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Background on Autism Spectrum
Disorder (ASD)


Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is characterized by challenges with
social skills, repetitive behaviors, speech, and nonverbal
communication (Autism Speaks, 2017).



1 in 68 children have ASD in the United States (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, 2016).

Increasing Physical Activity Levels of
Students


One of the primary concerns among educators is increasing the
physical activity levels of students with ASD.



Exercise can be difficult for students with ASD because they often
experience diminished motor skills (Stanish et al., 2015).



Diminished participation in physical activity can lead to both mental
and physical health problems (Salamon, 2014).

Research Questions


There were three research questions examined by this study:



1. In what types of physical activity do individuals with ASD
participate?



2. How often do individuals with ASD participate in physical activity?



3. What beliefs do individuals with ASD have about physical activity?

Literature Review


Literature was reviewed from four different areas of research:



1. Research Instruments



2. Physical Activity Types



3. Physical Education



4. Physical Activity in Adolescents

Research Instruments


Two of the common instruments used in the research of autism and
physical activity are fitness trackers and surveys.



Fitbits and pedometers were found to be the predominant fitness
trackers while surveys included questionnaires and interviews.

Physical Activity Types


Swimming, horseback riding, and cycling were three activities that
benefitted individuals with ASD.



Swimming was found to increase sleep in children with decreased
autism severity (Lawson & Little, 2017).



A simulated horse riding program was found to improve children’s
motor proficiency and sensory integrative functions (Wuang et al.,
2010).



Cycling was found to improve leg extension, flexion strength, and
balance while also decreasing body mass index (Hauk et al., 2017).

Physical Education


Educators are encouraged to provide explicit and to-the-point rules.
Team sports can provide an enjoyable sensory high to students on the
autism spectrum (Lamb et al., 2014).



Team sports can also help by organizing and structuring the events,
space, and time of physical activity (Konukman et al., 2017).



It was discovered that finding physical education opportunities that
met the needs of both typically developing students and students with
ASD was a challenge (Maher, 2016).

Physical Activity in Adolescents


Few studies have examined physical activity in adolescents and young
adults.



LaLonde conducted research at the Young Adult Program for disabled
adults in Kalamazoo, MI. A Fitbit was used to track the number of
steps taken by each student until everybody was walking 10,000 steps
per day (2015).



Adolescents should pursue programs focused on cardio and resistance
training (Magnusson et al., 2012).



There were few articles on autistic participation in scholastic sports.

Methods


10 students were surveyed from the WMU Autism Services Center
(ASC). All students either had a medical or educational diagnosis of
ASD.



The survey included 10 multiple choice or Likert scale questions.



This survey was designed on Qualtrics. Qualtrics is a web-based survey
generator that is utilized to conduct research.



This survey was based on the survey of Stanish and Colleagues (2015).

Results


Examining the first research question, there were four students who
selected “weightlifting,” “running,” and “sports” while three selected
“other.”



Examining the second research question, there was a variation in time
spent participating in vigorous exercise. Seven out of ten students
selected “under 20 minutes” or “over 60 minutes” of exercise.



Examining the third research question, students had varying beliefs
about physical activity. One consensus on the topic came in question
five. Eight students said that exercise was sometimes hard to learn.

Limitations


There were several limitations to this study’s success.



First, the number of participants for this study were quite small. The
WMU ASC program includes 16 students and only 10 responded to the
survey.



Second, this study failed to capture the thoughts and beliefs of
autistic WMU students outside of the ASC program.



Finally, this study only used multiple choice and Likert scale questions
in the survey which rendered descriptive tests impossible.

Suggestions of Future Studies


Future studies should expand on the results of this survey and explore
the issue through experiments and focus groups.



It is suggested that future studies institute a program using Fitbits and
pedometers to track steps in real time.
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