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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), there are approximately 240 million children
and adolescents with disabilities worldwide (Deng, Li, Huang, Haegele, Smith, Williams & Li, 2024).
The WHO recommends that children and adolescents with disabilities engage in at least 60 minutes
of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity daily to benefit from the associated advantages of sports
and physical activity. However, more than 50% of them do not meet this recommendation (Case, Ross
& Yun, 2020; Healy, Foley & Haegele, 2020). Statistics also show that this group of students
participates significantly less in physical activities than their peers. Schools are recognized as primary
settings for promoting physical activity among children and adolescents, but evidence suggests that
students with disabilities face numerous barriers to participation in physical activities within school
environments. Schools should create appropriate physical spaces for physical activity for students
with disabilities. Building appropriate gyms and ensuring access to transportation for these students
are priorities. This study faces limitations that clarify the direction of future research. First, this study
focused on school environment factors and did not address intra-individual (such as motivation and
self-concept) or extra-school (such as family and community) factors; this is a limitation because,
according to ecological models, physical activity behavior is a multi-layered phenomenon that is
shaped by the complex interaction between the individual, family, school, and community, and
ignoring other layers will incompletely understand the subject. Therefore, it is suggested that future
research examine the interaction between these different levels. Also, given the uneven diversity of
disabilities in the reviewed studies, it is recommended that the impact of this model be examined
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separately in different disability groups. Furthermore, although many of the identified factors are key
elements of “inclusive education,” this concept did not emerge as a stand-alone theme; therefore, an
important research direction for the future is to analyze how the 12 factors identified in this study
interact to form an operational model for implementing “inclusive physical education. This study
aimed to identify and analyze the relationships between school environmental factors that influence
the participation of students with disabilities in physical activity. Understanding these complex
relationships can lead to strategies for creating more inclusive and supportive school environments
for this group of students. This research seeks to answer the fundamental question: "What are the
relationships among school environmental factors influencing the participation of students with
disabilities in physical activities?"

Methods

This study was applied in terms of its purpose and used a mixed-methods (qualitative-quantitative)
approach. The qualitative phase was based on a literature review, and the quantitative phase involved
Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM). For the literature review, a comprehensive search was
conducted across four databases: Web of Science, PsycINFO, Scopus, and SPORTDiscus.
Subsequently, 14 studies were purposefully selected based on inclusion and exclusion criteria. In the
quantitative phase, the research participants comprised 10 experts and specialists in education,
physical education, and rehabilitation who had experience and expertise in the education and physical
activity of students with disabilities. These individuals were selected from among teachers, school
administrators, physical education specialists, and rehabilitation consultants. Sampling was
conducted purposefully. Quality assessment in the qualitative section was performed using the
Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) checklist (2018). In the quantitative section, to evaluate
the validity and reliability of the questionnaire used in the interpretive structural modeling, the
questionnaire was first presented to a group of experts and specialists to gather their opinions on the
appropriateness of the questions and the sufficient coverage of various dimensions of school
environment factors affecting the participation of students with disabilities in physical activity.
Necessary modifications and adjustments were made based on the feedback received. Inter-rater
reliability was used for reliability, specifically Cohen's Kappa coefficient. To synthesize the
qualitative data, a thematic synthesis was used based on the steps outlined by Thomas and Harden
(2008), and after a coding process, the codes were systematically categorized into descriptive themes.
In the quantitative section, Excel macro and the web-based SmartISM software were used for
analysis.

Results

The systematic literature review led to the identification of 41 key concepts, which were categorized
into 12 main themes: school policy, physical activity opportunities, school leadership, physical
activity characteristics, specialized human resources, financial considerations, behavior of teachers
and school staff, school culture, allocated physical environment, participation in physical activity,
appropriate equipment, and peer behavior. Interpretive Structural Modeling showed that these factors
are organized in a six-level hierarchical model. "School leadership” is at the lowest level, and
"participation in physical activity" is at the highest level. "Specialized human resources," "allocated
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physical environment," and "appropriate equipment" are in the linkage cluster and play a mediating
role between independent factors (school leadership, school policy, financial considerations, school
culture) and dependent factors (peer behavior, participation in physical activity, physical activity
opportunities, physical activity characteristics, behavior of teachers and staff).

Conclusion

This study showed that the participation of students with disabilities in physical activities in the school
environment is influenced by a complex set of interrelated factors. School leaders play a pivotal role
in shaping policies, culture, and resource allocation. Specialized human resources, an appropriate
physical environment, and adequate equipment are key factors in creating equal opportunities for
participation. The behavior of teachers, staff, and peers also influences the motivation and willingness
of students with disabilities to participate in physical activities. The results of this research can assist
policymakers, school administrators, teachers, and rehabilitation specialists in designing and
implementing programs to increase the participation of students with disabilities in physical activities.
Creating inclusive and supportive school environments requires attention to all identified factors and
coordination among them. Limitations of this study include a focus on school-based factors and a
lack of examination of individual and out-of-school factors. It is suggested that future research also
consider these factors.

Key Words: Students with disabilities, physical activity, school environment, systematic review,
interpretive structural modeling
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Article message

Enhancing physical activity participation among students with disabilities requires a systemic
approach that begins with the most foundational element: school leadership. Effective leaders drive
the policies, culture, and resource allocation that create the necessary conditions for all other
supportive environmental factors to be successful.
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Figure 1. Relationships between school environment influencing factors on the participation
of able-bodied students in physical activities
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Figure 2. The results of Mic-Mac analysis
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