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INTRODUCTION & BACKGROUND

• Children and young adults with disabilities often engage in activities that are 

sedentary, isolated, at home, and without much variety, resulting in higher rates of 
obesity compared to their peers. 

• Barriers to accessing fitness opportunities for children & adults with disabilities 

include cost, transportation, attitudes, physical environment (e.g. accessible space),

policies and/or training of community staff to work safely with children with 

disabilities. 
• PTs have the training & expertise to create and promote unique, safe & fun fitness 

opportunities for children with disabilities and to train other community members in 

appropriate modifications and adaptations for specific children. 

• Community programs and organizations offering fitness activities specifically for
children & youth with disabilities exist primarily in the United States (US), but 

continue to be scarce.  However, several US standards advocate for increased 
health, wellness and fitness for all children. 

• Partnerships & collaboration PTs, PT students, community organizations, children
with disabilities and their families should be capitalized to increase fitness levels 

and participation of children of all abilities.

ABSTRACT

Children with disabilities are often more sedentary, involved in fewer social activities, 

and move less compared to age-matched peers. Additionally, they are at higher risk for 
other health conditions, which can contribute to a more inactive lifestyle and overall 
less socialization. Specialized and adaptive community-based fitness programs for 

children with disabilities exist but are scarce, and they can be limited by multiple 

factors. Physical therapists (PTs) have the expertise to advise and collaborate with 

children with disabilities, their families, schools, community members and local 
organizations on how to adapt, modify or create individualized programs to promote 

fitness, health and wellness across the lifespan. Community organizations have the 

expertise to develop camp programs, hire staff and provide scholarship opportunities 

for children to participate, but are often lacking training on how to work with children 
with disabilities or inclusive ideas on ways to promote fitness into their camps. The 

purpose of this abstract is to describe and evaluate a collaboration between an 
academic physical therapy program and a local community organization to create 

inclusive, community-based fitness activities for children & youth with disabilities.

METHODS

An advanced pediatric elective course was designed as part of the University of 
Washington Doctorate in Physical Therapy (DPT) program, with a focus on promoting 

health, wellness and fitness across the lifespan for children & adolescents with disabilities.  

Seattle Parks & Recreation (SPR) offers a Specialized Summer Day Camp program, a 

low-cost day camp for youth with disabilities in a local park, and provides inclusion training 
to their staff and counselors.  

• For the elective course, SPR partnered with the UW DPT faculty member and students
to create and implement “UW Fun Fitness” classes as part of their specialized summer 

day-camp for 2 subsequent years, in 2018 and 2019. 
• Under direct supervision of licensed pediatric physical therapists, 3-11 2nd year DPT

students researched, designed, and implemented two days of evidence-based inclusive 
fitness classes (45 minutes) and stations (15 minutes) for children ages 4-21 years with 

disabilities (“campers”). 
• The fitness groups were comprised of groups of 8-16 campers, divided based on age 

and sex, and included children with a wide range of ability levels. 

• Training by UW DPT Faculty and students was provided both in advance & during the
activities.  A handout was provided for counselors so they could implement and modify

the activities during other weeks of summer camp. 
• Surveys were given to SPR leadership team members, counselors, and campers after

the 2nd day of fitness activities.

SUMMARY

Physical therapists have an important role in promoting health, wellness and 

fitness for all of their patients but especially for children across their lifespan.  
Physical therapists are knowledgeable about how to make fitness activities 

inclusive and have expertise on how to modify them based on individual factors 

including safety, health, age, and ability.  Partnership and collaboration between 
a Doctorate in Physical Therapy Program and local community organization’s 

summer camp program is an innovative, feasible, fun, and effective method to 
teach physical therapy students leadership & critical thinking skills, and bridge 

the gap between evidence and clinical practice to promote health, wellness and 
fitness for children with disabilities.  This partnership also provides meaningful 

education & training to DPT students and community organizations to ultimately 
work together to create fitness opportunities for children of all abilities.
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RESULTS

In 2018, a total of 19 participants (14 SPR counselors, 2 

leaders, and 3 campers) and in 2019, a total of 14 participants 
(12 SPR counselors, 2 leaders, and 3 campers) filled out the 
survey and results were averaged across the 2 days of fitness 

classes & stations.  Results are presented in the graph pictured 

(right) and were rated on a scale of 0-10 (Completely Disagree 

to Completely Agree).  
• They felt like the fitness groups were fun, inclusive, 

organized, easy to repeat, and facilitated social interactions,
with staff and children wanting to collaborate again (8.9/10). 

• The overall experience was “extremely positive” (8.7/10).
• Suggestions were provided on positive aspects of and ways

to improve the fitness groups, which have been and will 
continue to be integrated into subsequent years of the 

advanced pediatric elective course.
• SPR Specialized Day Camp and UW DPT Program plan to

continue to develop this on-going partnership.
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SPR Impressions of UW Fun Fitness Activities

2018 2019

Seattle Parks & 

Recreation

5 Leadership 

Team Members
16 Counselors

55-60 Campers 4-8 Volunteers

UW DPT 

Program

1 Primary 

Instructor

2nd Year DPT 

Students (2018 
= 11, 2019 = 3)

Licensed PTs 

(2018 = 4, 

2019 = 1)

PARTICIPANTS

For more information, 
please contact: 
smisrael@uw.edu
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