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Sport. London, UK: Routledge.
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Young, K. & Atkinson, M. (Eds). (2012). Qualitative Research on Sport and Physical Culture. London:
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Physical activity as therapy
: Exploring the perspectives of adolescents with Autism Spectrum Disorder

Patrick Jachyra (kR FXZ)

1. Background

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is predominantly embedded in a bio-medical paradigm where ASD is
conceptualized as a human deficiency that requires diagnosis, prevention and intervention. As such, ASD is
characterized as a neurodevelopmental disorder that ranges on a spectrum with an unknown etiology. ASD
is believed to have a genetic/biological and a neurodevelopmental basis, however, this is not agreed upon by
all. Despite this disagreement, ASD is nevertheless often characterized by deficits in social communication
(can be non-verbal), repetitive behaviours, restricted interests. ASD is diagnosed through observation of
behaviour, and typically identified in early developmental periods (12-24 months and onward) by not
reaching milestones: no babbling, no spoken words, no response to name, no outward expression of joyful
emotions (smiling) and avoids eye contact, hand flapping, rocking back and forth (DSM V, 2013).  Children
with ASD often have difficulty with transitions, are set on routine (need to take same route or eat same food
daily, experience deficits in understanding social cues (reading/understanding body language and gestures,
personal space) hyper or hyporeactivity to sensory inputs (pain, sound, light, touch, smell, texture),
demonstrate aggression, and irritability. Medication and behaviour therapy have been commonly used to
try and mitigate some of the symptoms of ASD with varying levels of success. In recent years however,
physical activity (PA) has emerged as a potential interventionist tool in ASD.

2.  Research study

Increasingly PA is championed to mitigate some of the symptoms of ASD. Research suggests that PA
has the potential to ameliorate social, motor and communication skills, attention, and physical fitness, reduce
self-stimulating behaviour, self-injurious behaviour, aggression and stereotypical behaviours. PA has also
been championed with the potential to improve social communication, increase self-esteem and improve
cognition, and in turn is increasingly being implemented as an interventionist tool. Although PA as therapy in
this context seems to be beneficial, little is known about its (unintended) effects/outcomes in using PA in this
way. The effects of using PA as an intervention are not inherently ‘bad’ or ‘wrong’ but often have multiple
effects beyond intended outcomes. These effects are seldom explored. With much of the health care
research examining the perspectives of parents, siblings and health care providers, there is limited research
that has included children’s perspectives. Yet including children and youth in research can serve as an
incredibly valuable resource since they are the one’s subjected to these interventions. Given these
oversights in research, this study sought to examine the effects of PA as therapy in this population.

Methods:
18 interviews were conducted among youth with ASD. Participants were aged 13-21 years old. Two
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interviews were conducted with each participant where the first interview sought to build rapport, while the
second interview sought to examine how youth with ASD understand, experience, and make meaning of PA
therapies. The data analysis was informed by Gilles Deleuze’s ontology of affect and desire.

3. Findings

Three themes were generated. The first theme, being active sets us free illustrates how PA for some of
these children can serve as a valuable opportunity to explore new opportunities, make new friends, and
leave behind their typically highly structured daily life. With the ability to be creative, imagine new beginnings
and ends with physical activity, youth spoke about how engaging in this intervention provided them with a
new experience that they would otherwise not receive if they pursued traditional therapies.
Despite the experiences of freedom and jubilation in participating in physical activity, youth also identified
how the prescriptive nature of PA in these interventions nullified the previous enjoyment experiences
described above. The prescriptive nature of the program turned some kids away from enjoying PA more
broadly. As such, completing physical activity only in this way served as a source of distaste to dissuade
participation both in the program, and in PA more broadly.

Implications:

PA therapy can be both a resource and a problem with multiple effects. Yet, the multiple effects are
seldom explored/discussed. While PA taken up by some young people in a supportive way, youth also
discussed some problems conceptualizing PA in this way. Instrumentalizing PA to achieve therapeutic
outcomes can have the potential to dissuade overall participation, and as such, there is a need to critically
reflect how physically active therapies are being implemented. To do so, | draw on the Deleuzian concept of
desire. For Deleuze, desire radically differs from the notion of ‘wanting' conceived as a compulsion to
address a lack. Instead desire is a force of production, a fundamental flow of energy that moves towards
something new, to connect and reconnect, to move and experiment with PA. Movements are everywhere in
PA and act on, with, and between body-subjects. Moving bodies are reconfigured from moment to moment
through various temporary attachments that enact action. The project for the sociology of sport, physical
cultural studies, and medicine becomes one of unleashing desire; that is, analyzing which movements and
connections produce what effects, and sorting through how to engage potentially fruitful attachments for PA.
Desiring machines’, ‘assemblages’, and ‘becomings’ point to moving networks of heterogeneous elements
with kinetic boundaries that resist closure, rather than conceptualizing PA as a static and interventionist tool.
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