[image: Logos for the Ohio Developmental Disabilities Council, the Ohio Colleges of Medicine Government Resource Center, and the Ohio Inclusive Sports project]

Inclusive Sports Needs Assessment

Brynne Presser Funderburg: This PowerPoint presentation will go over the summary of the 2023 Ohio Inclusive Sports Needs Assessment.
 
We will begin by providing you with an overview of our needs assessment.
 
First, we would like to mention that this assessment and project is funded and supported by the Ohio Developmental Disabilities Council.
 
So, we conducted this assessment to better understand current inclusive sport options in schools for Ohio youth with disabilities.
 
To complete this assessment, we gathered information from a variety of sources. We collected all of our information through surveys for athletes with disabilities, family members of athletes with disabilities and school professionals or staff. We also held interviews with experts from across Ohio and listening sessions with athletes with disabilities and their families. Further, we searched online for different resources and programs.
 
Overall, we had 428 responses to our survey. These responses included 8 athletes, 247 parents or caregivers of athletes with disabilities, and 173 school professionals. Participants represented 70 different counties across Ohio, 49% from rural and Appalachian counties, 37% from urban counties, and 14% from suburban counties.
 
In terms of who completed our survey, first for the athlete and parent survey, a little more than half of the participants identified as boys, or we're responding on behalf of their son. For the grade level distribution, approximately 40% of the responses were from athletes and parents of athletes in elementary school, 27% were in middle school, and 26% were in high school. Most participants represented athletes with IDD, or intellectual and developmental disabilities, and 19% represented black, indigenous, or people of color, which is similar to the proportion of the overall population in Ohio.
 
We had a lot of different kinds of school professionals respond to the survey. So, the top types of school professionals, were special education teachers, school nurses, coaches, and administrators. Other school professional types included paraprofessionals, volunteers for school sports, athletic directors, school-based physical therapists, physical education teachers, school-based speech therapists, school-based occupational therapists, school-based psychologists, instructional resource consultants, and orientation and mobility specialists. Approximately 27% of the school professional participants worked in elementary through high school. With 24% working just in elementary schools, and 14% working in middle schools, and 18% working just in high schools.
 
We held 12 different key informant interviews with 17 different key inclusive and adaptive sport and dance stakeholders from across Ohio, which included both adaptive and inclusive sports and dance programs and organizations, school-based physical and occupational therapists, adaptive physical education teachers, and public health professionals with expertise in physical activity. Several key informants also represented the lived experience perspectives of being an athlete with a disability or a family member of an athlete with a disability.
 
We also conducted listening sessions to gather the lived experiences of athletes with disabilities. Listening session participants provided in-depth information about their experiences with inclusive sports in Ohio.
 
Overall, 6 sessions were held, 4 sessions with parents of athletes with disabilities and 2 sessions with athletes with disabilities. 17 people total participated in all of the listening sessions. 12 of the participants were parents of athletes with disabilities, and 5 of the participants were athletes with disabilities; most of which representing athletes with intellectual and developmental disabilities, but also representing athletes with mobility disabilities and sensory disabilities.
 
So, we sought to answer 5 main questions with this assessment. The questions were: What makes it hard to play sports in Ohio schools and what are the top strengths around inclusive sports in Ohio schools? Second, what do youth with disabilities, their families, school staff, and other stakeholders have to say about access to inclusive sports and opportunities in Ohio schools? Third, what is the status of the 7 pillars of inclusion in school sports, including access, attitude, choice, partnerships, communication, policy, and opportunities? Fourth, what are the current training needs and knowledge gaps for school staff and coaches around inclusive sports? And then, finally, what are the current opportunities and resources in Ohio that can help us with our project to expand inclusive sports in Ohio?
 
So now we'll go over what we found, and we will organize the results by each of our 5 main assessment questions.
 
So first, what makes it hard to play sports in Ohio schools for youth with disabilities, and also what's working well? And what are our current strengths for inclusive sports in Ohio?
 
In terms of what makes it hard, participants share the following 3 significant challenges to sports participation. One, limited accessibility to sports, two, misconceptions held by schools and coaches regarding the abilities of people with disabilities, and three, a shortage of trained coaches equipped to work with disabled athletes.
 
In hearing from parents, one told us: "They don't know what to do with him, and at this point it's easier for him to just feel like he doesn't care."
 
Another parent shared: "My typical son gets all the emails and notices about sports and clubs. My son, with autism gets no notices or emails or invites. So, I can tell right there that kids with special needs are not invited or included."
 
We also learned about the top strengths for inclusive sports in Ohio. We heard about examples of many community-based, inclusive and adaptive sports and dance programs outside of schools that have trained coaches and staff that are working well for youth with disabilities, and are a very positive experience, particularly for youth with intellectual and developmental disabilities and mobility disabilities. Successful sports and dance programs have strong partnerships and collaborations within the community and support from the community leaders and also have support from the organization and their teammates. Successful programs also involve healthcare professionals, like physical therapists and occupational therapists to help with adaptations. Having people with disabilities in leadership roles and robust parent advocacy also contributed to their success.
 
Our second question was, what do youth with disabilities, their families, schools, and other stakeholders have to say about access to inclusive sports and opportunities in Ohio schools?
 
So, most of our participants felt that school sports were not inclusive, welcoming, or accessible to youth with disabilities. Many participants said that when youth with disabilities are included, they are not meaningfully included in the sports. Instead of being treated like an equal member of the team, they are often used as token mascots for the team, or as inspiration for others, and not valued as an athlete who's capable of meaningfully contributing to the team.
  
So, as an example, we often saw a disconnect between the perspective of athletes with disabilities and school professionals. So, in this example here, many more athletes with disabilities felt that school sports were not inclusive and accessible to students with disabilities than the school professionals. So, while some school professionals might feel like they are being inclusive and welcoming, this might not be the experience of the athlete and their family.
 
According to the participants in our needs assessment, the number one thing that schools can do right now is... build... is to foster a culture of inclusion and acceptance for athletes with disabilities in schools.
 
Our third question served to understand if the 7 pillars of inclusion in school sports are present in schools. The 7 pillars needed for inclusive sports are access, attitude, choice, partnerships, communication, policy, and opportunities.
 
So, most of our participants told us that the 7 pillars of inclusion are not adequately present in school sports.
 
The first pillar of inclusion is access to inclusive sport, which includes a welcoming environment. Many athletes with disabilities said that coaches and other students did not make students with disabilities feel welcomed in school sports. Further, participants across the entire needs assessment cited many examples of inaccessibility of school sports and many examples of unwelcoming and exclusionary behaviors.
 
The second pillar of inclusion is attitude, which includes how willing schools are to embrace inclusion of students with disabilities in school sports. The top theme from our listening session participants and second top theme across all survey key informant and listening sessions, was a biased attitude that prevented youth from participating in sports.
 
The third pillar of inclusion is choice, which includes the choice or option to play sports. When asked in the survey if students with disabilities have the same choices and options to play sports in school as their peers without disabilities, most athletes and their families and school professionals disagreed with this statement that no, they do not have the same options as their peers.
 
The fourth pillar of inclusion is partnership. This was found to be critically important...a critically important component of current, successful, inclusive sports programs to have strong partnerships within the school and the community.
 
The fifth pillar of inclusion is communication, which includes letting athletes and families know about sports, that they can be a part of. When asked whether teachers and coaches informed students with disabilities about sports opportunities, a majority of both athletes and their families disagreed with this statement. Additionally, emphasizing good communication is crucial for successful inclusive sports programs.
 
The sixth pillar of inclusion is policy, which includes how schools commit to and take responsibility for inclusion. A majority of both athletes and their families expressed disagreement regarding school's commitment to, and responsibility for, including athletes with disabilities in school sports.
 
And then, lastly, the seventh pillar of inclusion is opportunity. According to the survey, most athletes and their families expressed disagreement regarding schools offering opportunities for students with disabilities to participate in sports. Additionally, during the listening sessions, a lack of opportunities for participation in school sports was identified as a significant barrier.
 
So, to illustrate the lack of opportunity that athletes and families experience, one participant told us that: "We currently drive an hour for almost any sport my son wants to play because there are not opportunities closer, save one, which doesn't allow him to play independently and is not competitive."
 
Our fourth question in our assessment aimed to answer: what are the current training needs and knowledge gaps for school staff and coaches around inclusive sports?
 
So, we found that most school professionals have not had any inclusive sports trainings, but that most school professionals do want it. Participants also agreed that coaches and staff need to be... or I'm sorry... need to have inclusive sports training.
 
And then, finally, our fifth question was: what are the current opportunities and resources in Ohio that can help us with this project?
 
In some communities, there are successful inclusive and adaptive sports programs and dance programs. These programs have trained staff who serve as great resources for schools and partners in this work. Notably the Special Olympics Unified Champion School Program and the Move United program are excited to form more school partnerships. Schools can also benefit by collaborating with local physical therapy and occupational therapy clinics or training programs to assist with inclusive sports programs and physical activity.
Lastly, we learned that strong programs connect schools with disability advocacy organizations and parent advocacy groups, while involving people with disabilities in leading the creation of inclusive sports opportunities.
 
Our survey revealed that there is significant interest in this topic. We reached 70 out of Ohio's 88 counties, spanning all regions, which demonstrated statewide engagement. Notably respondents who currently don't have...who currently don't participate in school sports express a desire to do so. Additionally, there's a strong interest in expanding inclusive sports opportunities within Ohio schools. School professionals are eager to explore ways to enhance access for youth with disabilities, and they perceive school districts as supportive of inclusive sports training.
 
In Ohio there are many resources available to connect schools and families. We found that individual-based sports, such as swimming and diving, track and field, and dance work really well in schools. So, these sports can offer more flexibility for adaptations than team-based sports do, can still allow for the opportunity to compete if there is an interest, and you don't need a certain number of student athletes with disabilities in your school or district to be able to form a team, and therefore can be more easily included into current school teams. Additionally, partnering with local dance studios and companies is another great opportunity to create dance teams or dance classes as physical education alternatives to increase inclusion in sport and physical activity. 

It's also important to keep in mind that not all sport opportunities need to be highly competitive. Participation in sports and physical activity have so many benefits, such as having the opportunity to form social connections and friendships, building time management skills, learning how to work in a team, learning how to handle loss and disappointment, and all the mental and physical health benefits that come with participation in sport and physical activity. Participation in school... in sports can also lead to more opportunities later in life with higher education and employment opportunities, which people with disabilities generally have less access to than their peers. So, starting inclusion in sports often and early throughout their school career will be hugely beneficial to students with disabilities, and their peers will experience models of inclusion that then they can carry into the rest of their lives.
 
While it might feel daunting to include athletes with disabilities in school sports and physical activity, this training will offer simple, actionable small steps that schools can take now, and existing resources to help foster more inclusive opportunities for athletes with disabilities. Thank you.
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