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ABSTRACT

The self-esteem of children with physical disabilities has received relatively little

attention in the past and the psychosocial benefits of physical activity programs for

children and adolescents with a physical disability remain relatively unknown. An 8­

week recreational swimming program was implemented to determine such benefits. The

recreational program integrated physical activity and social interaction for participant

development. Observations, questionnaires, and interviews were conducted to determine

changes in physical and social behavior and self-esteem. A pre-post evaluation involving

two children and four adolescents with cerebral palsy and spina bifida showed a

significant improvement in their self-esteem. Observational data showed improved

physical activity and social interaction and interviews supported these findings. During

interviews respondents discussed perceived changes that occurred in physical and social

domains and resulting growth and development including increased confidence,

independence, and altered self-perceptions. Such fmdings indicate the importance of

physical activity programs to the physical, social and psychological development of

children and adolescents with physical disabilities.
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Preface

This is an exploratory research study that uses both quantitative and qualitative

research methods to identify' changes in observable behaviour, self-esteem and feelings

about the overall participant experience. It is important to highlight that qualitative and

quantitative research generally follow quite different presentation formats. Qualitative

research is usually presented in first person and quantitative research findings in third

person. However, to keep the writing format of this thesis consistent, this author chooses

to write using the third person for the presentation of both qualitative and quantitative

findings of this study.
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Chapter One: Study Rationale

1.1 Introduction

In recent years the visibility in the community ofpersons with physical disabilities has

dramatically increased. It is no longer uncommon to see men, women, children, adolescents and

the elderly using wheelchairs, mobility aids, lifts, and canes to increase their functional ability

and improve their accessibility. Society has begun to deal with the notion of accommodating

people with disabilities; however, people need to become more aware of the challenges faced by

people with physical disabilities. Increased attention is needed with regard to the psychological

and social dimensions of physical disability. Research indicates that the prevalence of

depression, low self-esteem and other psychosocial problems is higher among people with

disabling conditions than the general population (Andrews, Tennant, Hewson, & Schonnel,

1978; Berkman, Berkman, Kasl, Freeman, Leo, Adrian, Cornoni-Huntly, & Brody, 1986; Turner

& Beiser, 1990; West & Evans, 1986). It is therefore a major concern to discover why some

people cope quite well and adjust to a physically debilitating condition, while others suffer low

self-esteem, and other associated psychological and social problems. If underlying factors

influencing self-esteem are discovered, it may be possible to develop intervention strategies and

programs to help people cope with psychological and social problems manifested through

experiences with their disability.

Self-esteem is defined as a generalized feeling of self-acceptance, goodness and

worthiness, and is considered to be a central aspect of psychological functioning. In addition,

self-esteem is related to multiple variables including general satisfaction with one's life and

belief in one's ability (Specht, King, & Francis, 1996). Self-esteem has been seen as originating

from various sources, including the discrepancy between a person's actual and ideal self,
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