activity, often societal and environmental factors lead to a greater decrease in physical
activity participation for IED (Rimmer et al., 2004).

One barrier contributing to the exclusion of IED in society is the use of the medical model
of disability, often used to understand disability. The medical model of disability views disability
as a medical problem that resides in the individual, as though it is a defect in or failure of the bodily
system; therefore, understood as inherently abnormal or pathological (Retief & LetSosa, 2018).
The goals of this model focus on the individual diagnosis with the attempt to prevent, cure, or care
for IED (Marks, 1997; Retief & LetSosa, 2018). Once something has become ‘medicalized’, the
medical gaze becomes the filter that is applied to the experiences of medicalized people (Withers,
2012). The medical gaze is a non-impaired gaze looking at an impaired body (Withers, 2012),
which, unfortunately, is often utilized by policymakers when assessing the prevalence of disability
and providing treatments, services, and benefits (Marks, 1997). Focusing on the defects in

intellectual and bodily functions within the medical model fails to acknowledge how the
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environment, such as the built environment, social hierarchy, legislation, language and culture
(Marks, 1997).

The social model of disability was developed in response to the limitations of the medical
model of disability (Retief & LetSosa, 2018). According to the social model, it is society “which
disables people with impairments, and therefore any meaningful solution must be directed at
societal change rather than individual adjustment and rehabilitation” (Barnes et al., 2010, p. 163).
Fundamentally, the social model of disability highlights the notion that disability is ultimately a
socially constructed phenomenon and discusses the importance of recognizing the social aspects
of disability, more specifically, how the physical and social environments impose limitations upon
certain categories of people (Retief & LetSosa, 2018). Due to the reluctance to move away from
the medical model of disability in society (Retief & LetSosa, 2018), IED are excluded and at a
disadvantage of receiving opportunities, services, and resources, which is true in various physical
activity settings, ultimately acting as a barrier to physical activity participation for this population
(Withers, 2012).

Low physical activity levels among IED are multifactorial, complex, and can be attributed
to various internal and external barriers (Boman & Bernhardsson, 2023; Rimmer et al., 2004;
Shields & Synnot, 2016). These barriers can be categorized into personal, environmental, social,
policy and program barriers (Shields & Synnot, 2016). Personal barriers relate to the physical or
psychological factors of the individual (Shields & Synnot, 2016). Studies have identified that
personal barriers for IED include frustration or loss of confidence due to peer comparison, needing
extra support for participation, experiencing greater challenges as one ages, and having a lack of
knowledge regarding physical activity and the concept of health (Barr & Shields, 2011, Rimmer

et al., 2004, Shields et al., 2012). Other personal barriers that have been identified include long
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periods of time to develop physical skills, exhaustion, pre-existing health problems, self-
consciousness, reduced confidence, negative body image, and lack of enjoyment (Mahy et al.,
2010; Martins et al., 2021; Shields & Synnot, 2016; Steinhardt et al., 2021).

Environmental barriers also contribute to low physical activity participation levels for IED,
which relate to the conflict with structural elements of the built and natural environment (Rimmer
et al., 2004; Shields & Synnot, 2016). Far too often it has been identified that the built and natural
environment is inherently inaccessible (Jaarsma et al., 2015; Rimmer et al., 2004; Steinhardt et al.,
2021). These obstacles include inadequate, inaccessible, or inconvenient facilities, specifically, a
lack of curb cuts, elevators, time, transportation, accessible access routes, and having other
competing priorities (Mahy et al., 2010; Rimmer et al., 2004; Shields et al., 2012; Wright et al.,
2019).

Social barriers are another contributor to low physical activity levels for IED, which are
defined as restrictions to participation due to the people the individual interacts with (Shields &
Synnot, 2016). Common social barriers that have been identified across substantial literature
include parental actions such as a lack of knowledge or means, doubting one’s child’s safety or
ability, and exhaustion, as well as negative perceptions and attitudes, including societal
stereotypes, and a lack of peer acceptance (Abid et al., 2022; Pitchford et al., 2016; Shields et al.,
2012; Steinhardt et al., 2021). These perceptions towards IED, have been suggested to negatively
impact the participation journey of these individuals as it decreases motivation and increases
feelings of exclusion (Jaarsma et al., 2015; Shields et al., 2012).

Program and policy barriers are also common barriers to physical activity participation for
IED (Wright et al., 2019). These barriers include equipment, guidelines, laws, information, lack of

resources, lack of programs, and policy and procedure barriers (Abid et al., 2022; Boman &
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Bernhardsson, 2023; Rimmer et al., 2004). Moreover, a lack of education, training, information,
and resources provided for staffing to facilitate inclusive programming ultimately leads to a
decrease in participation levels. This is heavily supported by identified barriers, such as a lack of
appropriate physical activity programs, lack of staff capacity, and negative staff attitudes towards
working with IED (Boman & Bernhardsson, 2023; Columna et al., 2020; Shields et al., 2012).

All in all, the aforementioned barriers provide insight into the rationale behind the low
levels of physical activity participation for IED. Moreover, they convey rationale as to the negative
health outcomes such as increased risk of metabolic disorders, chronic disease, and social isolation
that IED experience (Diaz et al., 2019; Jaarsma et al., 2019; Junker & Carlberg, 2011), and
contribute to a decrease in PL developmental opportunities (Belanger et al., 2018; Rudd et al.,
2020).
Physical Literacy Definitions and Conceptualizations

Despite the narrative that PL is only becoming popular in recent days (Cornish et al., 2020),
PL is a considerably older concept than claimed by many modern writers, dating back to the late
1800s (Bailey, 2022; Cairney et al., 2019b). This term was utilized by an American in the Army
Corps of Engineers in his professional work, describing the physicality of an Indigenous group
(Cairney et al., 2019b). Following this early reference, the term PL resurfaced again in the 20th
century by American educators in the 1920s, responding to a lifestyle threat caused by
modernization through mechanization (Cairney et al., 2019b; Shearer et al., 2018). PL was
popularized again in the 1930s by the Pennsylvania State Education Association and James Rogers
(Bailey, 2022). During this time, PL was used in a similar way to that of contemporary writers in
terms of movement competence; more specifically, the physical domain (Bailey, 2022; Cairney et

al., 2019b). In fact, the use of the term by Rogers (1930) implied that it would be familiar to the
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public and consequently that PL would be relatively familiar to individuals working in sports and
physical education (Bailey, 2022).

Currently, PL is defined as “the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge
and understanding to value and engage in physical activity for life” (Whitehead, 2019, p. 8).
Despite its evolution over the years, this contemporary perspective is used as a means to help
realign and rethink attitudes towards our embodied dimensions (Whitehead, 2010). A multifaceted
and complex concept, PL is comprised of three interactive domains, including the affective domain
representing one’s motivation and confidence; the physical domain, representing the individual’s
physical competence; and the cognitive domain, representing one’s knowledge and understanding
(Cornish et al., 2020; Durden-Myers et al., 2020). Together, these three domains embody a holistic
approach to physical activity that considers the social processes associated with lifelong learning
and activity (Cornish et al., 2020).
Physical Literacy Underpinnings

PL as a concept was constructed from the study of philosophies that support capitalizing
on human embodiment from an ontological perspective (Whitehead, 2007). The modern concept
of PL is supported by three predominant philosophical pillars: monism, existentialism and
phenomenology (Whitehead 2010, 2019). In combination, these pillars interact to identify the true
meaning of PL by documenting experiences through physical activity. These philosophical
concepts are well documented in PL literature (Durden-Myers et al., 2018; Pot et al., 2018;
Whitehead, 2001, 2010) and set out the essential contribution that the human embodied experience
makes to human life (Whitehead, 2007). Whitehead’s intention (Whitehead, 2010), by highlighting
these stances, was to transform PL into an all-encompassing and holistic concept, focussed on the

individual-in-the-world, and their experiences (Shearer et al., 2018).
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Monism describes human nature as a life that involves multiple dimensions in constant
interaction with one another (Whitehead, 2007, 2010). It opposes dualism, which suggests that the
individual is composed of two separate parts: the mind and the body (Whitehead, 2007, 2010).
Whitehead (2010) argues that PL. must promote the understanding that humans are inseparable
wholes, in which the mind and body are one, suggesting that movement is an embodied experience
(Durden-Myers et al., 2020). This monist view is supported by existentialism, which asserts that
humans create themselves as they interact with the world (Whitehead, 2007). As such, individuals
are the result of their own accumulated experiences. Whitehead et al. (2018) suggest that
existentialism directly supports the idea that human embodiment is of value, as all of the aspects
of our human nature have the potential to affect interactions with the world as they play a part in
making individuals who they are. Building from existentialism, phenomenology describes the way
in which the embodiment affects interaction. Phenomenology is significant in that it demonstrates
that all perception is founded on previous experience and because individuals have varying
experiences, perception will be specific to the individual (Whitehead et al., 2018). In order for this
two-way interaction process to be effective, perception and action must be involved; thus, human
embodiment encompasses both these aspects of interaction (Pot et al., 2018; Whitehead et al.,
2018). Collectively, these three pillars serve as the philosophical foundation of PL, in which
individuals have a unique interpretation of the physical world, a level of embodiment based on
individual experience, and a perception of their physical and mental being as a “mutually enriching
whole” (Pushkarenko, 2022, p. 111).

Application of Physical Literacy and Varying Conceptualizations
PL has become increasingly popular in recent years, appearing frequently in both policy

and practice discussions (Bailey, 2022). It has been widely adopted in healthcare, physical activity,
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sport, and physical education settings globally due to its suggested positive impact on overall
quality of life (Cairney et al., 2019a; Jurbala, 2015; Young et al., 2021). Shearer and colleagues
(2018) have identified seven major groups globally that are actively promoting and developing
PL, each offering at least one specific definition. Several countries have been proactive in
implementing PL, including the United Kingdom (Sport Wales), Canada (Canadian Sport for Life,
Physical and Health Education Canada), New Zealand (Sport New Zealand), and Australia
(Australian Sport Commission; Bailey, 2022; Shearer et al., 2018). Additionally, international
organizations such as the International Council of Sport Science and Physical Education and the
World Health Organization have embraced the term, aiming to increase active living and improve
overall quality of life (Shearer et al., 2018).

With the rise in its popularity, PL has taken on various forms, encompassing different
domains and content, often leading to ambiguities and confusion (Edwards et al., 2017; Tremblay
& Lloyd, 2010; Young et al., 2020). Despite the dominance of the Whiteheadian perspective and
the establishment of the International Physical Literacy Association focusing on the holistic
development of PL and individual embodied experience, differences in usage persist (e.g., some
programs focus solely on the physical domain; Bailey, 2022; Edwards et al., 2017; Keegan et al.,
2013). The literature highlights that while there is a general understanding that PL should be
defined and understood as holistic and attainable for all, interpretations vary depending on specific
objectives (Young et al., 2020). Dudley (2023) highlighted that since 2012, 19 different PL
frameworks have been developed, each with varying epistemological perspectives. Carl and
colleagues (2022) supported this by finding that 34 out of 44 PL intervention studies defined PL

holistically, though many models focused specifically on sport development for children and
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youth, with only seven studies incorporating all three PL domains (affective, cognitive, and
physical; Cornish et al., 2020).

Young and colleagues (2020) also noted inconsistencies in PL conceptualizations and
operationalizations through a conceptual analysis, which revealed disparities in understanding PL
(e.g., generalizations in the literature, simplified definitions, and omission of key attributes). They
highlighted that the philosophical underpinnings of Whitehead’s PL definition have become less
prominent over time, reducing the emphasis on holism and human embodiment as a monistic
understanding, thereby detracting from the inclusive concept of PL (Young et al., 2020). They
identified three levels of abstraction in current PL conceptualizations: low, medium, and high. The
low-level of abstraction fully embraces the root definition (Whitehead, 2010), including all key
characteristics and philosophical underpinnings. The medium level, the most widely used, offers
a more fluid understanding, simplifying the root definition and distancing it from its philosophical
roots. The high level detaches from the root definition, focusing primarily on the physical domain
while neglecting other core attributes, ultimately undermining the holistic emphasis found in the
original conceptualization (Young et al., 2020). In 2 of the 15 definitions reviewed by Young et
al. (2020), fundamental movement skills were emphasized as the primary objective for fostering
PL, clearly demonstrating a departure from the Whiteheadian conceptualization, leading to a more
exclusive understanding of PL.

Edwards and colleagues (2017) emphasized the importance of clarity in the theoretical
descriptions of PL for practical application. They noted that varying conceptualizations focusing
heavily on fundamental movement skills and physicality could have practical implications. They
pointed out that PL and fundamental movement skills are not synonymous, as fundamental

movement skills focus solely on physical skill progression, whereas PL also includes the affective
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and cognitive domains. This distinction is crucial for practitioners, as an overemphasis on
physicality could disengage individuals from physical activity participation due to fear of
discrimination, ultimately reducing the potential for PL development for all (Edwards et al., 2017).
Physical Literacy as an Inclusive Concept
Physical Literacy - Inclusive in Theory

Crucial to the concept of PL, is that it is inclusive to all individuals despite individual
differences (Whitehead, 2010, 2019). Whitehead (2010) asserts that all individuals possess the
building blocks necessary for PL development and that it is considered to be one’s human potential
to engage in purposeful physical pursuits, leading to the nurturing of a positive attitude toward
one’s own movement potential. Value exists in PL as it supports each individual’s capability and
benefits one’s overall well-being (i.e., physically, mentally, and socially); leading to the
development of human flourishing (Almond & Whitehead, 2012; Durden-Myers et al., 2018;
Pushkarenko et al., 2023a). Given the value PL holds, it has been implemented as a core
programming priority for physical activity programs on the premise that it is inclusive to all,
regardless of ability (Pushkarenko et al., 2023a).

As well as PL being an inclusive concept, it has been demonstrated in the literature that
IED places value on PL that is congruent to Whitehead's conceptualization of PL (Pushkarenko et
al., 2023a). In a study completed by Pushkarenko and colleagues (2023a), IED were interviewed
in focus group settings to gain an understanding of their PL perspectives, and the results yielded
positive perceptions regarding the concept. Concepts including self-discovery, relationship
building, continuous physical activity engagement, environmental connection, empowerment,

choice and autonomy, and a sense of belonging were all highlighted as positives associated with
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individual’s PL journeys within inclusive physical activity/recreation programming (Pushkarenko
et al., 2023a).
Physical Literacy and Ableism

Despite the inclusive nature of PL as a concept and the positive perceptions of PL from
IED, its inclusivity in practice has been questioned in the literature (Dudley et al., 2017; Edwards
et al., 2017; Goodwin & Peers, 2011). Although the recognition of the defined PL domains is
important within the inclusive concept (i.e., cognitive, affective, and physical), there is an over-
emphasis on the physical domain regarding one’s physical competence (e.g., motor development,
sport, and fundamental movement skills; Edwards et al., 2017; Giblin et al., 2014, Liu & Chen,
2020). This idea has been critiqued in the literature, and has been suggested to compromise the
integrity of PL being conceptualized as an inclusive concept (Goodwin, 2016; Pushkarenko, 2022;
2023b).

Consistent with the exclusive conceptualizations of PL that have been highlighted in the
literature (Bailey, 2022; Edwards et al., 2017; Keegan et al., 2013), there is an obvious lack of
existing literature regarding the inclusive intersection of PL and IED (Pushkarenko et al., 2021).
It has been noted that within the limited literature, PL for IED is often utilized as a means of
highlighting individuals who need a level of correction and is used to improve their participation
in normative physical activity (Cornish et al., 2020; Pushkarenko et al., 2021). These practices
devalue and/or isolate individuals; therefore, IED may be excluded from PL-focused programming
before commencing their own PL journey (Goodwin & Peers, 2011; Goodwin, 2016; Pushkarenko

et al., 2021). As a result, PL has been referred to as exclusive and ableist3, representative of

3 Ableism refers to “a network of beliefs, processes and practices that produces a particular kind of self and
body (the corporeal standard) that is projected as the perfect, species-typical and therefore essential and fully human”
(Campbell, 2009, p. 5). Disability then, is a diminished state of being human characterized as less able, abnormal,
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individuals who do not experience disability, and can be critiqued for not fully encompassing the
foundations that support PL as a whole (Arbour-Nicitopoulos et al., 2017; Giese et al., 2024;
Pushkarenko et al., 2021; 2023b; Tanure Alves et al., 2022). According to Pushkarenko et al.
(2021), such implications are problematic as they quantify one’s PL journey and convey the
message that PL is more of an outcome than a process (i.e., the idea that one can become
‘physically literate’; Edwards et al., 2017).

Within the literature, it has been critiqued that there is greater emphasis toward ensuring
that PL is simply used to describe programs for IED rather than toward engaging in inclusive
practices that fulfill the philosophical foundations of the concept (Pushkarenko, 2022). For IED,
this approach diminishes individual capabilities and does not acknowledge the potential resources
that those with diverse abilities may require on their PL journey. Arbour-Nicitopoulous et al.
(2018) suggest that appropriate, accessible programming to provide enriched inclusive PL
development for IED provides the foundation for life-long physical activity engagement. However,
the reality of PL implementations that embody the inclusiveness within the current PL concept are
lacking (Rimmer et al., 2016; Shields & Synnott, 2016); thus it is crucial to understand strategies
that lead to the enrichment of inclusive PL development for all individuals.

Strategies for Inclusive Physical Literacy Development

While acknowledging the criticisms surrounding the conceptualization and implementation
of PL, there are also a number of inclusive strategies defined in the literature that are recommended
for facilitators to utilize for the fostering of inclusive PL development for all. These include
ensuring collaboration with relevant community partners, implementing pedagogical sensitivity,

non-linear pedagogy, relationship building, and maintaining a commitment to reflexive practice

and undesirable (Campbell, 2009). This preference for certain abilities over others creates a dichotomy based on ‘being
able to’ versus ‘not being able to’ do something.
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(Pushkarenko, 2022). Engaging community partners in a collaborative manner when developing
PL programming is crucial to facilitate inclusive PL development for all. There is substantial
research supporting the involvement of parents, guardians, siblings, peers, teachers, and
practitioners, in program development (An & Hodge, 2013) as the people closest to IED possess
the greatest and deepest knowledge regarding their interests, abilities, and strengths and
weaknesses (An & Goodwin, 2007).

Pedagogical sensitivity, non-linear pedagogy, and relationship building also contribute to
the increase in inclusive PL development for all (Almond & Whitehead, 2012; Rudd et al., 2020;
Whitehead, 2001, 2010). This pedagogical stance implies that those who facilitate physical activity
experiences are more likely to act inclusively according to varying interactions and environments,
develop a better understanding of individual learners, and implement adaptability in their
pedagogical position (Almond & Whitehead, 2012). Pedagogical sensitivity consists of five skills
revolving around relationship building: reaching out to learners, connecting, engaging, drawing
out, and stretching (Almond & Whitehead, 2012). All five of these skills revolve around building
a relationship with the individual, creating an encouraging, inclusive environment for all,
providing appropriate, engaging activities that excite and interest the individual, and encouraging
individuals to expand their interests and attitudes (Almond & Whitehead, 2012).

Commitment to reflexive practice is not only imperative within research but also in practice
to encourage inclusive PL implementation. Being aware of the ableist assumptions currently
integrated into PL practice is an important consideration for the development of enriched inclusive
PL practice focused on the fulfillment of meaning according to the individual (Pushkarenko, 2022).

Making this acknowledgement is also crucial in maintaining one’s ethical commitment to
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professional practice to ensure inclusive and appropriate PL program implementation (Goodwin
& Howe, 2016; Goodwin & Rossow-Kimball, 2012).

Supporting these inclusive practice strategies is a PL and Inclusion framework that has
been recently developed in Canada (Pushkarenko et al., 2023b). This framework was developed
during the past year by Pushkarenko and colleagues (2023b) through research based upon three
case studies of prominent organizations that embrace the concepts of inclusion and PL throughout
their programming and practices. Understanding that PL is an ongoing journey that is holistic in
nature, the PL and Inclusion framework was developed to promote equitable opportunity for
enriched PL development for all. The framework is displayed as a three-circle Venn diagram, and
includes three ‘pillars’: (1) Community and Environment; (2) Intentionality; and (3) Practice (see
Appendix A). Community represents the idea that inclusive PL is fostered through the involvement
of an entire community of knowledge-holders, whereby many create knowledge and
understanding. Intentionality discusses the importance that PL for all is fostered through a
purposeful, intentional, and operational approach. Finally, practice supports the idea that inclusive
PL is fostered through a commitment to practice grounded in PL philosophy and evidential support
(Pushkarenko, Crane et al., 2023). Understanding these three pillars and their intersections, the
purpose of the framework is to enhance delivery of physical activity programs, and provide all
community partners with the opportunity to better understand and implement PL, ultimately
leading to enriched and inclusive PL development for all.

Physical Literacy and Inclusive Community-Based Programming

Despite the perspectives of IED regarding PL and the recommendations for inclusive PL

program provision provided in the literature, there is still a lack of implementation of inclusive PL

programming within community-based organizations (Arbour-Nicitopoulos et al., 2023; Saxena

24



& Shikako Thomas, 2020); thus it is necessary to recognize how PL is understood in these settings.
Due to the benefits of physical activity (Keats et al., 2017; Warburton & Bredin, 2016) and the
notion that PL promotes physical activity across the lifespan (Whitehead, 2019), PL
implementation has recently become a common element in physical activity programming
(Tremblay et al., 2018). Moreover, due to the recognized benefit of physical activity exposure at
an early age, numerous PL and physical activity programs aim to serve school-aged children and
youth (Bremer et al., 2020; Yi et al., 2020). Carl and colleagues (2022) completed a systematic
review of 46 PL interventions, noting that almost 50% were conducted in a school setting for
children, whereas only 7 articles displayed an intervention within a community facility or
afterschool context. Moreover, the suggestion that the majority of PL programming targets school-
aged children but that PL interventions would be beneficial to all (e.g., seniors, youth, individuals
experiencing disabilities, etc.) is supported by Yi et al. 2020 as they explored how communities
perceive PL education.

Despite the lack of community-based PL interventions, it has been suggested that
participation in community-based programming will benefit one's overall quality of life by
increasing physical health benefits, providing an environment for increased socialization, and
fostering opportunities for autonomy and choice (Cox et al., 2018; Zabriskie et al., 2005). For
instance, Blais and colleagues (2020) conducted a community-based sport program that focused
on individualizing programming based on the participants' needs and providing an inclusive
environment for all. They highlighted the increase in motor skills, confidence, autonomy, and
participation levels achieved through participation in this program (Blais et al., 2020). The benefits
of community-based programming provide an excellent environment for PL development due to

the opportunity to allow individuals to capitalize on their own capabilities (Arbour-Nicitopoulos
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et al., 2018; Blais et al., 2020; Yi et al., 2020). Moreover, community-based programming
opportunities not only serve to provide additional context for development as a whole, but also a
context for constant and continuous development, thus supporting the notion that PL. development
does not start and stop in any specific setting (i.e., gym, recreation, sport, etc; Whitehead, 2018).
Through conversations with community partners, Yi and colleagues (2020) highlighted that PL
implementation should be a collaborative community effort that is for everyone, does not focus
solely on movement skills, should incorporate education for families, and should ensure choice
and accessibility for all. These findings support the idea that PL is an inclusive concept that is
holistic in nature, despite the lack of inclusive community-based programming.
Arbour-Nicitopoulos et al. (2023) discuss the aforementioned limitation regarding
community-based PL programming, more specifically however, within the context of IED. They
highlighted that there has been limited attention towards optimizing PL development of youth
experiencing disabilities in activity contexts outside of school and sport (i.e., community-based
recreation programming; Arbour-Nicitopoulos et al., 2023). Providing these inclusive PL
opportunities in a community-based setting can promote more authentic and meaningful
interactions that can potentially contribute to cognitive, social, and physical functioning later in
life (Arbour-Nicitopoulos et al., 2018). Arbour-Nicitopoulos et al. (2018) also suggest that
community programs provide positive interactions and outcomes for individuals of all ability
levels (i.e., improved psychological functioning). Although positive implications of community-
based programming have been suggested, ensuring total inclusion and autonomy of all participants
is a difficult task (Arbour-Nicitopoulos et al., 2017; Rimmer et al., 2016), thus it is important to
explore the perspectives of facilitators in disability-specific organizations regarding the successful

implementation of inclusive PL enriched programming for IED.
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Recognizing the low levels of PL development for IED, the exclusive conceptualizations
of PL, and the lack of literature supporting the intersection of PL and IED, it is crucial to explore
the perspectives of the facilitators who implement these opportunities for IED. These perspectives
are an integral part of collaboration in the successful implementation of PL programs for IED (Yi
et al., 2020). Their firsthand experiences and insights contribute significantly to designing
inclusive and effective interventions that cater to diverse needs and abilities. As highlighted by
Pushkarenko et al. (2023d), the involvement of skilled facilitators ensures that programs are not
only accessible but also engaging and empowering, fostering a supportive environment where
participants can develop physical skills and confidence. Therefore, prioritizing the perspectives of
these community partners is crucial for promoting equitable access to PL programming and

fostering holistic development among IED.
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CHAPTER THREE: Methods and Methodology

Given the profound debates surrounding the theoretical and practical conceptualizations
and operationalizations of PL, aligning the paradigmatic assumptions with the philosophical
underpinnings of PL is essential. Doing so ensures methodological coherence and indicates that
the current paradigmatic assumptions are appropriate for the methods and methodology used to
address the research question (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). Ensuring this methodological coherence
is essential for conducting high-quality research and offers clarity for the audience (Mayan, 2009;
Tracy, 2010). These assumptions, along with the conceptual framework, informed every
methodological decision made during the research process.
Research Paradigm

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions and understandings of disability-
specific physical activity facilitators who support the development of PL for IED. Therefore, it
was grounded in an interpretive-constructivist research paradigm. Through this paradigm, it is
assumed that multiple forms of social and experiential realities exist, that knowledge is subjective,
and that an interactive and interpretive process between researcher and participant subjectivities
co-creates knowledge (Mayan, 2009). The interpretive-constructivist paradigm is composed of a
relativist ontology, a transactional/subjective epistemology, and a hermeneutic and dialectical
methodology (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Mayan, 2009). A relativist ontology orients the study
within the view that reality is subjective and specific to each individual, further emphasizing that
our realities are shaped by our interpretations and interactions with the environment (Crotty, 1998;
Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The interpretive-constructivist paradigm also assumes a transactional
epistemology, in which the researcher interacts with the participants allowing for the formation of

a fresh understanding of the phenomenon in question (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Kivunja & Kuyini,
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2017). Finally, the constructivist paradigm assumes a hermeneutic and dialectical methodology,
which is the study of interpretation and meaning (Paterson & Higgs, 2015). More specifically, the
researcher tries to understand the participant's experiences and interpret the meanings based upon
this understanding (Paterson & Higgs, 2015).
Research Design

Aligning with the paradigmatic outline, interpretive description (Thorne, 2008) was used
in this study to understand the perceptions and understandings of disability-specific physical
activity facilitators. Interpretive description is grounded in an orientation that acknowledges the
contextual nature of human experience and addresses limitations within formally established
qualitative traditions (Thompson Burdine et al., 2021; Thorne, 2008). This methodology aids in
the articulation of patterns and themes emerging in relation to various health-related phenomena
(Thorne et al., 2004), resulting in an interpretation and explanation within the context of qualitative
credibility criteria (Sandelowski, 2000). Using an interpretive description methodology helps
answer questions about health-related experiences from perspectives that are holistic, interpretive,
and relational, understanding that individuals are composed of unique interactions between body
and mind (Thompson Burdine et al., 2021; Thorne, 2008); thus providing excellent support for the
exploration of PL development. Specific to this investigation, this methodology helped lead to a
better understanding of the perceptions of physical activity facilitators in their quest to deliver PL
opportunities that are inclusive to all.
Larger Research Study

The current study operated as a sub-project of an ongoing larger study entitled, “Physical
Literacy for All in Atlantic Canada: Tailoring Frameworks to Meet Organizational Capacity and

Individual Community Need,” conducted by Dr. Kyle Pushkarenko and colleagues. The larger
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study focuses on inclusive PL implementation, consisting of nationally- and internationally-
recognized research partners. Working collaboratively with community-based organizations in
Atlantic Canada (to be determined), the study aims to explore the impact of a co-created PL
framework (see Appendix A) on organizational capacity to facilitate PL for all. Using a multiple
case study design (Stake, 2005), the research team will seek to fulfill the following objectives: (1)
enhance the evidence-base in support of current and future community-based program
development that is equitable and inclusive; (2) develop PL education and training that can be
tailored to meet community-based, organizational needs, desires, and capacities; and (3) drive
discussion on the dynamics impacting PL development, adhering to PL's underpinnings of equity,
diversity, and inclusion. The current study will be utilized as an additional support to the larger
study to enhance the evidence-base regarding inclusive PL implementation and aid in the
development of PL education and training for community-based organizations, based on the
perspectives of disability-specific facilitators.
Researcher Positionality

Holmes (2020) states that “positionality requires that both acknowledgment and allowance
are made by the researcher to locate their views, values, and beliefs about the research design,
conduct, and output(s)” (p. 2). It is crucial for researchers to acknowledge that their individual
positionality can impact all aspects and stages of the research process. Acknowledging one’s
positionality is important in aiming to understand individual influence on and in the research
process and it is essential to note that positionality not only shapes one’s work but influences
interpretations, understandings and belief in the validity of other’s research (Holmes, 2020).

During much of my undergraduate and graduate degrees, I worked and volunteered in

recreation and research settings involving the interaction of IED and PL. My previous experience
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working at summer camps and volunteering with organizations that are inclusive of all ability
levels sparked my interest in working closely with the disability community. Throughout my
undergraduate degree | was able to complete courses where I was introduced to the concept of PL
and inclusive activity, which led me to researcher and practitioner experiences with the greater
disability community, focusing on PL development. I spent two years of my undergraduate degree
as a research assistant under the supervision of one of my current Master’s supervisors, Dr. Kyle
Pushkarenko, in which I spent my time conversing with community partners of the disability
community regarding the barriers to adapted physical activity in the community. During this time,
it became evident that current opportunities in the community were not providing inclusive
environments that foster PL development and that further work needed to be done to provide
individuals with environments that encourage fulfillment of one’s embodied capabilities. These
research experiences directed me to begin my Master’s degree within this research field, as well
as begin a job as a Physical Literacy and Inclusion Facilitator with Abilities Centre Durham
(Whitby, Ontario), in which I interact with individuals of all ability levels to help further develop
their PL journeys.

As the primary researcher in this study, I recognize that I was in a position of privilege
(i.e., able-bodied, white, educated) and power (i.e., researcher), and was considered an outsider for
this research (Holmes, 2020; Merriam et al., 2001). As an individual who is not part of the
disability-specific organizations that were under study, I recognize that I, as a researcher, entered
as an outsider to the participants’ place of occupation (Merriam et al., 2001). I acknowledge that
my positionality as a white, able-bodied, educated individual, with past research and work
experience in this area is unique to me, and it could have impacted all aspects and stages of the

research process (Holmes, 2020). Despite the similarities or lack thereof with the participants of
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the study, I acknowledge that the interpretive-constructivist lens used to view the world within this
study suggests all individuals hold their own subjective lived experiences that will benefit the study
(Holmes, 2020; Merriam, 2009). Due to my positionality within the study, it was crucial that I took
part in constant reflexivity regarding potential power dynamics that could have occurred during
the study. Despite the varying roles and positions I hold, I acknowledge that due to the position of
power that I possessed as the primary researcher, it was crucial to observe my own experiences,
thoughts, and biases to avoid potential implications of a lack of reflexivity (i.e., participant
restraint, power imbalance, etc; Holmes, 2020).
Organization and Participant Recruitment

Following approval from the Interdisciplinary Committee on Ethics in Human Research at
Memorial University of Newfoundland (application #20241286-HK; see Appendix B),
introductory emails were sent to potential disability-specific organizations within Newfoundland,
which included information about the background and purpose of the study. Organizations across
Newfoundland were considered for this research if they (1) specifically provided services to IED
that included physical activity and/or recreation components and (2) were identified as including
a level of PL focus within their programming (identified through websites, program documents,
and introductory meetings with organizational gatekeepers). After initial recruitment efforts, four
disability-specific organizations agreed to aid in the research process of recruiting physical activity
facilitators to participate in the study. This process included email communications with
organizational gatekeepers, as well as informal meetings to discuss the purpose of the research and
the organization’s capability to contact their physical activity facilitators regarding potential
participation in the study. The four organizational gatekeepers were then provided with the

recruitment letter, recruitment poster, and demographic form (also provided in an online format;
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see Appendix C, Appendix D, and Appendix E, respectively) to distribute to potential participants.
At their discretion, organizations contacted specific individuals to help ensure a purposive sample
that met inclusion criteria.

Once demographic information forms were completed by participants that met the
inclusion criteria (outlined below), the researcher communicated via email to discuss potential
questions or concerns and identify the most appropriate medium, location, and time for interviews.
Prior to data collection, participants were provided with consent forms, submitting them before
the interview (see Appendix F). Before the interview process began, and to ensure a level of
transparency between the researcher and participants, the benefits and risks of the study were
reviewed with each participant.

Participants

Consistent with interpretive description (Thorne, 2008), a sample of eight participants
across four disability-specific organizations in Newfoundland were recruited. Utilizing
interpretive description requires a selection of participants who share commonalities to create a
better understanding of the topic being researched (Thorne. 2008). Studies that follow interpretive
description typically include sample sizes of five to 30 participants (Thorne, 2008); however, to
better align with the appropriate level of research (i.e., Master’s level research project), a goal of
eight to ten participants was defined for this study. Purposive and convenience sampling were
utilized in this study as nonprobability sampling techniques as a means to recruit participants from
a specific population (Etikan et al., 2016). Purposive sampling was used in this study due to the
ease of selecting participants based on specific qualities they possess (Etikan et al., 2016; Thorne,

2008). Furthermore, convenience sampling was used as a means to recruit members of an

33



identified population that were easily accessible and met inclusion criteria; therefore, they were
selected to participate in the study (Etikan et al., 2016).

The inclusion criteria for the participants included: (1) holding an official title of physical
activity facilitator at a pre-identified disability-specific organization, (2) being in their position for
at least three months, (3) possessing some level of training with respect to PL development or
inclusive programming, (4) being over the age of 18, and (5) being verbally proficient in English.
Inclusion criteria were defined based on varying rationale. First, physical activity facilitators were
the target demographic for data collection, therefore participants needed to hold this title. Second,
individuals needed to possess a set amount of experience within their organization to provide a
level of credibility for the data collection process. Third, it was important for participants to have
some understanding of the topic being researched for the richness of data collection. Fourth,
participants were required to provide consent to the data collection methods to be able to
participate. Finally, verbal proficiency was necessary due to the language limitations of the
researcher.

The participant sample was composed of seven individuals who identified as female and
one who identified as male. The average age of participants was 45.3 years (range 26 to 69 years).
All participants self-identified as a physical activity facilitator (e.g., program staff, volunteer,
fitness instructor, coach, etc). The average duration of participation as a physical activity facilitator
at their current disability-specific organization was 3.2 years (range was one to eight years). All
participants had training in the areas of PL or diversity and inclusion or both, and have all had

previous experience working with individuals of varying ability levels.
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Data Collection

The data collected for this study was completed using four different methods including
demographic forms, semi-structured interviews, field notes, and reflexive journaling. Prior to the
start of each interview, each participant completed a demographic form to aid in establishing
context for interpretation. Information regarding name, gender, age, and information pertaining to
their disability-specific organization was included in the demographic form. Contact information
was also requested on the form for the purpose of conducting member reflections on the transcribed
interview data and thematic analysis.

Audio-recorded, semi-structured interviews were conducted with each of the eight
participants. Interviews took place in one of three forms at the discretion of each participant: in-
person, over the phone, or virtually via Zoom. This aligned with the inclusive nature of the study,
acknowledging the location of participants (i.e., some being outside the metropolitan area), and
ensuring participant comfortability and convenience (Tracy, 2010). In total, one interview took
place in-person, six took place over the phone, and one took place virtually, ranging from
approximately 30 - 60 minutes (average of 46 minutes). The interviews used an open-ended design
to provide in-depth information concerning participants’ experiences and viewpoints on specific
topics (Thorne, 2008; Turner, 2010). All interviews used a detailed guide composed of 14 open-
ended questions directed by ecological dynamics framework and informed by interpretive
description question styles (see Appendix G). This was utilized to gain specific responses from the
participants regarding their personal experiences, affording the opportunity to contribute as much
information as they desire, and allowing for follow-up questions if necessary (McIntosh & Morse,
2015; Turner, 2010). Two experienced qualitative researchers reviewed the interview guide to

ensure consistency with the chosen methodology and conceptual framework, and existing
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revisions were made based on their input (Sparkes & Smith, 2014). With the completion of
participant consent forms, the interviews were audio-recorded and later transcribed for the data
analysis process, followed by a first-level member reflection. Clean verbatim transcriptions were
given to participants via email correspondence seeking comments, suggestions, changes or
additions they felt necessary as a means of member reflection (Smith & McGannon, 2018; Tracy,
2010). All eight participants responded to the email and no additions or changes were required.

Additional data was collected using field notes recorded during the interviews. Field notes
were used as a tool for the researcher to describe their reflections, feelings, ideas, moments of
confusion, hunches, interpretations, etc. (Mayan, 2009; see Appendix H). Field notes helped
ground the study in context and provided perspective on participants' experiences, which was
useful for data examination of perceptions across time (Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2018). For this
study, field notes provided valuable data regarding the facilitators’ experiences and interactions
within their disability-specific organization and PL development.

Reflexive journaling is another component of data collection and analysis that was used to
assist in providing context regarding interpretations (see Appendix I). This provided a means to
ensure an ethical commitment to the participants and reflect upon the power dynamics at play
within the research process (Cunliffe & Sadler-Smith, 2015). The researcher engaged in reflexive
journaling within 48 hours of each interview to ensure that observations such as the researcher-
participant relationship, participant behaviour, and the researcher’s positionality within the study
were regularly considered (Berger, 2015; Cunliffe, 2016). Utilizing a reflexive journal promoted
the analysis of assumptions, decisions, and actions of the researcher to potentially reveal
complexities and richer descriptions, ultimately promoting more credible and rigorous research

(Cunliffe, 2016; Cunliffe & Sadler-Smith, 2015).
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Data Analysis

Data analysis was grounded within interpretive description (Thorne, 2008), and conducted
using inductive thematic analysis and reflexive practices (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Ongoing
analysis of the semi-structured interviews, field notes, and reflexive journal was completed during
this phase of the study (Braun & Clarke, 2021; Thorne, 2008), ensuring that interpretations
remained relevant to the purpose of the study and the research question (Merriam, 2009). Field
notes were conducted during the interviews and reflexive journaling took place after the
completion of each interview, both were utilized in an ongoing manner as a means to confirm
interpretations made, providing rich context for the analysis (Cunliffe, 2016; Phillippi &
Lauderdale, 2018).

Inductive thematic analysis was used within the data analysis stage as it is an accessible
and theoretically flexible approach to analyzing qualitative data while remaining reflexive in
practice (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 2021). The thematic analysis process follows a six-step approach
including: 1) becoming familiar with the data through transcription, reading, and re-reading the
data, 2) generating initial codes through systematically coding interesting features in the data, 3)
searching for themes through gathering codes into potential themes, 4) reviewing themes through
examining if they work in relation to the data set, 5) defining and naming themes through ongoing
analysis to refine the specifics of each theme, and 6) producing the report (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Initiating the process of analysis, the researcher became fully immersed in the data through reading
and re-reading the written data (i.e., field notes and reflexive journal), and repeatedly listening to
the audio-recordings of the interviews prior to transcription (Thorne, 2016). Transcripts were then
typed from audio-recordings and re-read with the audio-recordings for a complete analysis. Doing

this allowed the researcher to become completely immersed in the data prior to beginning further
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interpretations during coding and organizing. Transcriptions were then anonymized, removing all
identifying information to ensure anonymity and confidentiality, and participants were assigned
pseudonyms.

Following step one, the researcher generated initial codes through systematically coding
interesting features in the data, through margin notes and brief highlights (Thorne, 2016). Thorne
and colleagues (2004) state that within the initial coding stages, breadth is often more useful than
precision; therefore, various codes or groups of data may be explored and re-explored to discover
potential alternative perspectives. During this stage, two distinct columns were added to the
transcripts, entitled “exploratory comments” and “emerging themes” (see Appendix J).
Exploratory comments were first categorized as either descriptive or interpretive, in which
constant questioning within an intellectual inquiry process occurred, asking questions considering
‘why, what, how?’ to consider how the interpretative conclusions may yield results (Thorne et al.,
2004). Exploratory comments took the form of both descriptive comments that describe the
subjects of the transcripts, as well as interpretive comments that provide meaning to the associated
descriptive comments. When necessary, the field notes and reflexive journal entries were
examined alongside the transcript to remind the researcher of contextual elements that may not
have been reflected by the transcript alone, such as displays of joy or discomfort. Once exploratory
comments were made, the researcher re-read the transcript within the context of the exploratory
comments and assigned appropriate codes within the “emerging themes” column.

At this stage, the study utilized two “critical companions” (Paterson & Higgs, 2015, p.
340), serving to encourage reflexivity by challenging perceptions of the knowledge (Collins &
Stockton, 2018; Smith & McGannon, 2018). Both critical companions possessed practical

experience in the areas of adapted physical activity, knowledge of the subject matter under study
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(i.e., PL), and have previous qualitative research experience. They analyzed the data and provided
external perspectives, helping the primary researcher develop themes, and providing any
suggestions they deemed necessary (Creswell & Poth, 2017; Zitomer & Goodwin, 2014).

During the third step, the list of emerging themes (see Appendix K) were organized to
discover connections through mind-mapping to generate potential themes (see Appendix L). The
fourth step of the analysis then took place in which the researcher reviewed the themes through
examining if they worked in relation to the data set. Next, the fifth step was conducted in which
the individual themes for each participant were named and defined through ongoing analysis to
refine the specifics of each theme. These steps were then repeated with each transcript, allowing
thorough engagement with each data set individually and providing the opportunity for new ideas
to emerge throughout the analysis. Participants were then provided with the interview transcripts
and interpretations and were invited to engage in member reflections by offering their thoughts on
the researcher’s interpretation (Motulsky, 2021; Smith & McGannon, 2018). Finally, recurrent
themes across all cases were established through manual manipulation of individual themes (see
Appendix M), in consultation with the researcher's supervisor, to draw conclusions about the
perceptions of physical activity facilitators on PL development for IED in disability-specific
organizations.

Research Quality

Despite the common debate regarding evaluation criteria for the quality of qualitative
research, four main criteria highlighted by Yardley (2000) were used to evaluate the research
process and ensure that the data and findings were credible. The four main evaluation criteria
include: (1) sensitivity to context, (2) commitment and rigour, (3) transparency and coherence, and

(4) impact and importance (Yardley, 2000). Ensuring these evaluation criteria were met provided
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evidence of rich research and offered a trustworthy contribution to the field of inclusive PL
development (Tracy, 2010).

The researcher accomplished sensitivity to context by displaying a theoretical and
methodological awareness of the research process, including the applicable research on the impact
of PL knowledge and experience on the development of PL. Moreover, sensitivity to context was
accomplished through purposeful and convenience sampling strategies, consistent researcher
reflexivity through reflexive journaling, and highlighting significant findings through thick
description (Yardley, 2000). Attention to rigour was crucial in the interpretive description as the
researcher accounted for the influence of bias as much as possible (Thompson Burdine et al.,
2021). As such, commitment and rigour was determined through data collection and analysis
strategies, such as the comparison of participant themes against field notes and reflexive
journaling, providing opportunity for first-level member reflections to confirm transcript and
interpretation accuracy regarding the emerging themes. The use of these strategies added a level
of credibility to the research (Thomas, 2017; Smith & McGannon, 2018; Zitomer & Goodwin,
2014). Triangulation also enhanced rigour in this study through multiple data collection strategies,
including semi-structured interviews, demographic forms, field notes, and reflexive journaling
(Tracy, 2010).

Transparency and coherence was achieved through presenting a detailed account of the
research methodology and approach and full disclosure of the participant’s role in the research
before their involvement in the study. To further strengthen cohesiveness and consistency, the
ecological dynamics framework was used throughout the research process (i.e., to inform the
creation of research questions and recording of field notes) to strengthen the coherence of the

study. Finally, impact and importance are defined through what the audience considers important
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and what they do with the results of the study. Therefore, providing a detailed description of the
research process provides an opportunity for the audience to decide whether or not the findings

are relevant to them (Tracy, 2010).
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CHAPTER FOUR: Results

Three themes generated from the analysis reflected dynamic environmental influences on
the perceptions of PL held by the eight participants (pseudonyms: Kiley, Nadine, Megan, Lily,
Jane, Brady, Andrea, and Carla). These influences occurred as a result of the ongoing individual-
environmental interaction existing amongst participants as facilitators of meaningful experiences
and those that participated in the programs they are a part of (i.e., IED). Facilitators understood
that their role was important to the development of PL for IED, yet recognized that their
involvement was only a single piece of the puzzle leading to continuous and positive engagement
in lifelong physical activity (i.e., PL development). The three themes were: a) Unlocking
individual potential, b) Committed leadership, and c) Strength in numbers.
Unlocking Individual Potential

Collectively, facilitators believed they played a crucial role in creating positive experiences
for IED (i.e., physical, developmental, and intellectual disabilities). By providing a warm and
welcoming environment, they offered abundant opportunities for personal growth, leading to a
comprehensive appreciation of physical activity and overall PL development. Through continuous
efforts to value, appreciate, and celebrate IED and their achievements, facilitators fostered a sense
of individual flourishing, enhancing the capacities and strengths of each person. This approach not
only empowered IED but also increased their enjoyment, resulting in greater purposeful
engagement and more meaningful experiences.

Facilitators emphasized the physical benefits that IED gain from participating in the
activities they provide. Megan noted that benefit was afforded through the transition away from
more sedentary activities. She stated that, “if they weren’t involved, they would be home watching

TV or playing a game and that's not good for their overall well-being anyway.” More directly,
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Brady highlighted the importance of physical benefits, suggesting that participation was essential
for skill development of not only those who were “sporty”, but for everyone. According to him,
participation allowed IED to “work on a lot of those earlier skills, like running, jumping, throwing,
shooting, and passing.”

Accompanying the physical benefits, facilitators believed that IED also benefited socially,
gaining skills such as independence and leadership. Brady observed improvements, expressing,
“The first positives that [ would think of, honestly, is the [participant] leadership part of it.” Megan
supported this from both the perspective of an activity facilitator and as a parent of a child
experiencing disability, stressing how she had observed significant gains in levels of
independence. She voiced:

The independence part of [inclusive programming] is [a positive] because when I was

doing [inclusive programming] with them, I had to be on the floor with them at all times,

whatever game they were playing, I had to play it. Now they’re like, ‘Okay, you drop me
off, you stay in the car. I'm good. I got this.” So I mean, they have grown so much.

Facilitators also noticed mental development in the form of increased self-confidence
among [ED. They observed that participants' confidence levels improved significantly from the
start to the end of the program, which was attributed to the acceptance of each individual and their
abilities. Jane explained:

The kids would come in on the very first day and you could see them clinging to their

parents...By the time that program wrapped up, it was so nice seeing the confidence

coming out of the kids realizing that they are accepted on a sports field, no matter what

disability they may have.
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Enthusiastically, Megan added, “Their self-confidence, oh my god! I’ll never be able to understand
that... but they got it, they’re doing good.” Highlighting heightened confidence levels even more
so, Andrea shared a story about a participant thriving in an accessible swimming program:

One of the things standing out right away is the individual at the swimming program, with
that being their sole interest. They would often be out in the deep end, off on their
own...every now and again jump in but never next to anyone else. Just kept their space and
then as the programming kept going on... they came into the shallow end and are now
around different participants and they're communicating with them and they seem a lot
more comfortable. There's definitely a change there.

Such physical, social, and mental benefits were seen as indicative of individual flourishing
and the overall personal growth that IED experienced from the inclusive opportunities provided to
them. As Brady stated, “Individuals have a program space to go to learn their sport skills,
socialization, and physical activity.” Lily added that participants “gain so much from so little. Just
a small increase in strength can vastly increase the quality of their life.” It was believed that when
participants are respected for who they are and what they are capable of, positive changes in their
lives, such as ongoing physical activity engagement leading to continuous benefits, are possible.

In keeping with unlocking individual potential, facilitators emphasized the importance of
individual empowerment within their activity, advocating for an approach to PL development and
allowing IED to participate in ways that work best for them. Such a perspective was reflective of
a willingness to embrace individual differences and celebrate uniqueness. Jane emphasized this,
saying, “They come out of their shells more and show their true personalities.” Here she believed

that the opportunities that she fostered were indicative of a safe space where IED had the
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opportunity to express their needs and wants without judgement. According to her, it was a “safe
space where they could be themselves.”

Facilitators believed that creating opportunities affording individuals with the chance to
explore their interests and desires optimized their engagement and thus promoted the development
of PL in IED. Andrea discussed the success of a program, saying:

We ask them what their interests are and find ways to provide those in an inclusive way...I

think it makes a big difference. You can see that on their faces, you can see the

enjoyment...So I think that’s where [the program] is successful.

Accompanying this, facilitators also indicated that their approaches to empowerment, and
elevating the experiences of their participants, had to allow for flexible engagement. Here,
facilitators understood that due to variations in interests and abilities, not all participants would be
able to engage in a similar way, and as such, a one-size-fits-all approach to instruction was not
appropriate. As Carla explained, “There's not an expectation that everybody comes in, and
everybody does the same thing.” According to facilitators, individual empowerment through
approaches that advocate for exploration and allow for flexibility, led to participants experiencing
their own successes, ultimately unlocking their potential. It was the celebration of successes that
enhanced facilitators’ beliefs in their abilities as an instructor, motivating them further. Megan
stated:

I think it's just to give them a chance. They can do anything that everybody else can do.

Like us all, we need something to wake up and do every morning. We all need to feel a

sense of accomplishment. So if you provide an [inclusive] program, they are going to thrive

on it.
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Facilitators acknowledged that providing opportunities for individual success resulted in
increased self-confidence and continued motivation to participate, leading to personal growth
and PL development. Kiley recounted a story where the success of a participant completing an
activity resulted in more outgoing and proactive engagement:

I had a gentleman that was not always able to complete [the exercise]...and one day he did

and then his confidence skyrocketed. He was going around and he was adjusting the

machines for everybody, and he is now like my teacher assistant basically but before that

he was kind of more quiet but now he is the leader of the class.
Carla, too, expressed, “I think that a lot of times I see people, and they're a little surprised and very
impressed with themselves that they can actually do something.” To her, the small successes such
as perceiving one’s own abilities is all that it takes to boost confidence and change mindset. Such
experiences provided the realization that individuals have the capability to try different things,
rather than feel limited, resulting in a more positive outlook on what they can achieve.
Committed Leadership

The substantial role facilitators play in supporting PL development was evident as
committed leadership was heavily emphasized by participants. This underscores the significance
of facilitators who are committed to creating physical activity environments in which all
participants feel they can engage. Facilitators demonstrated expertise and experience, along with
dedication, investment, and compassionate guidance. The integration of these attributes fostered
inclusive physical activity experiences for all, thereby advancing PL development.

Facilitators with training and expertise in inclusive physical activity enhanced the quality
of experiences for IED. Their prior experience enriched inclusive programming, enabling them to

offer accessible opportunities based on their comprehensive understanding of inclusive physical
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activity. As Lily voiced, “[Knowing] the purpose of the exercise and reaching the goal of the
exercise is what allows you to make it applicable to different people,” emphasizing the value of
informed facilitation. She continued by expressing, “[Providing adaptations] is partly good
training, adequate training,...It's about experience.” Knowledge and training in inclusive physical
activity enabled facilitators to observe and identify participants' needs, allowing them to tailor
activities accordingly.

It was evident that facilitators demonstrated a comprehensive understanding of PL as a
holistic concept. Brady described PL as “holistic” encompassing "knowledge and confidence and
the willingness to move around for fun and skill development." He further explained the
importance of the application of PL across the lifespan within his organization:

When we look at physical literacy it’s really dynamic and interesting... You’ve got

individuals that are in the younger years of their journey and then others that have been

around for quite a number of years. When we think about physical literacy across the
lifespan, I think that we’ve really demonstrated that... physical literacy for us is not tied to

a certain group... it is truly across the lifespan and that’s something that I think is really

awesome.

The value of PL provision was highlighted by Megan as she stated, "[physical literacy] is a positive
concept that, if introduced into communities, would enhance the lives of both individuals with and
without disabilities." The distinctions in PL conceptualizations between inclusive and mainstream
programming were noted by Andrea, saying, “When you're looking at it in a holistic way, it
includes everyone, when you're looking at it in a way that is like ‘you need to learn XYZ and be

the best at XYZ’ you are excluding people,” suggesting that having the knowledge and
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understanding of PL as a holistic concept allowed physical activity facilitators to be more inclusive
in their practice.

In addition to their prior knowledge of inclusive physical activity implementation,
openness to learning significantly benefited both facilitators and participants. Carla expressed, “I
think we all learn as we’re working with [individuals experiencing disability], and I think if your
intentions are good and you’re open to feedback, that’s huge.” She emphasized that a collaborative
attitude—"I’m learning from you, you’re learning from me. Teach me and I’ll teach you. We’re a
team”—provided opportunity for more meaningful participant experiences. This concept of
reciprocal learning supported the value of maintaining an open mind and a commitment to ongoing
education.

Facilitators emphasized the importance of continued education. Brady discussed the value
this holds within his organization, noting, “I think I would like some more training. I think
personally in physical literacy, in particular with persons with disabilities. Coach and volunteer
development is certainly a big part of what we would like to do.” Not only was continued education
emphasized for disability-specific organizations, but facilitators highlighted this need within
mainstream organizations to improve inclusivity. Carla stated:

I would first suggest that [other practitioners] get training. I think that’s critical... you need

to know what you’re doing before you just take something on. It’s one thing to be inclusive

but it’s another thing to just open the doors and not have a clue about what you’re doing. I

would suggest people get training and that would probably be the one biggest piece of

advice. Just get educated. Get trained, so that you can respect what people are dealing with.

In addition to knowledge and experience, determined and invested facilitators delivered

meaningful experiences for participants. Their dedication to accessibility and inclusivity reflected
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a commitment to enhancing each individual's PL journey. The findings indicated that facilitators’
passion for fostering inclusive learning contexts existed across all aspects of their lives. As a parent
of a child experiencing disability and a facilitator, Jane discussed her determination in providing
inclusive physical activity programming for IED as she approached the “[organization] with
concerns about not seeing enough activity-based programs or any sort of physical activity for
children or adults that [experience disability]”. In her own experience with her child, she had the
realization that when her child was in a different physical activity program “it was difficult for
them to learn and be accepted into it. There was not enough knowledge being given to the other
coaches about what [disabilities] look like for certain individuals,” leading her to pursue a career
as a physical activity facilitator for IED.

The effectiveness of facilitators’ determination and investment in the PL journeys of
participants was highlighted when Megan explained:

One of the coaches came out, and they could see that the athlete was getting frustrated with

how they were doing. The coach came out and said, ‘I gotta rethink this, I gotta come up

with something else... I know they can play the game but I gotta figure out how I can get

them to be able to do it and I know they can do it’.
This suggested that when coaches are determined and invested, they are able to rethink
conventional physical activity approaches and develop solutions to create meaningful
opportunities for participants. Megan’s experience as a parent of a child experiencing disability
also supported the idea that committed leadership fostered positive outcomes. She voiced, “[My
child] probably doesn’t get it the first time or maybe even the third time, but [the leaders] are there
to show them and they get so much joy and confidence...They just love it, it’s awesome.” She

further supported this view when discussing other facilitators in her organization:
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The head coach provides a space where they take the athlete in and say, ‘Okay, let me see

where you’re at and how I can [help]...” they’re there to be able to provide whatever

assistance you want, and they can talk to them about whatever they need to talk about.

Facilitators emphasized that as well as determination and investment, intentionality
enhanced the provision of meaningful and positive experiences. Kiley highlighted her approach
by noting, “I try to make it as welcoming as possible and learn a few things about them that we
can discuss. I find that’s nice and I think it helps make them comfortable, and helps them come
back.” Lily echoed this, stating, “Enjoyment is huge, because otherwise they wouldn't come. They
wouldn't show up. So I try to be friendly. I try to smile. I try to be encouraging. I always say thank
you for coming.” Here, committed and intentional facilitators led to individualized opportunities,
motivating continued physical activity.

Additionally, facilitators discussed that committed leadership involved being considerate,
compassionate, and empathetic toward individual circumstances. Such qualities enabled
facilitators to tailor physical activities to each participant. A common theme among facilitators
was their compassion for IED and their recognition of the need to offer inclusive opportunities,
addressing historical and ongoing societal exclusions. Jane noted:

I do think that there are times and places that are more appropriate to be targeted towards

[the disability] community. They have been sheltered a lot over the past years and our

whole point is now trying to break those barriers so that they can experience everything

that everybody else has.
Consideration and compassion for participants' individual circumstances was highlighted by Carla,

whose approach to instruction exemplified these characteristics. She described her method as
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“compassionate and gentle...in a, 'Let’s see what we can do’ way.” Such a mindset enabled
facilitators to tailor opportunities to each participant’s needs. As Jane expressed:

A whole part of my job is to make sure that inclusion is for everybody. When it comes to

anything that I do, I always make sure I know of any child or adult who may have barriers

that may make it harder for them to play in a way that other people may be playing.

Nadine also highlighted this idea when she said, “I think you gotta have an open mind and I think
you have to be conscious that you're there for them. You are not there for yourself. I think people
gotta realize you have to be kind.” She continued by discussing her awareness of participant
circumstances, acknowledging that not everyone will participate at the same level and that is
welcomed in her space. She stated, “I always say, it depends on how you feel today because we've
all had days where we just don't feel 100% and you're not going to feel like giving 100%. So I
always say to take it at your own pace”.

Being considerate of each individual and offering tailored options enabled participants to
engage in ways that suit them best. As Lily noted, “I think it's really important to the participants
that they feel there is something they can do.” Facilitators played a vital role in the development
of participants' PL journeys. Through committed leadership, encompassing continued learning,
intentionality, investment, and compassion, facilitators created environments where IED felt
comfortable and could participate in physical activity in their preferred manner.

Strength in Numbers

Consistently, facilitators stressed the significance of IED having a supportive network. This

network, encompassing interactions with family, caregivers, peers, and the community, was

crucial for individual development and encouraged continued physical activity. Facilitators
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expressed that such supportive relationships fostered personal growth, confidence, and enhanced
enjoyment in physical activities leading to meaningful PL experiences.

The importance of actively encouraging family members and caregivers in the involvement
of a participants' PL journey was heavily emphasized by facilitators. Andrea discussed the
consideration of family involvement as a whole and voiced that “the whole family is welcome to
come...A lot of them need family involvement.” Similarly, Kiley highlighted that if participants
want to “bring someone for their first class, and that would make them feel more comfortable, then
they’re more than welcome to do so.” These statements reflected the facilitators' efforts to welcome
the entire family, generating a safe and supportive space for IED to thrive.

Facilitators discussed the critical role of family and caregiver support in enhancing
participation. Megan, a facilitator with a child experiencing disability, observed that family
encouragement significantly benefited her child's development:

[Being reserved and closed off] wasn't a part of their personality. It was almost like we had

to say, ‘No, come on you gotta do this’ and push them to go out. They blossom because of

it. They’ve become more independent and they’re very confident in themself.
Lily also highlighted the benefits of familial support, noting, “I can only guess that [going with a
partner] would help fight against apathy. That’s got to be easier than just doing it yourself.” Nadine
added that caregivers often accompany individuals in her organization, especially those who have
“recently been diagnosed and/or they’re a little bit nervous,” which helped motivate participants
to engage in physical activity. Facilitators viewed this involvement positively, with Lily praising
the supportive role of partners who participate alongside participants, saying, “I can only commend

them. I think it’s amazing.”
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Additionally, peer support emerged as a crucial element in the PL journeys of IED. Megan
emphasized the value of friendship within these groups, describing them as “a big family” where
participants “look out for [each other].” She voiced that these connections extended beyond the
activity setting, as participants “have a connection” through shared physical activity experiences.
Andrea added that these friendships enhanced enjoyment in physical activity, saying, “I think they
like it because of the friendship.” Kiley also noted the peer support as she observed that participants
are “very encouraging and supportive of each other,” even when they are critical of themselves.
Megan summarized this sentiment by stating, “It takes a community to raise a child and it certainly
takes a community when you’ve got a child with a disability.”

In addition to having a supportive network, the concept of collaborative communities was
highlighted as crucial. This accentuated the importance of collective involvement from various
community partners—including peers, facilitators, caregivers, and community groups—in
fostering PL for IED. Such collaboration was essential for creating inclusive opportunities and
benefiting all parties involved. Brady described the role of a community-centered approach within
his organization expressing, “We’re a collaborative staff. It’s a collaborative community by
nature.” further emphasizing the need for “people to be that way because we’re working to make
a difference.” Facilitators expressed that without this collaborative nature, providing inclusive PL
programs would be significantly more difficult. Jane expressed:

Programs are run by volunteers. If we don’t have our volunteers, we would face significant

challenges in offering programming across the province. It’s always trying to work with

our volunteers and make sure that they feel supported in their day to day and their long

term and short term planning too.
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Jane also highlighted the value of ongoing collaboration and shared learning, noting that many of
the volunteers were parents who “had a lot of knowledge when it came to their own child’s
perspective.”

These collaborative communities included networks of families and caregivers of IED.
Brady noted, “Families get to meet each other and learn about different things that way. There’s a
support network that families get to have when they come to our programming.” Carla echoed this
sentiment, stating, “I love being part of this program, because I just feel that it's a really solid thing,
helpful for everyone, caregivers included.” Brady acknowledged the value of this collaborative
approach, emphasizing its positive impact: “The biggest positive is the sense of community that
we’re building with the new families. I think when you bring all those people together, like the
volunteers, the families, the kids, and staff, it all kind of develops together.”

Supportive networks and collaborative communities facilitated social interactions for IED.
Engaging in such interactions positively affected mental well-being, contributing to a holistic
approach to health that integrates physical and psychological aspects. Carla emphasized this
connection, expressing, “I’m a huge advocate of the [mind-body] connection. I see it as critical.”
Facilitators also recognized the benefits of socialization. Lily expressed, “If they’re coming to
class in person, it’s socialization. Getting out of the house, a bit of a community, having a chat,”
and Kiley highlighted the impact of this social environment on participants as “they really do
thrive”. Facilitators noted that these social environments provided a sense of belonging for
participants. Carla said that “the program brings people together, so they understand each other,
they understand the isolation, they understand the other aspects outside the physical barriers. |
think it’s huge.” Megan supported this sense of belonging, stating, “it’s just the connection they

have. They have their own community.” describing inclusive environments as feeling like “home.”
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Facilitators emphasized that environments fostering socialization and connection helped
reduce feelings of loneliness and isolation, enhancing motivation and confidence. Carla noted that
for participants being able to socialize is crucial and when they get together “they realize ‘I’m not
alone, I’m not the only one with this.”” Lily added that providing a space in which individuals can
connect and sympathize with one another addresses the “whole other side of loneliness and
disconnect for all of these populations.” Facilitators collectively recognized the cognitive and
mental health benefits of social interaction. Carla summarized, “the cognitive and mental health
benefits, and participant cohesiveness” that individuals gained from inclusive PL environments
are “outstanding.” Overall, facilitators agreed that a supportive community significantly boosted
the extrinsic motivations of IED. This emphasized the impact of supportive networks and
collaborative communities on creating meaningful experiences for IED, leading to positive PL

development for all.
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CHAPTER FIVE: Discussion

The objective of this study was to gain deeper insights into how disability-specific physical
activity facilitators perceive their role in fostering PL development for IED. Through the
application of an ecological dynamics framework (O’Sullivan et al., 2020; Rudd et al., 2020), the
data revealed that PL development is supported through the use of enriching and creative learning
environments (Pushkarenko et al., 2023c), whereby IED are empowered to gain a better
understanding of their own movement journeys through the process of self-discovery and
autonomous engagement. Through the application of this framework, facilitators recognized the
cyclical nature of environmental influence on individuals’ PL development (i.e., the continuous
influence of oneself, one’s physical activity context, and one’s community), ultimately leading to
increased meaningfulness and prolonged activity engagement on behalf of IED.

Facilitators expressed that within inclusive physical activity environments, individuals
achieved significant personal growth and development. The benefits of such environments were
multifaceted as they promoted physical health through movement, enhanced social well-being by
increasing independence and confidence, and improved mental health by fostering a sense of
accomplishment, success, and social connection (Alkhawaldeh et al., 2024; Jacob et al., 2023;
Keats et al., 2017). Furthermore, facilitators conveyed that the advantages experienced by IED,
stemmed from both the physical and social accessibility within the environment that was fostered.
Physical accessibility ensured that opportunities for interaction met individual needs, while social
accessibility involved support from facilitators and the community to make experiences
meaningful, both of which align with the ecological dynamics framework, positing that personal

growth and PL development emerge from interactions with one’s environment. Collectively, it
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was expressed that inclusive environments were largely influenced by the roles that facilitators
embraced.

The commitment to leadership, and the knowledge and experience facilitators held in
inclusive physical activity supported the role of continuous learning for their participants, and thus
their overall PL development. Facilitators’ dedication to their practice fostered a robust connection
between all individuals within the physical activity environment (i.e., participants and facilitators),
emphasizing the dynamic relationship that was thought to shape PL development. Their openness
to exploration and growth allowed IED to actively engage with, and respond to, environmental
cues and feedback, creating a reciprocal relationship in which both facilitators and participants
continuously influenced each other. Facilitators adjusted their methods based on participants
evolving needs and progress, while participants refined their interests and understanding through
ongoing interactions. This interconnectedness reflected the notion that PL development is not a
static process but a fluid one, heavily shaped by the evolving environment and the mutual
contributions of both parties (Durden-Myers et al., 2020). This perspective aligns with the
ecological dynamics framework, which suggests that PL is not an outcome-oriented endpoint but
a process-oriented journey (Whitehead, 2010). It is shaped by multiple interacting constraints
encountered by each individual (O’Sullivan et al., 2020), ultimately supporting the realization of
one’s embodied potential to engage with their environment (Whitehead et al., 2018).

In providing IED with opportunities for personal growth, facilitators enhanced physical
activity participants with the potential to take ownership of their engagement and overall PL
development (Pushkarenko et al., 2023a; Whitehead et al., 2018). This approach, adopted by
facilitators, fostered unique interactions with the world, ultimately contributing to human

flourishing—a state defined by Durden-Myers et al. (2018) as “a disposition, whereby individuals
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are considered to be thriving or living optimally” (p. 3). Through the creation of an environment
that was tailored to individual needs, facilitators established a learning context that was
characterized by inclusivity, individuality, and self-direction (Durden-Myers et al., 2018); one
where PL development via the construct of human flourishing becomes attainable for everyone
(Durden-Myers et al., 2018). Within such a context, facilitators recognized that thriving is both
individualized and achievable through a combination of personal effort and environmental support,
and as such, valued both the process and the outcomes of pursuing an optimal life (Durden-Myers
et al., 2018). In short, facilitators generated environments that promoted autonomy, individuality,
and independence, thus enabling individuals to fully realize their potential and take responsibility
for their own PL development.

Facilitators capitalized on participants’ embodied potential by employing non-linear
pedagogy in their programs (Chow et al., 2020). This pedagogical approach emphasized providing
movement-based activities that were enjoyable and exploratory, catering to the individual needs
of participants (Chow et al., 2006). By supporting self-discovery, autonomy, and creativity,
facilitators created physical activity environments that promoted holistic PL development (Chow
et al., 2020; Pushkarenko et al., 2023¢). Those who embraced non-linear pedagogies enhanced
intrinsic motivation by prioritizing individual interests and enjoyment. Such an approach
demonstrated that continued participation in inclusive physical activities is fueled by positive
experiences, which, in turn, foster a deeper intrinsic motivation for ongoing engagement
(Pushkarenko et al., 2023d).

Through the prioritization of individual enjoyment according to their participants
themselves, facilitators sustained engagement, recognizing participant perspectives as key to

discovering meaningfulness in PL journeys (Whitehead, 2010). They fostered meaningful
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connections by giving participants a voice, allowing them to feel empowered and exercise
autonomy, which in turn enhanced their willingness to participate and deepened their appreciation
for physical activity (Durden-Myers et al., 2020). Facilitators who took into account individual
circumstances and promoted choice and autonomy facilitated more effective PL development. This
approach aligns with the concept of pedagogical sensitivity, where facilitators adapt their methods
based on a nuanced understanding of each participant, fostering a relationship of mutual
understanding and reciprocal learning (Almond & Whitehead, 2012). By establishing this
relationship, facilitators could better understand the unique circumstances of each individual and
tailor their instruction accordingly, further advancing PL development for all (Pushkarenko et al.,
2023c). This responsive approach empowered individuals to take responsibility for their
engagement in physical activity throughout their lives (Pushkarenko et al., 2023c).

A responsive and intentional approach to their physical activity programming was actively
applied by facilitators. Facilitators demonstrated open-minded facilitation, adaptability, and
careful consideration of individual circumstances, all of which are considered crucial for creating
a genuinely inclusive PL environment (Arbour-Nicitopoulos et al., 2023; Durden-Myers et al.,
2018). This intentionality showed a commitment to inclusivity, addressing the unique needs of
each participant and enhancing the overall quality of their experience. Facilitators who
incorporated intentionality in their approach were better able to foster optimized and meaningful
interactions, thereby enhancing the potential for PL development (Durden-Myers et al., 2018).
Furthermore, intentionality aligned with person-centered planning, emphasizing individualized
approaches that support participants in developing a lifestyle rooted in their interests, shared rights,
and inclusion. This approach was thought to promote choice, autonomy, and self-determination

(Carvalhais et al., 2023). Through intentional and person-centered practices, facilitators believed

59



IED were more likely to experience positive outcomes in their exploration of PL, leading to greater
empowerment. Houser and Kriellaars (2023) support this view, advocating for a PL-enriched
pedagogy that emphasizes meaningful engagement and motivates continued participation. This
pedagogical approach shifts the focus from purely physical aspects to holistic and inclusive
development, empowering each individual and contributing to sustained motivation for
engagement (Houser & Kriellaars, 2023).

Finally, facilitators recognized the importance of personal and environmental factors in
fostering intrinsic motivation. They also emphasized the role of supportive communities in
enhancing extrinsic motivation for individuals throughout their PL journeys. Facilitators built a
robust network of social support, including peers, guardians, and the broader community, to
encourage continued engagement and participation in physical activities for IED across their
lifespan. This collaborative effort extended beyond conventional contexts, facilitating PL
development in all aspects of an individuals life (Pushkarenko, 2022; Yi et al., 2019). Here, by
engaging community partners who brought lived experiences and extensive knowledge,
facilitators shaped the movement journeys of participants. They understood that personal
responsibility for engagement manifested differently for each individual; some showed a proactive
stance or intrinsic desire to participate, while others relied on external support to actualize their
involvement. This collaborative network provided extrinsic motivation, enhancing PL
development for all participants. This approach is supported by Yi et al. (2019), who likened it to
a community of practice that integrates supportive community members to improve physical
activity experiences, ultimately encouraging PL development.

Insights from ecological dynamics revealed that facilitators cultivated enriching

environments that supported PL development for all (O’Sullivan et al., 2020; Rudd et al., 2020).
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They empowered IED by providing opportunities to build autonomy and make informed decisions
about their movement journeys. Recognizing the importance of a collaborative effort, facilitators
emphasized the role of dedicated leadership and a supportive community in fostering PL
development. This approach promoted prolonged and sustained engagement in physical activity,
highlighting the significance of embodied experiences and individuality, all of which closely align
with the philosophical foundations of PL, emphasizing the holistic and inclusive nature of this
developmental journey.
Limitations

There were several limitations associated with the data in this study. First, physical activity
facilitators defined PL in their own words, thus demonstrating various definitions of PL. Despite
the increasingly popular concept of PL across physical activity settings, the concept is still
relatively new within physical activity organizations and is being represented differently through
concept, definition, philosophical assumptions, practice, and expected outcomes (Belton et al.,
2022). This had the potential to impact the information provided by facilitators in response to the
interview questions due to the lack and/or varying understanding of PL across facilitators.

Second, both time constraints and the use of over-the-phone interviews acted as a limitation
within the study. Due to the nature of the study, examining perspectives across Newfoundland,
multiple participants were located outside the metropolitan area and chose to engage in over-the-
phone interviews rather than utilizing in-person or virtual methods; therefore, the amount of time
spent together between the researcher and participants was limited. This may have caused
limitations during data collection due to the potential lack of authentic relationship building.
Failure to build authentic researcher-participant relationships can lead to participant discomfort

and hostility during the collaboration and knowledge sharing portion of data collection, potentially
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leading to a reluctance on behalf of t