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ABSTRACT

Author: Stergiani Symeonidou
Inclusion of Autistic Children in Physical Education Classes in Greek Mainstream Schools:
Attitudes, Challenges, and Strategies of Physical Educators

Pages: 37

The literature in Greece on the attitudes and challenges of physical education (PE)
teachers, particularly regarding the inclusion of autistic children in mainstream PE
classes, is limited and outdated. Additionally, there is no literature detailing the
strategies employed by PE teachers to include autistic children in PE classes. This
study aimed to explore the attitudes of PE teachers toward the inclusion of autistic
children in PE classes, along with the challenges they face and the strategies they
employ. Using a qualitative approach, interviews were conducted with six Greek PE
teachers employed in mainstream schools to investigate this topic. Inductive thematic
analysis revealed four overarching themes: (1) The positive and negative effects of
inclusion on diverse communities and considerations surrounding it, (2) Systemic,
societal, and individual obstacles work against inclusion in physical education, (3)
Individualized approaches meet the diverse needs of children fostering their inclusion
in physical education, (4) Promoting peer collaboration through a participatory
partnership and motivational and educational approaches. PE teachers’ attitudes
towards inclusion were mostly positive. However, negative aspects were linked to
challenging behaviors and the severe level of autism, attributed to limited knowledge
and training of non-specialized PE teachers. Challenges related to systemic
inadequacies also hindered efforts toward inclusion. A variety of individualized

strategies were employed by PE teachers to meet the needs of the children.
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1. Introduction

Engaging in physical activity offers numerous benefits for autistic children, including
health benefits, improvements in social and communication skills, peer interaction and
collaboration, social cognition, motor skills, and reduction in stereotypic behaviors (Hortal-
Quesada & Sanchis-Sanchis, 2022; Symeonidou, 2023). Physical education (PE) provides a
context that allows autistic children to improve all these domains, contributing to the
enhancement of their overall well-being (Symeonidou, 2023), and preparing them for broader
community engagement (Butler, 2006). Despite these benefits, children with disabilities,
including autistic children, are often excluded from PE classes (Maher & Haegele, 2022).
This exclusion is attributed to challenges faced by PE teachers, such as behaviors associated
with autism, lack of training, lack of support from specialized staff, and infrastructural
barriers. These challenges shape teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion, which can hinder the
inclusion of autistic children in PE classes (McNamara et al., 2020; Obrusnikova & Dillon,
2011). Teacher attitudes are pivotal to the success of inclusive education and can significantly
influence the inclusion of autistic children in the classroom (Jury et al., 2021).

Most of the existing literature in Greece regarding attitudes and challenges focuses on
children’s inclusion in mainstream classes, with little emphasis on PE classes, despite the
variety of benefits that PE offers (Butler, 2006; Symeonidou, 2023). Moreover, this literature
is outdated. However, the available literature shows both positive and negative attitudes of
Greek PE teachers toward the inclusion of children with disabilities (Doulkeridou et al.,
2011; Papadopoulou et al., 2004). Challenges shaping PE teachers’ attitudes include a lack of
knowledge, training, and support from specialized staff (Doulkeridou et al., 2011;
Papadopoulou et al., 2004). Additionally, proper approaches are necessary to enhance the
inclusion of autistic children in PE classes (Auxter et al., 2001). However, in the Greek
context, there is no literature on the strategies that PE teachers utilize to include autistic
children in PE classes, highlighting the need for such investigation.

Due to the important role of the attitudes and the challenges in autistic children's
inclusion, and the limited and outdated research on these two aspects, investigating the
updated attitudes and the challenges of Greek PE teachers is crucial for identifying these
barriers and taking appropriate measures to address them. Additionally, the necessity of
proper strategies to support the inclusion of autistic children in PE classes underscores the

need to investigate the strategies that PE teachers use to support this inclusion. All the above



will lead to a more holistic perspective on the inclusion of autistic children in Greek PE
classes.
2. Aim & Research Questions
Building on the introduction, this study aims to explore how the inclusion of autistic
children in Greek mainstream PE classes is achieved. This involves examining the attitudes
of PE teachers toward inclusion, the challenges they face, and the strategies they employ to

facilitate this inclusion. To do so, this paper will answer the following research questions:

1. What are the attitudes and perceptions of PE teachers in Greece regarding the inclusion of
autistic children in PE classes?

2. What challenges do PE teachers in Greece face when including autistic children in PE
classes?

3. What strategies do PE teachers in Greece employ to facilitate the inclusion of autistic
children in PE classes alongside their peers?

3. Theoretical Background

3.1 Inclusive Education

Inclusion means establishing a place where all children can fully participate in a
specific setting, thereby enhancing their overall experience in this setting (Ainscow et al.,
2013). Participation refers to “involvement in a life situation” (WHO, 2007), and serves as
the primary determinant of inclusion for both children with disabilities and neurotypical ones
(Eriksson et al., 2007). Inclusion and participation are interrelated; participation is a
prerequisite for inclusion, and inclusion aims to facilitate and maximize the participation of
all individuals within a particular context (Davis & Hill, 2006).

The concept of inclusion in special education has become widely recognized
(Doulkeridou et al., 2011). The Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special
Needs Education (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
[UNESCO], 1994) helped raise awareness about the development of inclusive education by
stating that the best way to eradicate discrimination, promote education for all, and foster an
inclusive community is through the inclusion of students in mainstream classrooms. Inclusive
education means “that each individual's needs are taken into account and that all learners
participate and achieve together” (UNESCO, n.d.). In Greek, the proper translation of
inclusive education is ‘cuveknaidevon’ (sinekpedefsi) or ‘GvumepiAnyn’ (simperilipsi), both
of which mean the placement of students with and without disabilities in general education

settings, to ensure equal opportunities (Charoupias, A, 2004).



In recent years, there have been more students with special educational needs who
attend mainstream schools (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development
[OECD], 2012) leading consequently to the need for creating inclusive environments.
Children with special education needs are those who need extra support due to impairments
that impact their ability to learn in traditional school environments. These conditions include
autism, speech and language difficulties, intellectual disabilities, visual impairments, hearing
impairments, specific learning disabilities, etc. (U.S. Department of Education, 2019). Proper
inclusion of students with disabilities demands physical, emotional, social, and cultural
inclusion (Forlin, 2010; Naicker, 2007).

3.2 Inclusive Physical Education of Autistic Children

The principal objective of inclusive PE is to actively involve each child while
addressing their unique needs within a nurturing and supportive setting (Block, 2000).

PE classes offer structured opportunities for students to participate in physical activities
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, [CDCP], n.d.). Physical activity is described as
any movement of the body that requires energy (World Health Organization [WHO], n.d.)
and is linked with numerous health benefits where more physical activity leads to more health
benefits (Janssen & Leblanc, 2010). In addition, participation in daily physical activities
increases the overall functioning and quality of life of people (Quill et al., 1989) and fosters
self-esteem (Strauss et al., 2001).). PE also facilitates relationship-building among students,
empowering children with disabilities, including autistic children, to develop and enhance the
essential skills required for engagement in broader community settings (Butler, 2006).

According to the American Psychological Association (APA, 2013) autism is one of
the most common neurodevelopmental disorders with profound impacts on children. Autism
typically emerges in early childhood and the core characteristics are restricted and repetitive
behaviors, challenges in social and communication abilities, and potential concurrent
intellectual deficits. Studies suggest that some autistic people prefer the “identity-first
language” terminology, which sees a person's disability as an essential part of their identity
(Kenny et al., 2016; Taboas et al., 2023). This study uses the “identity-first language”
terminology when referring exclusively to autistic children.

Autistic children gain a variety of benefits from their inclusion in PE classes,
including improvements in health and other domains such as social and communication
skills, interaction and collaboration with others, social cognition, motor skills, and reduction

in stereotypic behaviors (Hortal-Quesada & Sanchis-Sanchis, 2022; Symeonidou, 2023).



Besides these benefits, studies have shown that children with disabilities, including autistic
children, are often excluded from PE classes (Maher & Haegele, 2022). Proper approaches
(Auxter et al., 2001) and support for PE teachers (Sherrill, 2004) are essential in schools to
enhance the inclusion of autistic children in PE classes. Several evidence-based practices and
approaches with a trial-and-error mindset for adapting strategies to individual needs have
been used by PE teachers to include autistic children in PE classes, according to McNamara
et al. (2020). Those consist of visual aids, simplified instructions, peer buddies which is a
peer paired to a student to support them, technological help such as the iPad, and specific
activities such as aquatics programs that are structured to address the sensory needs of autistic
children. Understanding the individual interests of autistic children and collaborating with
families and the education team are also crucial aspects of fostering their inclusion in PE

classes (McNamara et al., 2020).

3.3 Factors that Impact Inclusion

Attitudes of teachers influence the efficacy of inclusive education as teacher’s active
involvement in the classroom in planning and implementing inclusive practices, approaches
designed to accommodate students with diverse needs within mainstream classrooms, leads to
the success of inclusion for students with disabilities (Butler & Shevlin, 2001; Forlin et al.,
1996). An individual's attitude refers to their perspective and assessment of something or
someone, their predetermination, or propensity to react favorably or unfavorably to a certain
concept, item, person, or circumstance. Attitudes can be understood through three
dimensions: 1) cognitive, which includes perceptions, encompassing interpretations and
understanding of a concept, and beliefs that a person has about something or someone, ii)
affective, which encompasses the feelings and emotions that something or someone evokes in
a person and lastly iii) behavioral which includes, actions and behaviors that result from
cognitive and affective responses (Jafari & Xiao, 2016).

According to researchers, when educators have more accepting attitudes toward
individuals with disabilities an environment that is favorable to the successful
implementation of inclusive practices, is fostered (Meegan & MacPhail, 2006). Attitudes can
be shaped based on the severity of disabilities, level of professional education, and years of
experience in inclusion efforts (Avramidis et al., 2000; Janney et al., 1995). Professional
education and training reduce stress and resistance towards inclusion among professionals,

leading to a more inclusive environment (Dickens-Smith, 1995; Forlin, 2001).



PE teachers' attitudes toward including autistic children in PE classes exhibit a mix of
perspectives, ranging from positive to negative (Block & Obrusnikova, 2007). Positive
attitudes seem to be linked to PE teachers’ self-efficacy, which is shaped by their knowledge
and training (Beamer & Yun, 2014) highlighting a correlation between attitudes and
knowledge. Identified challenges toward inclusion are directly related to the behaviors and
characteristics commonly associated with autism, such as communication difficulties or
sensory sensitivities, social dissimilarities, and repetitive behaviors (Obrusnikova & Dillon,
2011). Attitudinal changes can occur with exposure in schools with inclusion units,
highlighting the vital role of experience in fostering positive attitudes and thus inclusivity
(Avramidis et al., 2000).

Attitudes from the wider school community, including parents of autistic children and
peers, can work either as facilitators or obstacles to inclusion (Lindsay et al., 2013; Reupert et
al., 2015). Parents of autistic children generally support inclusive education, recognizing the
academic and social benefits that inclusion offers to their children. However, they often
express concerns regarding the adequate training of teachers to support their children and the
availability of support and resources within the school (Bennett & Deluca, 1997; Fox &
Ysseldyke, 1997; Grove & Fisher, 1999). It is well known that peer acceptance plays a
significant role in the success of inclusion practices (Bricker, 1995). Many autistic children
struggle to make friends due to the underdevelopment of social skills necessary for social
interactions (Fuentes et al., 2012). However, research suggests that elementary school
students are more accepting of peers with special educational needs as teammates in PE class
compared to secondary school students (Cristea et al., 2020).

Structural barriers such as inadequate equipment, limited space, large class sizes, and
lack of administrator support also hinder the inclusion of autistic children in PE classes

(Obrusnikova & Dillon, 2011).
3.4 Inclusion in Greece

3.4.1 Greek Policies

At the start of the 20th century, special education in Greece first emerged. Over time,
it underwent gradual transformations as the government hesitated to shoulder the
responsibility for educating students with special needs or impairments. Greek government
placed a high priority on inclusion policies at the onset of the 21st century (Mitroulaki et al.,
2023). These policies defined autistic children and young people as having special education

needs for the first time (Zoniou-Sideris, 2000) and they also coincided with the establishment



of the first public schools (Law 2817/2000), primarily in urban centers, dedicated to autistic
children (Mitroulaki et al., 2023).

The latest and current legislative development, Law 3699/2008 (Article 6, par.1, as
amended), outlines provisions for the education of students with special education needs
and/or disabilities. Additionally, Centers for Diagnosis, Differential Diagnosis, and Support
of Special Educational Needs (KEDASY/KEAAXY) consist of an interdisciplinary team that
conducts assessments of children with disabilities, including autistic children and makes
recommendations regarding the appropriate schooling, whether mainstream or special, as
well as develop an individualized education plan for students based on their needs. Each year,
the child undergoes evaluation by the KEDASY to determine whether to renew the provision
of the parallel support and the individualized plan or make modifications to the
individualized plan. However, the child’s enrollment in special or mainstream schools is
ultimately the parent’s decision (Giannoulis et al., 2021; Ministry of Education and Religious
Affairs, n.d.).

Regarding Greek law, students with special education needs and/or disabilities,
including autistic children, have three options for attending mainstream schools: i) inclusion
in mainstream classes with support from the regular teacher, ii) inclusion in mainstream
classes with additional support from one personalized parallel support, mostly known as a
shadow teacher whose hours per week are determined by the KEDASY, and iii) inclusion in
mainstream classes and attendance up to 15 hours per week in the integration departments
with other children with special education needs to follow the individualized plan from
KEDASY with the help from specialized teachers (Law: 2817/2000) with a subsequent return
to the mainstream class (Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs, n.d.). This type of
integration department more resembles what the British refer to as part-time withdrawal in a
learning support base or to the US pull-out programs where additional support or specialized
instruction is provided to students within the mainstream school environment. This support is
often delivered in a separate room or through pull-out sessions, where students receive
targeted assistance or instruction tailored to their individual needs. It does not imply a
separate classroom where students with disabilities are taught exclusively separately from
their peers. (Fyssa et al., 2014; Vlachou, 2006). Besides attendance in mainstream schools,
children with disabilities, including autistic children have the option of enrolment in a special
school (Giannoulis et al., 2021; Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs, n.d.).

Since 2008, when students with special education needs and disabilities have been

allowed to attend mainstream school settings, the Greek educational system has provided



undergraduate and postgraduate programs for teachers equipping them to become more

specialized staff (Pappas et al., 2018).
3.4.2 Attitudes of Greek Teachers and Greek PE Teachers

Research suggests that Greek teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion vary based on
factors such as the type of disability, and their level of training, experience, and education
(Sarris et al., 2018; Tsakiridou & Polyzopoulou, 2014). More challenging behaviors and less
training tend to result in more negative attitudes (Avramidis & Norwich, 2022). Additionally,
younger teachers have more positive attitudes towards inclusion (Sarris et al., 2018).
According to Pappas et al. (2018), Greek teachers believe that inclusion helps peers grow
empathy, social consciousness, and acceptance of diversity, and also helps children with
disabilities develop positive social behaviors and increase their social skills and interactions.
However, there is a belief among teachers that inclusion does not necessarily lead to
academic achievements either for children with disabilities or for neurotypical peers (Pappas
etal., 2018).

Similarly, Greek PE teachers are generally positive toward including students with
special education needs in mainstream PE classes (Doulkeridou et al., 2011; Kontou et al.,
1999; Vaporidi et al., 2005). However, some PE teachers might not be positive because of the
lack of knowledge in handling the special needs of the students, while PE teachers who are
more positive about inclusion are those who acquire some type of knowledge in special
education (Papadopoulou et al., 2004). Support services, such as assistance from specialized
staff including speech therapists, psychologists, etc., are also important factors that shape the

attitudes of PE teachers (Papadopoulou et al., 2004).
3.5 The Social Learning Theory

Bandura (1971) introduced the social learning theory, also known as the social
cognitive theory, which describes observation learning alongside cognitive learning.
Bandura’s theory has significantly impacted psychology and education by explaining how
people acquire new behaviors through interaction with their environment. Observation
learning involves individuals learning through observation, modeling, and imitation of other
people’s behaviors. This can be done directly, through observing people’s actions, who serve
as role models, where these people can be parents, teachers, or any figure that is perceived as
a role model for the specific individual, or indirectly through media for instance. According

to Bandura (1971), four key concepts are essential in observational learning:



1) Attention: For observation learning to achieve the individual first must pay attention to the
behaviors of the role model and the consequences that follow. Factors that influence attention
include attractiveness, competence, and status of the role model.

2) Retention: After observing a behavior, the individual must remember this behavior. This
involves encoding the observed behaviors into long-term memory.

3) Reproduction: The individual must have the cognitive and physical abilities to implement
these behaviors. This step involves translating memories of the behaviors into actual physical
actions.

4) Motivation: Finally, the person needs motivation to adopt and perform the observed
behaviors. Motivation can be influenced by anticipated rewards or punishments, the role
model’s characteristics such as their perceived authority or similarity to the individual, and
the individual’s self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is another aspect of Bandura’s theory which refers
to an individual’s belief in their ability to carry out the behaviors required to produce specific
performance achievements.

In conclusion, Bandura's theory emphasizes how important social interaction is in
learning. Psychologists and educators can more effectively support learning and behavior
modification by comprehending and applying the concepts of attention, retention,
reproduction, and motivation (Bandura, 1971).

3.6 Theoretical Framework: Bioecological Model

The Bioecological Model provides a comprehensive view of human development by
understanding how individuals interact with their environments across various systems (Rosa
& Tudge, 2013).

According to Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998), central to this model are proximal
processes which are considered the “engines of development”. These processes encompass
interactions between the individual and their immediate environment and are fundamental for
an individual’s development. For interactions to be referred to as proximal processes they
must meet some criteria: i) processes must occur on a regular basis and over extended periods
to ensure consistent exposure necessary for developmental impact, ii) these processes should
involve complex, reciprocal activities where both the individual and the environment
influence each other, iii) the activities involved must be engaging and developmentally
relevant, iv) proximal processes must be bidirectional, meaning that the individual’s actions
influence the environment just as the environment influences the individual, v) these

processes must occur within the immediate context of the individual’s life, such as home,



school, or community settings, where significant and meaningful interactions take place, vi)
the individual’s characteristics, such as their temperament, cognitive abilities, and
experiences, shape how the individual engages with and is affected by these interactions, and
lastly vii) the timing of these interactions within the individual’s developmental stage is
crucial, as interactions during critical times can have a significant and long-lasting effect
(Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 1998).

The Bioecological Model consists of several levels. The microsystem refers to the
immediate environment directly impacting an individual’s development, such as parents,
teachers, and peers. In this study, findings regarding PE teachers, autistic children, their
neurotypical peers, and parents of autistic children will be analyzed. The mesosystem
encompasses interactions and interconnections within the microsystems, such as the
interactions between a parent and a teacher, which indirectly impact an individual’s
development. The exosystem consists of external contexts such as governmental agencies, in
which the individual is not involved, yet is indirectly affected. For this study, governmental
policies and resources that impact inclusion will be explored. The macrosystem includes
broader cultural and socioeconomic forces shaping an individual’s growth. In this study,
Greek cultural attitudes toward autism and inclusion will be addressed. Lastly, the
chronosystem recognizes the significance of time and historical context, understanding that
changes over time can have a significant effect on a person's developmental path
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). For this study, changes in policies, attitudes, experiences,
and training toward the inclusion of autistic children in PE classes over time will be discussed
within the chronosystem.

4. Method
4.1 Study Design

The study employed a qualitative approach to investigate and comprehend the various
attitudes, challenges, and strategies employed by PE teachers in mainstream schools
concerning the inclusion of autistic children in PE classes (Creswell & Creswell, 2023), using
semi-structured interviews. Qualitative research emphasizes the exploration of lived
experiences and perspectives, enabling rich and nuanced data collection (Creswell &
Creswell, 2023). Inductive thematic analysis, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2013), was
utilized to analyze the qualitative data collected from these interviews. This approach was
deemed suitable as it allows for the exploration of new, unexpected themes or patterns of

meaning within the data, without imposing predefined categories (Braun & Clarke, 2006).



4.2 Participants

4.2.1 Recruitment Process

Two regular school teachers employed in mainstream schools in Greece served as
gatekeepers, assisting in recruiting participants. Those gatekeepers were familiar with this
study’s author. A formal letter obtaining the study’s purpose and procedures, participants’
criteria, and ethical considerations was sent to them by school email. Gatekeepers then
approached potential participants by phone call or written messages. This was done through
both random outreach and targeted approaches; potential participants were contacted without
prior knowledge of their suitability for the thesis topic while some others were familiar to the

gatekeepers and thus they had an indication that they might possess a fitting profile.

4.2.2 Sampling Strategy

Purposive sampling was used to identify participants with relevant knowledge to
provide rich and insightful information (Creswell & Creswell, 2023). Inclusion criteria were
established for participants. They were required to possess a bachelor’s degree in PE studies
from a Greek university and have at least one year of experience working with autistic
children in mainstream school settings, which could be either elementary or secondary
education levels.

Nine participants were identified through purposive sampling and they reached out to
the author via the author’s school email, stating that they were interested and willing to
participate in the study. Informational letters detailing the purpose of the study and
procedures, confidentiality protocols, ethical considerations, their voluntary participation,
their rights - including the right to withdraw at any point without facing any consequences or
the need to justify it -, potential risks, and the contact information of the author were handed
to them alongside with a consent form to sign before the interview phase started (see
Appendix A for informational letters and consent form). Ultimately, six out of the nine
identified potential participants agreed to take part in the study, signed the consent form, and
sent it to the author’s school email. It's worth noting that all participants had varying levels of
training and coincidentally, worked in rural areas. Participants' characteristics can be found in
Table 1.

Table 1

Participant characteristics

10



Participants Biological Age The level of school participants Any educational
ID Gender has worked to background related

to special education

P#1 Female 55 Primary Education No
P#2 Male 41 Primary and Secondary Education Yes
P#3 Female 59 Primary Education No
P#4 Female 45 Primary Education No
P#5 Female 33 Primary and Secondary Education Yes
P#6 Male 51 Primary and Secondary Education Yes

Note: 1D= identification number

4.3 Instruments

A semi-structured interview guide was utilized. Semi-structured interviews are
beneficial because they balance flexibility and depth, allowing for a structured yet
conversational approach that accommodates new ideas while exploring specific topics in
detail (Kallio et al., 2016). The interview guide included initial questions aimed at enhancing
open communication and deriving the participant’s demographic and professional
background. Open-ended questions were used aimed at obtaining valuable insights regarding
the strategies PE teachers use to include autistic children in mainstream PE classes, potential
challenges they face, and attitudes and perceptions regarding inclusion. Open-ended
questions are inquiries that cannot be answered with a simple "yes" or "no” and are crucial in
semi-structured interviews because they allow respondents to express their thoughts and
feelings in their own words, leading to richer and more detailed data (Creswell & Poth,
2018). Follow-up questions were also included, consisting of both open and close-ended
questions. Close-ended questions can help researchers ensure consistency across responses
and gather specific details efficiently (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The first question was
designed to accommodate two potential responses: positive or negative. The interview guide
was first written in English and later translated into Greek to ensure that respondents fully
understood what was being asked so they could provide accurate and meaningful answers.
The interview guide can be found in Appendix B.

Before conducting the final interviews, a pilot test was conducted with one PE teacher
who was not involved in the main study to check and refine the questions, ensuring they were
clear, relevant, and able to collect the necessary information (van Teijlingen & Hundley,
2001). Based on the feedback from the pilot testing, the interview guide was improved.

Specifically, some questions were rephrased syntactically to improve translation accuracy.
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4.4 Data Collection

Data was collected from February to March 2024. The interviews were conducted via
Zoom (Version 5.17.11) platform at a time and place convenient for the participants, aiming
at enhancing openness and comfort. Interviews were voice-recorded with participants’
consent through Zoom’s recording option and with a backup device. All interviews were
conducted in Greek, the native language of both the participants and the author, and each
session lasted approximately 30 minutes to an hour. None of the participants were
interviewed more than once. At the beginning of the interview, a brief informal conversation
was held to help participants feel comfortable and enhance their openness. Then, participants
were asked to give a definition of inclusive education to maintain consistency throughout the
interview. This helped ensure that all participants were working with a similar understanding
of the concept, thereby facilitating a more meaningful analysis of their responses.

When the interviews were completed, the validity of the Zoom recordings was
confirmed, and the recordings on the backup device were deleted. Zoom’s audio records were
transcribed by the author, who conducted the interviews. Identifiable information about
participants and characteristics of the children mentioned in the interviews, such as name, and
area of their school residence, were removed to protect their privacy. The transcriptions were
then shared with participants allowing them to verify the accuracy of their statements or to
choose non-disclosure of any information. Four of the six participants made use of this
possibility. The interviews were fully translated into English before data analysis by the
author, who is fluent in both languages. A fellow peer who is a native Greek speaker and
proficient in English, further reviewed the translations to ensure their accuracy. Audio
savings, transcriptions, and translations were stored in the university’s cloud in separate files.
Participants' personal information was documented on paper and securely kept in the
residence of the author.

4.5 Data Analysis

The data analysis followed the principles of inductive theoretical thematic analysis by
Braun and Clarke (2013). The aim was to uncover themes or patterns of meaning within the
data that allow new, unexpected themes to emerge without imposing pre-defined categories
or pre-existing theoretical frameworks (Braun & Clark, 2013).

Upon participants’ verification of the accuracy of their statements, the analysis
process started with the transcription of the interviews and then their full translation into
English, by the author. The author became familiar with the data and ensured full

identification of all elements through the transcription process and repeated detailed readings
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of these transcriptions. Relevant content was identified and marked with manual techniques

such as notes and highlighting. Codes were given to the relevant content, resulting in a list of

codes. Different codes were grouped into sub-themes, which were further analyzed to identify

patterns that led to the formation of overarching themes. Themes and sub-themes were

refined again by the author, where some sub-themes were grouped or moved to other, more

fitting themes. Both sub-themes and themes were aligned with the research questions, and

appropriate names were assigned to them. Furthermore, the author refined these names to

ensure they were as representative as possible. During the process, a fellow peer also

collaborated with the author to ensure that sub-themes and themes accurately represented the

data. An example of the coding process can be found in Table 2.

Table 2

Examples of meaning units, codes, sub-themes, and overarching themes.

Meaning Units Codes Sub-themes Overarching
themes
“There are children who love PE teachers pay Interest-based
something specific...so I put on some attention to the approaches trigger Individualized
exercise that this kid loves very much.” interests of the children to take part in approaches
(P5) children activities meet the
diverse needs
of autistic
“I will appoint a child who is a Peers are appointed Peer buddies guide and children

classmate of theirs and they know each
other better, who they’re friends and
who the autistic child feels more
comfortable with, to participate

together.” (P6)

to the autistic child

encourage the child

fostering their
inclusion in
physical
education

4.6 The author of this study: Reflective Considerations

Reflections regarding the author’s potential biases were taken into consideration

following the principles of the researcher’s role (Creswell & Creswell, 2023). The author of

the current thesis was a certified speech and language therapist with both theoretical

knowledge of autism and practical experience in working with autistic children. Although

measures such as transparency of the process and collaboration with a fellow peer were taken

to minimize biases, it was recognized that the author’s educational and professional

background might have influenced perceptions and interpretations of the data. However, the

author’s experience collaborating with autistic children, their families, and other

professionals, served as a beneficial factor as it equipped the author with the skills necessary

to approach the topic and research questions with sensitivity and care.
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4.7 Ethical Considerations

The study adhered to ethical standards outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki for
human subject research (World Medical Association [WMA], 2013) and complied with the
Greek regulations regarding research involving human subjects, given the study’s focus on
Greek participants. Both ethical guidelines emphasize the need to prioritize the rights and
well-being of participants over outcomes. More specifically, participants must be informed
about the study’s aims and give their informed consent. The study must have the potential to
contribute valuable knowledge to society while minimizing risks to participants. Also, the
principle of non-maleficence obliges a researcher to minimize the risk of harm, and lastly, the
principle of justice emphasizes fairness and equality among participants, ensuring that the
benefits and burdens of research are distributed equally among participants and that
vulnerable populations are not unfairly targeted or exploited. (Ministry of Education and

Religious Affairs, n.d.; WMA, 2013).
4.7.1 Informed Consent

All participants were provided with detailed information about the study’s purpose,
procedures, their rights, and potential risks. Their voluntary participation was confirmed
through a signed consent form (Vanderstoep & Johnson, 2008). The above aligns with the
Greek regulation that states that participants who take part in research must be updated
honestly and completely for the objectives of the program (Ministry of Education and
Religious Affairs, n.d.). The information letter and the consent form were written in Greek,
the participant’s native language, enhancing their understanding and trust between them and

the author of this thesis contributing to their fair treatment.

4.7.2 Risks and Confidentiality

The purpose of this study was to expand the scientific knowledge and contribute to
the good of society's total (Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs, n.d.; WMA, 2013)
and was not anticipated to cause any harm. However, participants were informed of their
right to withdraw at any point and to choose not to respond to any questions. Additionally,
the author provided their contact information for support, if needed.

Measures were taken to safeguard the confidentiality of participants, as this is the role
of the author who conducts a study (Creswell & Creswell, 2023). Audio recordings,
transcriptions, and translations were stored in separate files in the university’s cloud and were
deleted when the grade of the thesis was given. Participant’s personal information was

handled with care before, during, and after the interviews. This aligns with the Greek law
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regarding the protection of people's data which is the subject of the research (v. 2472/1997,
2819/2000, 2915/2001, 3235/2004, 3471/2006) (Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs,
n.d.). This was achieved by removing all personally identifiable information about the
participants where identification numbers were assigned. Also, participants’ personal
information was written on a paper secured in the author's residence and disposed of when
the thesis was graded.

4.8 Trustworthiness, Credibility, and Transferability

Trustworthiness evaluates the quality of the research method and the extent to which
the findings can be trusted (Leavy, 2017). To ensure the trustworthiness and credibility of the
study, several measures were implemented. These measures included the collaboration of the
author of this study with a fellow peer throughout the study process. This fellow peer, a
native Greek proficient in English, reviewed the translations of the interviews, limiting the
risk of potential biases and enhancing the trustworthiness of the study. Additionally, the
inclusion of both non-specialized PE and PE with specialized knowledge provided diverse
perspectives, thus enhancing the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings.

The conduct of the pilot test before the start of the interview process assisted in
assessing the interview questions, leading to several adjustments and further enhancing the
credibility of this study. Furthermore, four out of six participants verified their statements by
reading the transcriptions of their interviews, which were in Greek, the participants’ native
language, ensuring authenticity and trustworthiness. Although the other two participants did
not verify their statements due to lack of time, they agreed for the author to pursue the
process. Transparency of the study was provided by a clear and thorough presentation of the
research process, enhancing trustworthiness.

The nature of qualitative research enabled the exploration of participants' lived
experiences and perspectives, facilitating rich and nuanced data collection. Additionally,
follow-up questions ensured that all vital information was included by exploring particular
subjects or clarifying aspects enhancing the comprehensiveness and depth of data collected.
These aspects, in combination with the thick and detailed presentation of the findings of the
study and the utilization of direct quotes from participants' interviews, allowed readers to
assess the applicability of the study's outcomes to their contexts (Creswell & Creswell, 2023).

5. Results
The inductive thematic analysis led to the creation of four overarching themes: (1)

The positive and negative effects of inclusion on diverse communities and considerations
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surrounding it, (2) Systemic, societal, and individual obstacles work against inclusion in
physical education, (3) Individualized approaches meet the diverse needs of autistic children
fostering their inclusion in physical education, (4) Promoting peer collaboration through a
participatory partnership and motivational and educational approaches. The first theme
addressed the first research question concerning the attitudes and perceptions of PE teachers
in Greece toward the inclusion of autistic children in PE classes. The second theme answered
the second research question, focusing on the challenges that PE teachers face while
including autistic children in PE classes. The last two themes addressed the third research
question regarding the strategies that PE teachers use to include autistic children in PE
classes. These four themes, along with their sub-themes, are represented in Table 3.
Additionally, a detailed table providing overarching themes, sub-themes, and citations can be

found in Appendix C.
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Table 3

Overview of Themes and Sub-Themes

Overarching Themes

Sub-themes

The positive and negative effects of inclusion on diverse communities

and considerations surrounding it

Systemic, societal, and individual obstacles work against inclusion in

physical education

Individualized approaches meet the diverse needs of autistic children

fostering their inclusion in physical education

Promoting peer collaboration through a participatory partnership and

motivational and educational approaches

Autistic children's overall well-being and development are enhanced but they might be affected emotionally

Neurotypical peers develop empathy, respect, and acceptance potentially leading to positive societal changes

Neurotypical peers might experience unfairness, exhaustion, and developmental limitations

PE teachers develop respect, happiness, and fulfillment through working with autistic children but exhaustion and
stress are also evident

Inclusion in mainstream schools is preferable to be applied for functional children rather than for severe cases

Various institutional and infrastructure limitations affect the application of the strategies
Parents’ attitudes and non-acceptance limit autistic children’s inclusion

Autistic children’s challenging behaviors and functionality as barriers to inclusion

Interest-based approaches trigger children to take part in activities

Visual and structured supports create a clear and predictable environment

Behavioral and motivational support help children stay focused during activities
Peer buddies guide and encourage the child

Skill and ability adaptations in activities ensure equal opportunities for all

Planning joint activities to encourage interaction among neurotypical and autistic children

Raising neurotypical peers’ awareness about autism and rewarding them for their inclusive behaviors
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5.1 The positive and negative effects of inclusion on diverse communities and
considerations surrounding it

Participants mentioned that inclusion offers various benefits to different populations,
such as autistic children, PE teachers, and neurotypical peers. However, they also referred to
the negative side of inclusion for these populations. These attitudes were presented through
the five sub-themes (1) Autistic children's overall well-being and development are enhanced
but they might be affected emotionally, (2) Neurotypical peers develop empathy, respect, and
acceptance potentially leading to positive societal changes (3) Neurotypical peers might
experience unfairness, exhaustion, and developmental limitations, (4) PE teachers develop
respect, happiness, and fulfillment through working with autistic children but exhaustion and
stress are also evident, and (5) Inclusion in mainstream schools is preferable to be applied for
functional children rather than for severe cases
5.1.1 Autistic children's overall well-being and development are enhanced, but they might
be affected emotionally

According to PE teachers, autistic children gain a lot of benefits through inclusion.
They are not singled out or excluded based on their neurodevelopmental condition. Instead,
they are respected and participate equally in activities “He is not targeted, he is not excluded
from the classroom, from his age, from his classmates” (P3). Positive emotions are an aspect
that the child can gain through inclusion “The child is happy...the child laughs” (P1), “The
child with autism feels love. They understand when someone loves them” (P2). Furthermore,
P3 mentioned that autistic children experience developmental growth due to increased
motivation from interacting with their neurotypical peers “The child gains things because the
others [neurotypical peers] are supposed to be a step further, so when the child sees
something better [neurotypical peers who are better in specific tasks], it motivates them to set
different goals. I think that the child may be improving” (P3). Additionally, P4 stressed that
through inclusion, autistic children have opportunities for social growth. By participating in
inclusive activities and interactions, autistic children can understand their role and place
within the social unit “He [autistic child] has learned what behaviors are acceptable [within
social settings] ... he understands his role [within the social group], his place within a social
group because a class is a small community [where there are rules and opportunities for
interaction and thus personal growth]” (P4).

While according to PE teachers, inclusion has a variety of benefits for autistic

children, some negative aspects were also mentioned by some PE. P3 expressed their

18



concerns that autistic children might feel inadequate when comparing themselves to
neurotypical children, leading to emotional impact:

But I don't know if he feels like he's falling short and that makes him sad. Because he

is compared, so to speak, and he works with children who are different from him.

They don't have his difficulties. (P3)

5.1.2 Neurotypical peers develop empathy, respect, and acceptance potentially leading to
positive societal changes

Through inclusion, neurotypical children socialize more with autistic children and
become more aware of autism, something that helps them develop values such as empathy,
contributing to their overall social and emotional development “Socialization ... empathy,
awareness ... we can say psychological intelligence” (P5), “They show sensitivity, some
parts of their character that in other cases would never show up, now are obvious” (P3).
Interacting with autistic children creates a virtue of respect and acceptance among
neurotypical peers “They learn to respect, to accept the other as they are. I think it makes
them more emotional in the sense of empathy ... not to feel sorry for the child, to respect
them” (P2). According to P4, neurotypical children have also gained an understanding of
autistic children’s unique traits and needs and have found ways to support them, ensuring
their comfort and their enjoyment “They [neurotypical children] know his peculiarity and
find a way on their own to calm him down” (P4). Furthermore, P3 stated that through
interaction with autistic peers, neurotypical peers also enhance their understanding because of
the recognition of their own condition: More specifically P3 stated: “They [neurotypical
peers] are understanding, because they should feel lucky that we [non-autistic individuals] are
able-bodied with our minds working, being able to do things”.

Additionally, the personal development of neurotypical children through their
interactions with autistic children leads them to become respectful individuals “Not to feel
sorry for the child, to respect them. I believe that this helps them in their subsequent
development” (P2). As these children mature into parents, they are likely to pass all these
values to their children creating a generational impact that might lead to a more inclusive
society in the future “Because these children [neurotypical that has raised their awareness]
will talk to their future children, something that our society has lagged far behind” (P5).
5.1.3 Neurotypical peers might experience unfairness, exhaustion, and developmental
limitations
P4 expressed concerns about unfairness and exhaustion, acknowledging that the attention that

autistic children demand can sometimes be unfair to their neurotypical classmates and that
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aggressive or specific behaviors from autistic children can create a negative environment and
tire the rest of the class “Because of the behavior I need to constantly deal with him,
something which tires ... the rest of the children ... It's unfair to them ... but many times we
do injustice to the rest” (P4). Moreover, the challenging behaviors of autistic children can
impact the progress of neurotypical peers “The child squeaks, shouts, hits themselves, they
can't sit on the chair, you understand. In these situations, there is classroom disruption so
maybe the children [neurotypical children] are falling behind. (P3).

5.1.4 PE teachers develop respect, happiness, and fulfillment through working with autistic
children but exhaustion and stress are also evident

According to P2, through the interaction with autistic children, the value of respect
not just towards this population but towards all members of society is fostered “When you
respect disability, you respect your fellow man, you respect everything, you respect the laws,
you respect the rules ... you're always doing the right thing” (P2). Some participants stressed
that they derived happiness from working with autistic children and from observing the
happiness of autistic children through witnessing the positive interactions between autistic
and neurotypical peers “I am very happy to see them all together and play [autistic and
neurotypical children]” (P4) “I love to work with children. To see them happy, I like it very
much” (P2). Additionally, P2 mentioned a sense of fulfillment in knowing that appropriate
care and support are provided to autistic children “I feel positive emotions for these children
[autistic children]. That they have a PE teacher who understands them and knows how to
support them” (P2).

Exhaustion is an emotion that P4 also experiences sometimes, especially when the
autistic child is going through some behavioral outbursts “Something which tires me very
much ... that I am constantly dealing with him” (P4). Also, some PE teachers experienced
stress in their first years working with autistic children. However, through experience and
interaction with autistic children and minor adjustments in organization, it faded away “I
have less stress in relation to the first years ... now that everything is a bit, a bit more
organized ... because of the experience and the connection with these people” (P1).

5.1.5 Inclusion in mainstream schools is preferable to be applied for functional children
rather than for severe cases

Some PE teachers emphasized the importance of functionality in the context of
inclusion, stating that mild forms of autism can be suitable for mainstream schools and
classes. However, they expressed reservations about severe cases of autism, stating that

inclusion might not be appropriate in such cases. P4 stated: “There are cases in which I think
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inclusion is wrong. I believe that there are many severe cases of autism, and those children
should not be in mainstream PE classes”.
5.2 Systemic, societal, and individual obstacles work against inclusion in physical
education

Participants referred to the various challenges they face when trying to include autistic
children in PE classes. These were presented through the sub-themes (1) Various institutional
and infrastructure limitations affect the application of the strategies, (2) Parents’ attitudes and
non-acceptance limit autistic children’s inclusion, and (3) Autistic children’s challenging
behaviors and functionality as barriers to inclusion.
5.2.1 Various institutional and infrastructure limitations affect the application of the
strategies

All the participants referred to the limited support they get from other staff. While in
many cases there is a parallel support teacher that supports autistic children during PE class,
there are cases, where these parallel support teachers choose to take a break during PE class
or attend without actively contributing to the child's inclusion efforts “The parallel support
does not deal at all with the child [autistic child] during PE class. They do other things or just
take a rest or even be lazy” (P3). Also, PE teachers referred to the fact that mainstream
schools lack specialized PE professionals “There is no provision of a specialized PE to work
with these children” (P3). Additionally, P3 mentioned the lack of other professionals such as
psychologists or social workers to collaborate with:

We need a lot of help from a specialized educator ... I consider the psychologist

necessary ... and even a social worker, things that we [PE teachers] may not easily

understand or may not give them the importance that we should, and I think that we

[different professionals] must cooperate for sure, I consider it absolutely necessary.

(P3)

Some PE teachers commented that the large number of children in the class is a
challenge as it is hard to deal with many students and autistic children at the same time:

Where I have to train all the children, and there are many, I have to teach them to run,

because it is the teaching object as well ... until they understand that they have to run

each child at a time, I have also to coordinate the autistic child. (P1)

Limited knowledge, training, and education were mentioned by all PE teachers as a
significant obstacle to autistic children’s inclusion “We do not have specific knowledge nor

specific instructions and we try several things and experiment” (P3). However, they
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expressed their willingness to be trained further by specialized staff, both by specialized PE
and other professionals, recognizing its value in enhancing their ability to interact effectively
with autistic children:

I would like training both in practical parts but mainly by psychologists and

specialists and new sciences and new specialties so that we as educators have tools to

be able to help these children completely and not unilaterally. (P3)

PE teachers with a more specialized background referred to the limited education of
other PE teachers, mostly older teachers, as a challenge in dealing properly with autistic
children. P5 stated: “There are older teachers who will soon retire. They are far behind both
in education and knowledge”. They also mentioned that for inclusion to be done properly, PE
teachers must have the knowledge of how to do it “It is just that the one who will perform it
[inclusion] must have the appropriate knowledge, to have been properly trained, to have done
some seminars, unless they are special educators” (P2).

As the cooperation between autistic children and their neurotypical peers is
considered vital for the inclusion of autistic children, P1 stated that extra time is needed for
these two groups to interact. However, the limited time that neurotypical peers spend with
autistic children serves as a barrier to their inclusion “The ideal scenario for the children
[autistic children and neurotypical peers] would involve spending some time together ... to
play more ... this playtime brings children together [both autistic and neurotypical children]”
(P1).

Having no proper pre-inclusion routine is a big challenge in inclusion in PE class.
Some PE teachers emphasized the importance of a gradual transition into inclusive
environments, suggesting the need for additional time for autistic children to learn a routine
program before joining PE classes with neurotypical:

I think there should be extra time in the school’s schedule for children with autism to

follow a routine program. Then, once they [autistic children] have learned that routine

program, this program can be included in the typical PE class with neurotypical peers.

This way, after having learned the routine program, autistic children will be able to

follow it within the typical class of PE. (P5)

The lack of proper infrastructure was also mentioned by P6 as an obstacle.
Specifically, many schools in Greece are not adequately equipped:

We do not have perhaps the best infrastructure in schools in Greece as far as it

concerns sports material, gyms and so on ... it has happened to me to work at schools

where there was not even a ball. (P6)
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What is more, because of the schedule, multiple classes might have PE class at the
same time, leading to difficulties because of the limited infrastructure. P6 stated: “During the
PE period, there are often multiple classes scheduled to have PE. So that means that all the

sports material and all the sports space have to be shared”.

5.2.2 Parents’ attitudes and non-acceptance limit autistic children’s inclusion

Parents were mentioned as a challenge by many participants and a very important
facilitator of children’s inclusion. Parental denial of their child’s autism was stressed by some
participants as one of the most common obstacles that hinder autistic children’s inclusion.
Without a diagnosis, a child cannot get proper support. This denial also leads to further
problems, as parents do not collaborate with PE teachers:

While he is on the autism spectrum, there is no acceptance from parents ... but in

most cases, they are not diagnosed ... the parents are the ones who often do not admit

that their child has some things for which they should go to a specialist [to get a

diagnosis] ... The parents who do not accept it and who do not open up to the

educators to share some things. They still see us as strangers who will vilify them,
who will label them. (P3)

The cooperation of neurotypical and autistic children plays a crucial role in the
inclusion of the latter, according to participants. Some PE teachers mentioned that the
attitudes of neurotypical children’s parents can affect that cooperation, hindering the
inclusion of autistic children “Children were coming to school, taught by parents not to play
with the child with autism” (P4). Additionally, some parents believe that autistic children
might hinder the development of their neurotypical children “Obstacles from parents of

neurotypical children, that the child with autism ... hold back the class” (P5).

5.2.3 Autistic children’s challenging behaviors and functionality as barriers to inclusion
Some PE teachers regarded autistic children’s behavioral problems, such as
aggressive behaviors or their functionality, as challenging to address during the PE class
“This child that started in first grade, I had a very big problem ... I mean, it had to do with his
general behavior”(P4), “I'd say that if the children themselves [the autistic children] can't
cooperate ... they may not be as functional” (P3).
5.3 Individualized approaches meet the diverse needs of autistic children fostering their
inclusion in physical education
Participants in this study recognized that each autistic child is different and different

approaches are needed to enhance their participation and thus their inclusion in PE classes.
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This theme encompassed five sub-themes: (1) Interest-based approaches trigger children to
take part in activities, (2) Visual and structured supports create a clear and predictable
environment, (3) Behavioral and motivational support help children stay focused during
activities, (4) Peer buddies guide and encourage the child, and (5) Skill and ability

adaptations in activities ensure equal opportunities for all.

5.3.1 Interest-based approaches trigger children to take part in activities

PE teachers considered the personal interests of autistic children important for their proper

inclusion “That [autistic children’s interests] are very important” (P2) and that is why they

followed interest-based approaches to enhance their participation “I have observed that it is
very pleasant for these children to play some target games such as throwing balls at targets,
so [ set up a target activity” (P3).

Role-play was mentioned by P3 as another effective way to captivate a child’s
attention. P3 observed that when a role is assigned to some autistic children it makes them
more engaged:

Another way to get his attention is through role-playing games because I truly care

about these kids participating in any way. For instance, when we play some role-
playing games, like if I assign him a role that right now ... you are the coach of the
team, he will play, he will call the athletes [peers], he will give some instructions ...
when [ assign him a role, I see that he responds more. (P3)

5.3.2 Visual and structured supports create a clear and predictable environment

To facilitate the inclusion of autistic children in team games, visual cues were
identified as proper. According to P3, many autistic children struggle to distinguish their
teammates, so the employment of simple tactics such as having all players wear the same
color uniforms aids them in participating effectively in team games:

Let’s say tricks for example for the child to understand which team he is with, we
will wear the red uniforms. I am with the team with the red uniforms, so I will hand
the ball to the children in the red uniforms. (P3).

Establishing routines is considered essential in autism, according to P5. When the
routines of an autistic child are disrupted, the child can become easily distressed. Therefore, it
is crucial to pay attention to the behavior of each child “Of course to follow some routines.
Because in autism when we break routines, the child is disturbed” (P5).

Structured boundaries were also emphasized as important, as according to P5 many

autistic children might have intense desires and strong preferences for specific activities. This
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can lead to maneuvering behaviors to achieve those desires. If the PE teacher always does
their favors without setting boundaries, autistic children may dominate the PE teacher,
hindering their own participation:
Some children have maneuvering behaviors. They may intensely desire something
that they want to do at that time. That is why I say that we [PE teachers] must also set
boundaries. It goes without saying that we look at their preferences and what they
want, but if we step back many times, they will perceive this as a weakness and then
they will do whatever they want ... We will make sure to set boundaries for this child

so that they can be included. (P5)

5.3.3 Behavioral and motivational support help children stay focused during activities

P1 stressed the importance of giving additional encouragement or reminders to
autistic children to enhance their participation in activities and promote inclusion in the PE
class:

I'm just closer to him. I urge him more. For example, when we play a chase and catch
game where we pretend to be pyramids if we get caught, the child [the autistic child],
as soon as he is caught, must form a pyramid with his body. To free himself, another
child must pass underneath his foot. He will hold the pyramid position for a while and
then leave. He doesn't last any longer. However, he enjoys passing under the foot of
others to release them. But [ have to encourage him, to remind him. If I don't, he will
be gone. (P1)

Rest and return breaks are provided to autistic children by P3 during the PE class
when autistic children ask for them. P3 recognizes that autistic children often have difficulty
sustaining their attention for extended periods. Therefore, rest and return breaks in between
are essential to enhance their participation:

I have come across with ‘I need a break’ so I tell the child ‘We're going to do an

activity and I'm going to give you a timeout’, because I understand that their attention

can't be tense for so long. (P3)

P3 also provides rest and return breaks to autistic children so they cool down for a bit
as P3 acknowledges that autistic children might get tired:

They might get tired easily, which I understand, they may have the need to sit down

for a while, calm down, and then come back to us ... to take a timeout to rest a bit and

get back into the team. (P3)
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5.3.4 Peer buddies guide and encourage the child

Many participants assign a peer next to the autistic child to guide them and boost their
participation during activities. These peer buddies can be either friends or classmates that
autistic children feel more comfortable with or children with more advanced skills:

You observe if the children have some friends who feel comfortable with them so as

not to split them up and of course, you can also put a more advanced child, a child

who seems more mature to be like their assistant. (P2)

5.3.5 Skill and ability adaptations in activities ensure equal opportunities for all

According to P2, one adjustment is grouping children with similar skills or abilities,
tailoring the lesson to each child’s capabilities, and thus facilitating their participation:

You can for example make groups with the children who have better mobile skills and

other groups for the kids whose abilities are at the same level more or less. As for

children who have some special educational need, you try to put them in a team so
they can work together. (P2)

P4 noticed that sometimes autistic children struggle to participate in activities with
numerous children while it is easier for them to take part in the class when the activity
contains smaller groups, particularly pairs. Consequently, a pair-work approach was
developed:

I added more exercises in pairs because he could follow everything we did in pairs but

he couldn’t follow in group play ... an exercise that could be done with five or six

children, I preferred to arrange it with two children, like two pairs because that is how
the child could follow flawlessly. (P4)

Some PE teachers use a universal lesson adaptation strategy that focuses on
neurotypical classmates adapting to the needs of autistic children. Specifically, PE teachers
observe the needs of autistic children and then adjust the entire class accordingly “I will not
adapt the child to the classroom but the class to the child ... I will set for example instead of
regular football, seated football, so the whole class will adapt to this field” (P5).

5.4 Promoting peer collaboration through a participatory partnership and motivational
and educational approaches

All participants mentioned the importance of fostering collaboration between autistic
children and their classmates, viewing it as an essential strategy for facilitating inclusion.

This theme encompassed two sub-themes: (1) Planning joint activities to encourage
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interaction among neurotypical and autistic children and (2) Raising neurotypical peers’
awareness about autism and rewarding them for their inclusive behaviors.

According to P5, boosting the partnership between autistic children and their
neurotypical classmates can be achieved through facilitating joint activities (P5) “When you
put him in a pair and tell his classmate to do this exercise together, you give like a push to
both the child with autism and the other child”.

Motivational approaches have been found beneficial by some PE teachers in further
enhancing the efforts of neurotypical peers to collaborate with their autistic classmates. These
consist of rewarding neurotypical students “... or with a reward” (P5). Additionally, raising
neurotypical children’s awareness about autism and inclusion was reported by some
participants as a way to enhance their collaboration “With the first chance, [ will have a
conversation with the rest of the students where ... I will explain some things to them ...
asking for their understanding, their cooperation, and their awareness” (P3).

6. Discussion

The results of this study are going to be discussed through the lens of
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998), explaining how
various systems influence an autistic child’s inclusion in mainstream PE classes.

6.1 Microsystem

The microsystem contains the immediate environments that directly impact the child
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). PE teachers, parents of autistic children, and neurotypical
peers that facilitate or hinder autistic children’s inclusion in PE classes are going to be
discussed in this system.

In this study, PE teachers stated that the inclusion of autistic children in PE classes
benefits both autistic and neurotypical children. The overall well-being of autistic children is
enhanced as they are accepted by their neurotypical peers. This acceptance is evident through
the encouragement provided by the neurotypical peers during activities or through
collaboration between autistic and neurotypical children, facilitating the smooth inclusion of
autistic children. Higher levels of peer acceptability have been linked to improved self-
concept, sense of belonging, and behavioral engagement at school among neurotypical
children and adolescents (Delgado et al., 2016; Lessard & Juvonen, 2022; Wentzel et al.,
2017).

Participants argued that peer approval and interaction with neurotypical peers

encourage aspiration and success, promoting the development of autistic children in several
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domains. Peers who excel in certain abilities work as role models, motivating autistic
children to improve themselves and enhancing their skills (Giannoulis et al., 2021). Social
growth as an outcome of peer interactions (Reichow et al., 2012) is further supported by the
Pappas et al. (2018) study, in which Greek PE teachers emphasized that children with
disabilities develop positive social behaviors, social interactions, and social skills through
inclusion. Participants in this study stated that through inclusion within the PE class
community, autistic children learn about behaviors that are acceptable and understand their
roles in social groups. Fostering complex interactions and relationships empowers students
with disabilities to acquire essential social skills for participation in broader community
settings (Butler, 20006).

Neurotypical peers are also developed socially through inclusion, gaining values such
as respect, acceptance, understanding, and provision of support, as reported by the
participants. PE teachers in this study also expressed their belief that by being nurtured with
these values, neurotypical children impact generational norms, leading to positive societal
impact. This study’s findings align with those of Pappas et al. (2018) and Giannoulis et al.
(2021), which found that Greek teachers believe that inclusion offers a variety of benefits to
neurotypical children, such as the development of empathy, social consciousness, acceptance
and respect for diversity.

In this study, among neurotypical children, girls were perceived as more supportive
during the PE class than boys. While other studies found similar results (Kalyvas & Reid,
2003; Kalyvas et al., 2011), others did not find any significant differences among genders
(Bebetsos et al., 2014). A reason for this higher acceptance from girls might be that female
students typically demonstrate a higher level of maturity regarding social skills (Hajovsky et
al., 2022; Rashid et al., 2021), including empathy, respect, and cooperation skills.

Participants emphasized their role in empowering supportive and inclusive behaviors
of neurotypical peers towards their autistic classmates, aiming for the inclusion of autistic
children. This was achieved through approaches such as joint activities, motivation, and
awareness-raising efforts that align with the principles of peer-mediated interventions and
peer training. These strategies have been found to successfully promote inclusion,
collaboration among autistic and neurotypical peers, and positive social outcomes for all
students involved (Banda et al., 2010; Owen-DeSchryver et al., 2008; Rodriguez-Medina et
al., 2016).

Participants referred to a variety of benefits they gain from working with autistic

children and including them in their PE classes. These benefits include the development of
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values such as respect. Additionally, specialized PE teachers directly mentioned experiencing
feelings about working with autistic children and a sense of personal fulfillment from having
the knowledge to support autistic children’s effective inclusion. However, besides the
benefits, some non-specialized PE teachers in this study expressed negative feelings such as
exhaustion and stress, especially in the early years of working with autistic children. These
feelings often stem from the challenging behaviors associated with autism, particularly in
severe levels of autism, which non-specialized PE teachers find difficult to handle.
Characteristics associated with autism can be challenging for PE teachers when including
autistic children in activities (McNamara et al., 2020; Obrusnikova & Dillon, 2011). The
difficulty can be attributed to the limited expertise and training highlighted by participants
without training and knowledge. Greek PE teachers were found to be less positive about
inclusion of children with disabilities in PE classes due to a lack of knowledge in handling
the special needs of the students, while PE teachers with some type of special education
knowledge were more positive about inclusion (Papadopoulou et al., 2004). Non-specialized
Greek teachers viewed low functionality and behavioral issues of autistic children as barriers
to their inclusion in classes, with many arguing that autistic students must attend special
schools (Giannoulis et al., 2021). Some participants of this study without specialized training
also expressed the view that non-functional autistic children might be better off not attending
mainstream classes. This attitude likely stems from participants' lack of specialized training
and knowledge to support autistic children’s inclusion effectively, similar to those in the
Giannoulis et al. (2021) study.

A variety of strategies to enhance the inclusion of autistic children in PE classes was
presented in this study. The strategies mentioned by participants include activities based on
individualization to meet the diverse needs of each child. More specifically, these were
interest-based approaches, visual and structured supports such as visual cues, establishment
of routines and setting boundaries, behavioral and motivational support such as additional
encouragement and reminders to the autistic child, peer buddies, and skill and ability
adaptations in the activities. Similar approaches such as visual supports, peer tutors, and
adapting activities based on individual interests and needs, have also been reported by PE
teachers as effective strategies for inclusion in the McNamara et al. (2020) study. One
structured support mentioned in this study was the setting of boundaries for autistic children
who may engage in maneuvering behaviors, such as frequently requesting specific desires in
activities. PE teachers noted that children’s preferences were taken into account when

selecting activities for PE classes as they believe that engaging in activities children enjoy
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can enhance their participation (ref). However, they emphasized the need the importance of
setting boundaries, as failing to do so might lead autistic children to perceive it as a
vulnerability and act accordingly, hindering their inclusion. While PE teachers did not
provide detailed explanations on why these maneuvering behaviors could limit autistic
children’s inclusion in PE classes, some possible explanations are recognized. Such behaviors
can disrupt the classroom environment and make it difficult for the teacher to maintain a
structured and orderly classroom environment (Obrusnikova & Dillon, 2011), potentially
affecting the overall learning environment for all students. To prevent the possibility that
such behaviors create obstacles for both autistic children’s and neurotypical children’s
participation in activities, boundaries in the sense of a given structure and guidance are
essential, according to participants.

The findings of the study, suggest that both non-specialized and specialized PE
teachers have more positive feelings toward the inclusion of autistic children in mainstream
PE classes. This positivity is evident from PE teachers’ statements about the benefits that
autistic children, neurotypical children, and PE teachers themselves gain from inclusion.
Although some negative emotions were expressed by PE teachers, the positive feelings and
perceived benefits of inclusion mentioned outnumbered the negatives. These predominantly
positive feelings stem from the PE teacher’s cognitive and affective dimensions (Jafari &
Xiao, 2016). PE teachers believe in the benefits of inclusion (cognitive dimension) and have
positive feelings and emotions toward inclusion (affective dimension). These favorably
positive cognitive and affective responses have led PE teachers to take actions aimed at
including autistic children in mainstream PE classes through a variety of strategies. These
elements work together to influence PE teachers' generally positive attitudes toward including
autistic students in mainstream PE classes. The interplay of their beliefs (cognitive), emotions
(affective), and actions (behavioral) underscores the multidimensional nature of their
attitudes toward inclusion (Jafari & Xiao, 2016). The effectiveness of inclusive education
programs is significantly shaped by teachers' viewpoints, necessitating their active
engagement and dedication within the classroom (Butler & Shevlin, 2001; Forlin et al.,
1996). Other studies in Greece have reported positive opinions among PE teachers and
undergraduate students regarding the inclusion of students with special education needs in
regular PE classes (Doulkeridou et al., 2011; Kontou et al., 1999; Vaporidi et al., 2005).

Having said that, the positive attitudes of the participants in this study towards the
inclusion of autistic children can be passed on to neurotypical peers through observation

learning. According to Bandura’s social learning theory, children learn through observing
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how other people behave, particularly when these people are viewed as authority figures or
role models, and then copying or mimicking that behavior (Bandura, 1971). According to the
four key concepts of Bandura’s theory — attention, retention, reproduction, and motivation,
neurotypical peers might observe their teachers displaying positive attitudes toward autistic
children. They are likely to pay attention (attention), remember these behaviors (retention),
and be motivated to reproduce them (reproduction). By interacting with their autistic
children, neurotypical peers might also realize the benefits they gain through these
interactions. Additionally, participants mentioned rewards as a strategy to enhance the
collaboration of neurotypical and autistic children. Both social and emotional rewards, as
well as anticipated rewards, serve as the last concept of Bandura’s theory -motivation-
leading neurotypical peers to be motivated to reproduce these behaviors, thereby enhancing
the inclusive school environment.

Parents of autistic children were mentioned by the participants as a challenge. More
specifically, according to participants, the non-acceptance of their child’s autism posed a
challenge for inclusion, as parents tend not to share important information and collaborate
with PE teachers. Additionally, some parents do not get a diagnosis from KEDASY, the
diagnostic center in Greece, which leaves the child without a parallel support teacher as an
extra help. Parents’ non-acceptance seems to be impacted by broader societal and cultural
influences, reflecting the macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner & Motris, 1998). According to one
participant parents are afraid of being labeled, which leads many parents to not get a
diagnosis for their children. While participants did not clarify any other reasons for parents’
unwillingness to accept their child’s autism, a common reason might be parents’ unreadiness
to confront their child's condition. Parents refuse to get a diagnosis for their children out of
fear of them not living up to their expectations (Fernandez-Alcantara et al., 2016), or because
they imagine the worst scenarios for their children’s condition (Russell & Norwich, 2012).
Research has shown that the diagnosis itself is associated with societal misconceptions
(Dickter & Burk, 2021; Russell & Norwich, 2012), as parents of autistic children often
experience societal stigmatization due to their child’s autism. This stigma can impact both the
person who is discriminated against, in this case, the autistic child, and also the family
(Goffman, 1963). Loukisas and Papoudi (2016) found that Greek mothers who have an

autistic child, experience social stigma.
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6.2 Exosystem

This system consists of the broader social environment and other aspects such as
government policies, social services, community resources, and mass media, that impact the
child's immediate environment. Despite the lack of the child’s involvement in this system, the
child is impacted indirectly (Bronfenbrenner & Morris 1998). In this study,

Participants highlighted a variety of systemic obstacles that hinder the effective
inclusion of autistic children in mainstream PE classes. Some of these are institutional
barriers, such as the limited allocation of specialized professionals, both PE teachers and
other specialists such as psychologists. This shortage hinders collaboration with an
interdisciplinary team which in turn hinders the holistic and effective inclusion of autistic
children (Danermark, 2019). Interdisciplinarity is a holistic and collaborative approach that
ensures a comprehensive understanding of the child's needs, strengths, and challenges
(Danermark, 2019). The need for the allocation of specialized staff, including different
professionals, was stated as a vital factor that affects the attitudes of PE teachers and thus
influences their inclusive practices (Papadopoulou et al., 2004).

In Greece, the allocation of staff in schools is the responsibility of the Ministry of
Education which conforms to and obeys government orders (Ministry of Education and
Religious Affairs, n.d.). The lack of proper allocation in schools was evident in Koutsoklenis
and Papadimitriou’s (2024) study. According to their findings, the government's
organizational inadequacies are reflected in the unequal allocation of parallel support teachers
between recruitment periods, which prevents students with disabilities from getting the
assistance they need. More specifically, most of the parallel support teachers in Greece are
employed after the school year begins, approximately two months later. Some are appointed
even later, between January and April. Additionally, the findings of Koutsoklenis and
Papadimitriou's (2024) study, suggested that the majority of the parallel support teachers have
experience, and a large number of them lacked any special education credentials, indicating
that the Greek government entrusts the support of autistic children to staff who not only lack
experience but also are not equipped with any specialized educational background
(Koutsoklenis & Papadimitriou, 2024).

Other systemic barriers noted by participants were infrastructural obstacles. More
specifically, the large class sizes make it difficult for PE teachers to manage autistic children
when they must educate numerous children at the same time. Smaller class sizes were found
to be essential for the inclusion of an autistic child by Greek teachers in the Giannoulis et al.

(2021) study. Also, the absence of sports materials essential for the PE class in some Greek
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schools not only hinders the conduction of the PE class but also deprives tools necessary for
enhancing autistic children’s inclusion, according to participants. The lack of infrastructure is
also evident in the lack of gym spaces or adequate areas for PE classes. Participants stated
that when multiple classes coincide in a single space, overcrowding can frustrate autistic
children and impede their participation and inclusion. Barriers such as inadequate equipment,
facilities, and class sizes have been further noted as obstacles in the McNamara et al. (2020)
study.

While the laws of the Greek government provide inclusion for students with special
education needs and/or disabilities (Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs, n.d.), it is
clear that the Greek government does not adequately support autistic children’s inclusion.
One possible reason for the above-mentioned challenges might be the inadequacies of the
Greek government's actions, which could be attributed to the financial crisis in Greece that

led to significant educational budget cuts (Giannoulis et al., 2021).

6.3 Macrosystem

The macrosystem includes broader cultural and socioeconomic forces that might
shape an autistic child’s growth indirectly (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). In Greece, a
disability is still viewed as a personal tragedy, characterized mainly by medical issues and
social isolation. This viewpoint is crucial because it likely influences the way that disability is
approached (Padeliadou, 2007). Stereotypic behaviors of PE teachers led to the exclusion of
an autistic child from a school’s celebration in order to avoid upsetting or offending the
parents of neurotypical students (Veroni, 2019). Educators who hold misconceptions rather
than knowledge are letting personal and cultural influences operate both against them and
their students (Cook-Sather & Reisinger, 2001).

In contrast, when a teacher views disability as a misfortune, it might not always lead
to exclusive behaviors. More analytically, one participant in this study cited that through
inclusion, neurotypical children become more understanding towards autistic children as they
realize the autistic children’s condition, thereby appreciating their own state without having
any physical or mental difficulties. Despite holding a biased opinion that views an autistic
child primarily as a medical issue and frames understanding in terms of comparing oneself to
a perceived deficit in others, which aligns with the Greek cultural perspective on disability
(Padeliadou, 2007), this PE teacher does not exhibit exclusionary behavior towards autistic
children in the PE class. On the contrary, significant effort is made by this participant to

include autistic children in PE classes by using a variety of strategies and fostering
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collaboration between peers. This suggests that misconceptions might not always be

associated with exclusive practices.

6.4 Chronosystem

To understand how changes over time in attitudes, experiences, training, and policies
influence the inclusion of autistic children in PE classes, the concept of the chronosystem,
which emphasizes the role of time and changes over time on an individual's development,
was ideal for this purpose (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998).

Between 2000 and 2022, teachers' attitudes toward inclusion showed a positive
progression (Guillemot et al., 2020). The more optimistic attitudes of PE teachers towards
inclusion were evident through the fact that, while in the Giannoulis et al. (2021) study,
Greek teachers were found to hold the opinion that only expertized staff should be
responsible for autistic children’s inclusion, all participants in this study were found to hold
an overall positive attitude toward inclusion of autistic children in PE classes and used a
variety of approaches to support their inclusion, without feeling that inclusion is not their
responsibility. This is further supported by PE teachers’ willingness to get further education
and collaborate with other professionals to better support all autistic students, indicating a
positive shift in PE teachers’ attitudes and efforts over time, aligning with Guillemot et al.
(2020) study.

Non-specialized participants in the current study expressed a change in their feelings
regarding autistic children and their inclusion, from feeling more stressed in the first years
when working with autistic children to feeling more confident after gaining working
experience with autistic students. This shows how professional working experiences
influence their feelings over time, making them more confident.

Younger educators have also been found to be more positive (Avramidis et al., 2000;
Tsakiridou & Polyzopoulou, 2014) which is not surprising given their exposure to more up-
to-date training and approaches that allow them to use inclusive methods (Avramidis &
Norwich, 2002). In this study, younger participants have received education about children
with disabilities, while the majority of the older ones have not received any training. This is
not surprising as undergraduate and postgraduate programs have been offered to teachers
since 2008, when students with special education needs and disabilities were permitted to
attend mainstream schools (Pappas et al., 2018), showing a significant change in teachers’

education over time.
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7. Limitations

The limitations of this study are important to be acknowledged. Although the conduct
of the interviews through Zoom allowed participants to be interviewed in a place convenient
for them, thereby enhancing the maximizing and openness, it also introduced internet
connection issues. Specifically, during one interview there was an unstable internet
connection, making the process challenging. Nevertheless, the interviewer communicated this
issue to the participant, and the questions and answers were revised. Furthermore, although
the transcriptions of the interviews were sent back to the participants for verification or
potential changes, only four participants verified their statements, and two of them did not
have the time to do so. While these participants gave their consent for their data to be
included in the study without verification, it is important to acknowledge that certain
information in the paper might have been changed or omitted based on participants' requests.
Additionally, it is crucial to recognize that potential underlying meanings and idiomatic
language might have not been captured in the translation. Despite the collaboration that was
carried out with a fellow Greek student peer, capturing idiomatic expressions remains
challenging.

8. Practical Implications and Future Research

The findings of this study provide valuable insights into the strategies that PE teachers
use in mainstream schools to include autistic children in PE classes. PE teachers can
immediately benefit from the reported strategies, which include interest-based approaches,
visual and structured supports such as visual cues and the establishment of routines and
boundaries, behavioral and motivational support such as providing additional encouragement
and reminders to autistic children, peer buddies to guide autistic children, and skill and ability
adaptations in activities. Additionally, the results can inspire other non-specialized PE
teachers, demonstrating that inclusion in PE classes can be achieved with the right
approaches and work experiences, even without specialized education. The study also raises
awareness about the importance of positive attitudes in fostering inclusive environments and
the significance of role models for neurotypical students that help them adopt positive
attitudes. This encourages PE teachers to shift their attitudes into more positive ones,
eventually leading to the enhancement of autistic children’s inclusion in PE classes.

Parents of autistic children can benefit from the findings by understanding how their
beliefs and actions impact their children’s inclusion. Not hiding their child’s autism fosters
efficient collaboration with PE teachers and the seeking of extra support, thus enhancing the

inclusion of autistic children. Furthermore, the Greek state and the Ministry of Education and

35



Religious Affairs can use these findings to address structural and institutional challenges,
enhancing the inclusion of autistic children in PE classes.

Further research can focus on using a mixed-method study to validate the
effectiveness of the strategies used by PE teachers. Additionally, it is crucial to seek autistic
children's perspectives regarding both the effectiveness of the implemented strategies and
their feelings throughout their inclusion, as they are the primary individuals this topic
investigates. Perspectives of the broader school community, including parents of autistic
children, and parents of their peers must be investigated to provide a more holistic
perspective towards the facilitators and barriers of inclusion. Additionally, a comparative
study between different regions in Greece or other countries will provide valuable insights by
identifying diverse strategies as well as cultural or systemic factors influencing the success of
inclusion practices. Insights from such studies can improve policy development and enhance
parental and community involvement, ultimately leading to more effective and inclusive PE
for autistic children.

9. Conclusion

The study aimed to identify the attitudes and challenges of PE teachers in including
autistic children in PE classes in Greece, alongside the strategies they use for inclusion. To
the author’s knowledge, this is the first study offering valuable insights regarding the current
strategies used.

PE teachers were found to hold mostly positive attitudes toward inclusion,
highlighting the variety of benefits that inclusion offers to autistic children, their neurotypical
peers, and PE teachers themselves. These benefits include the enhancement of overall well-
being, the cultivation of important values, and the multifaceted development of all people
involved. Besides the benefits, non-specialized PE teachers mentioned some drawbacks that
come with inclusion for both PE teachers and neurotypical children. These challenges are
mostly due to challenging behaviors or the functionality of autistic children and are
associated with the PE teachers’ limited knowledge and experience.

A variety of strategies are utilized by PE teachers, all of which are individualized,
giving proper attention to the importance of diversity among autistic children. Approaches
that foster collaboration between autistic children and their neurotypical peers are also
implemented by PE teachers, emphasizing the importance of peer collaboration. Several
challenges were identified as obstacles to inclusion. Systemic challenges included
institutional obstacles, such as the lack of specialized staff, and infrastructural barriers, all

highlighting the Greek State’s inadequacies.
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Despite the variety of multifaceted challenges that PE teachers face during the
inclusion of autistic children in PE classes, their positive attitudes and dedication to inclusive
efforts and practices lead to the realization that, although education is undoubtedly an

important aspect of effective inclusion, positive attitudes seem to be the most critical aspect.
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11. Appendices

Appendix A: Informational letter and Consent form

22/1/2024
Jonkoping University

School of Education and Communication

Subject: Invitation to Participate in an Empirical Study titled “Inclusion of Autistic Children
in Physical Education Classes in Greek Mainstream Schools: Attitudes, Challenges, and
Strategies of Physical Educators”

Dear Prospective Participant,

My name is Stergiani Symeonidou and I am a certified Speech and Language Therapist from
the Department of Speech and Language Therapy of the Higher Technological Educational
Institute of Western Greece, Patra. Currently, | am a second-year master’s student in the
program titled “Interventions in Childhood” at the School of Education and Communication,
University of Jonkoping, Sweden.

I am reaching out to you as part of my second-year master's thesis, which focuses on
investigating the strategies used by physical educators in Greek mainstream school settings to
include autistic children in PE classes. Additionally, I aim to explore the challenges they face
to achieve inclusion and their attitudes toward it. The insights from this study aim to
contribute to our understanding of inclusion strategies, and today’s challenges and attitudes
toward it. Ultimately, these findings may provide valuable information to physical educators
helping them enhance their inclusive practices as well as potentially influence current
policies.

I am seeking the participation of physical educators who possess at least a minimum of one
year of experience working with autistic children in Greek mainstream primary or secondary
education schools, with varying levels of training.

The data collection process will involve semi-structured interviews conducted via video call.
The interviews will be centered around open-ended questions, with follow-ups. The interview
will start with a brief informal discussion to establish a friendly environment. Following this,
demographic characteristics, such as educational background and experience working with
autistic children, will be gathered. Subsequently, participants will be interviewed about the
strategies employed in including autistic children in PE classes, challenges they might face
and finally, their attitudes and perspectives on this inclusion.

The interviews are expected to last approximately 30 to 60 minutes. With participants’
permission, the sessions will be voice-recorded and later transcribed. The transcriptions will
be shared with participants for verification of the accuracy of their statements. Before the
interview process begins, participants must sign a consent form, indicating their willingness
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to participate. It is important to note that participants will not receive compensation for their
involvement.

No anticipated risks are associated with participation. Participation is entirely voluntary, and
participants have the right to withdraw at any time without facing consequences or needing to
justify. Also, they have the right to decline to answer any questions they are not willing to. In
any case, participants will be provided with contact information to reach the researcher, if
needed.

All data, including personal information and voice recordings, will be treated with
confidentiality and securely stored in different files. Personally identifiable information will
be removed from transcripts and data. After the grading of the thesis course and with the
assurance of the grade in the school system, all data will be permanently deleted.

Thank you for considering participating in this study. If you have any questions or would like
further information, please feel free to reach out to me.

Sincerely,

Stergiani Symeonidou Supervisor’s Contact Information
6987TXXXXXX Helena Taubner
syst22gu@student.ju.se Helena.taubner@ju.se
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CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANTS

Research project: Strategies and Attitudes of Physical Educators Towards Inclusion of Autistic

Children in PE classes in Greek Mainstream Schools

I declare that:
I have received oral and written information about the study and I have understood what
the study is about. I have been allowed to ask questions and those have been answered to

my satisfaction.
I am aware that my participation is entirely voluntary and that I have the right to
withdraw at any stage without facing any consequences or needing to justify it. Also, I

have the right not to answer any questions without my will.

I am aware that all personal data are going to be treated with confidentiality and they will

be deleted after the assurance of the grade of the Thesis course in the school system.

Signature of the participant

Name of participant Date Signature

Student Stergiani Symeonidou
6987XXXXXX
syst22gou(@student.ju.se

Supervisor’s Contact Helena Taubner

Information Helena.taubner@ju.se
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Appendix B: Interview Guide

Demographic Information & Other
e Date of birth
e Title of degree holder

e Have you undergone any specific training or workshops on inclusive education or autistic
children or disabilities in general? (master's degree, seminars, etc.)

e Years of experience as a Physical Educator with autistic children in PE classes in
mainstream school settings

e Do you currently have an autistic child in your class?

e Tell me what you like about being a physical educator

Starters

1) What does inclusion mean to you? + give definition
2) Are you aware of the current policies regarding the inclusion of children with

disabilities and/or SEN in mainstream classes?
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STRATEGIES USED

1) What strategies or adaptations do you use to facilitate the inclusion of autistic children in PE classes?

If they use:

e Name of them (Evidence-Based Practices or others) OR description
of them/examples

Follow-ups:

e Have you received any training to implement those? What type? (If
before they mentioned no special training)

e Do you have any assistance provided to you by other Physical
Educators or personal staff when implementing those strategies? Do
they have any training? If yes, what is it?

e What are some positive or negative outcomes you have observed
through inclusion? (both for the autistic child and neurotypical
peers)

e Do you consider autistic children’s preferences or feedback on the
strategies used?

2) What challenges/obstacles do you face when implementing those
strategies?

Follow-ups:

e What support would you feel would be beneficial?

If they do not use any:
Follow-ups

e Can you share more about the current structure of your PE classes
and any specific activities you typically engage students in?

e Are you familiar with/aware of any strategies or adaptations
designed to support the inclusion of autistic children in physical
education? Can you name them or describe them?

e Are there any challenges or obstacles that prevent(ed) you from
including autistic children in your classes? And what is the most
challenging?

e Have you ever had positive or negative experiences from including
autistic children in your classes, even if unintentional?

e Do you have opportunities to collaborate with other
educators/colleagues who may have experience in inclusive
practices (like trained PE) for autistic students?

e What support would you feel would be beneficial for you to help
you support the inclusion of autistic children in physical education?

Move to 3" RQ!
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3)

1)

How do you encourage peer interaction and collaboration among autistic children and
their peers during PE activities?

Follow-ups:

Do you guide or train peers? If not, why not?

Do peers seem willing to help autistic peers in their inclusion?

What outcomes (positive or negative) have you observed resulting from this

collaboration/peer help?

ATTITUDES AND PERCEPTIONS
How do you feel about the inclusion of autistic children in PE classes?
Follow-ups:
Why do you feel that way?

Have you noticed any changes in your feelings over time?

If yes (positive or negative), why did that happen?

2) Do you think inclusion has more benefits or disadvantages for autistic children and their

peers? Please provide some examples.

2) How do you think the broader school community, including parents and fellow teachers,

perceives the inclusion of autistic children in PE classes?
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Appendix C: Table of themes, sub-themes, and citations

Overarching Theme

Sub-themes

Meaning Units

The positive and negative effects of
inclusion on diverse communities and
considerations surrounding it

Autistic children's overall well-being and development are
enhanced but they might be affected emotionally

“He is not targeted, he is not excluded from the classroom, from his age, from his
classmates (P3)

“The child is happy...the child laughs” (P1)
“The child with autism feels love. They understand when someone loves them (P2)
“He is having a good time, that he enjoys that (P4)

“While playing all together in PE class, they are happy, they are having a great
time together (P2)

“They are also happy when they are getting in touch with children (P5)

“The child gains things because the others [neurotypical peers] are supposed to
be a step further, so when the child sees something better [neurotypical peers who
are better in specific tasks], it motivates them to set different goals. I think that the
child may be improving” (P3)

“He has learned what behaviors are acceptable [within social interactions] ... he
understands his role [within the social group], his place within a social group
because a class is a small community [where there are clear rules and
opportunities for interaction and thus personal growth]” (P4)

“But I don't know if he feels like he's falling short and that makes him sad.
Because he is compared, so to speak, and he works with children who are
different from him. They don't have his difficulties” (P3)

Neurotypical peers develop empathy, respect, and
acceptance potentially leading to positive societal changes

“Socialization...empathy, awareness...we can say psychological intelligence”
(P5)

“They show sensitivity, some parts of their character that in other cases would
never show up now are obvious” (P3)
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“They learn to respect, to accept the other as they are. I think it makes them more
emotional in the sense of empathy ... not to feel sorry for the child, to respect
them” (P2)

“They [neurotypical children] know his peculiarity and find a way on their own to
calm him down” (P4)

“They [neurotypical peers] are understanding, because they should feel lucky that
we [non-autistic individuals] are able-bodied with our minds working, being able
to do things” (P3)

“Not to feel sorry for the child, to respect them. I believe that this helps them in
their subsequent development” (P2)

“Because these children [neurotypical that has raised their awareness] will talk
to their future children, something that our society has lagged far behind” (P5)

“Children [neurotypical] show empathy” (P6)
“They [neurotypical children] are also more socialized because it is not that just

only autistic children are isolated. We have seen other students who may walk
alone in the yard and talk to themselves (P3)

Neurotypical peers might experience unfairness, exhaustion,
and developmental limitations

“Because of the behavior I need to constantly deal with him something which
tires...the rest of the children...It's unfair to them...but many times we do injustice
to the rest” (P4)

“The child squeaks, shouts, hits themselves, they can't sit on the chair, you
understand. In these situations, there is classroom disruption so maybe the
children [neurotypical children] are falling behind. (P3)

PE teachers develop respect, happiness, and fulfillment
through working with autistic children but exhaustion and
stress are also evident

“When you respect disability, you respect your fellow man, you respect
everything, you respect the laws, you respect the rules...you're always doing the
right thing (P2)

“A child with autism makes me see things differently” (P3)
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“I am very happy to see them all together and play [autistic and neurotypical
children]” (P4)

“I love to work with children. To see them happy, I like it very much (P2)

“I personally feel good working with these children. It gives me pleasant feelings”
(P6)

“I feel happy. This is a small happiness for me” (P1)

“I feel positive emotions for these children [autistic children]. That they have a
PE teacher who understands them and knows how to support them” (P2)

>

“Something which tires me very much ...that I am constantly dealing with him’
(P4)

“I have less stress in relation to the first years...now that everything is a bit a bit
more organized...because of the experience and the connection with these people”
(P1)

“At first, I was a little scared to tell you the truth. Now, having the experience, I'm
much more relaxed and it pleases me” (P4)

Inclusion in mainstream schools is preferable to be applied
for functional children rather than for severe cases

“There are cases in which I think inclusion is wrong. I believe that there are many
severe cases of autism and those children should not be in mainstream PE
classes” (P4)

“If the child is...if the child is by nature .... it can be included. I mean that their
situation is manageable” (P1)

Systemic, societal, and individual
obstacles work against inclusion in
physical education

Various institutional and infrastructure limitations affect the
application of the strategies

“The parallel support does not deal at all with the child [autistic child] during PE
class. They do other things or just take a rest or even be lazy” (P3)

“I am alone, usually with 25 children and one child with autism. They [parallel
support teachers] usually do not attend PE class” (P5)
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“But to tell you the truth, most of the parallel support teachers, not all, prefer to
do their break during PE class than to help” (P2)

“No no and unfortunately, the way things are, we in physical activity class do not
have a parallel support teacher with us. In case they are in need, it is one of those
hours when there are no colleagues with us” (P4)

“There is no provision of a specialized PE to work with these children” (P3)

” No... Specialized PE teachers no, there is no such thing in Greece, although
there should be. There is only the girl of the parallel support... so it has happened
that the parallel support teacher tells me I am not in your hour [of the class]
now...and if she's there, she doesn't do anything” (P1)

“We need a lot of help from a specialized educator ... I consider the psychologist
necessary ... and even a social worker, things that we [PE teachers] may not
easily understand or may not give them the importance that we should, and I think
that we [different professionals] must cooperate for sure, I consider it absolutely
necessary” (P3)

“The classes, I believe, should be smaller so that we can deal more with each
child separately” (P5)

“Where I have to train all the children, and there are many, I have to teach them
to run, because it is the teaching object as well...until they understand that they
have to run each child at a time I have also to coordinate the autistic child” (P1)

“We do not have specific knowledge nor specific instructions and we try several
things and experiment (P3)

“I would like training both in practical parts but mainly by psychologists and
specialists and new sciences and new specialties so as we as educators to have
tools to be able to help these children completely and not unilaterally” (P3)

“I would like someone to show me, like a colleague who works in my field, to
watch him working with children” (4)

”No, no help. Everything I do and have achieved so far, I have done it on my
own” (P6)
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“There are older teachers who will soon retire. They are far behind both in
education and knowledge” (P5)

“It is just that the one who will perform it [inclusion] must have the appropriate
knowledge, have been properly trained, have done some seminars, or if they are a
special educator” (P2)

“The ideal scenario for the children [autistic children and neurotypical peers]
would involve spending some time together ... to play more ... this playtime brings
children together [both autistic and neurotypical children]” (P1)

“Inclusion must be done in a slow way...you can't enter a school with a group of
10- 20 disabled kids and say now we're going to do things, we're going to do
action to raise your awareness and then, when those children [autistic] leave, they
[neurotypical peers] return to everyday life” (P2)

“I think there should be extra time in the school’s schedule for children with
autism to follow a routine program. Then, once they [autistic children] have
learned that routine program, this program can be included in the typical PE
class with neurotypical peers. This way, after having learned the routine program,
autistic children will be able to follow it within the typical class of PE” (P5)

“We do not have perhaps the best infrastructure in schools in Greece as far as it
concerns sports material, gyms and so on...it has happened to me to work at
schools that there was not even a ball” (P6)

“During the PE period, there are often multiple classes scheduled to have PE. So
that means that all the sports material and all the sports space have to be shared”
(P6)

Parents’ attitudes and non-acceptance limit autistic
children’s inclusion

“While he is on the autism spectrum, there is no acceptance from parents...but in
most cases, they are not diagnosed...the parents are the ones who often do not
admit that their child has some things for which they should go to a specialist [to
get a diagnosis] ... The parents who do not accept it and who do not open up to the
educators to share some things. They still see us as strangers who will vilify them,
who will label them” (P3)
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“You [mom of an autistic child] have to get parallel support, the child needs to
get help to be able to move to the next grade...mom says to repeat the class [class-
grade]. But if they [autistic child] repeat the class, nothing will happen...this
[autism] will not change” (P1)

“Sometimes there are obstacles from the parents of children with autism
themselves...I consider parents to be very important. Either allies or opponents on
this”(P35)

“Parents may not want to admit it and they do not inform us” (P6)

“Children were coming to school, taught by parents not to play with the child with
autism” (P4)

“Obstacles from parents of neurotypical children, that the child with
autism...hold back the class” (P5)

Autistic children’s challenging behaviors and functionality
as barriers to inclusion

“This child that started in first grade, I had a very big problem... I mean, it had to
do with his general behavior” (P4)

“I'd say that if the children themselves [the autistic children] can't
cooperate...they may not be as functional” (P3)

Individualized approaches meet the
diverse needs of autistic children
fostering their inclusion in physical
education

Interest-based approaches trigger children to take part in
activities

“I have observed that it is very pleasant for these children to play some target
games, so I set up a target” (P3)

“There are children who love something specific...so I put on some exercise that
this kid loves very much” (P5)

“That is very important” (P2)

“Another way to get his attention is through role-playing games because I truly
care about these kids participating in any way. For instance, when we play some
role-playing games, like if [ assign him a role that right now ... you are the coach
of the team, he will play, he will call the athletes [peers], he will give some
instructions ... when I assign him a role, [ see that he responds more” (P3)
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Visual and structured supports create a clear and predictable
environment

Let’s say tricks for example for the child to understand which team he is with, we
will wear the red uniforms. I am with the team with the red uniforms, so I will
hand the ball to the children in the red uniforms.” (P3)

“Of course to follow some routines. Because in autism when we break routines,
the child is disturbed” (P5)

“Some children have maneuvering behaviors. They may intensely desire
something that they want to do at that time. That is why I say that we [PE
teachers] must also set boundaries. It goes without saying that we look at their
preferences and what they want, but if we step back many times, they will perceive
this as a weakness and then they will do whatever they want ... We will make sure
to set boundaries for this child so that they can be included” (P5)

Behavioral and motivational support help children stay
focused during activities

“I'm just closer to him. I urge him more. For example, when we play a chase and
catch game where we pretend to be pyramids if we get caught, the child [the
autistic child], as soon as he is caught, must form a pyramid with his body. To
free himself, another child must pass underneath his foot. He will hold the
pyramid position for a while and then leave. He doesn't last any longer. However,
he enjoys passing under the foot of others to release them. But I have to
encourage him, to remind him. If I don't, he will be gone” (P1)

“I have come across with ‘I need a break’ so 1 tell the child ‘We're going to do an
activity and I'm going to give you a timeout’, because I understand that their
attention can't be tense for so long” (P3)

“They might get tired easily, which I understand, they may have the need to sit
down for a while, calm down, and then come back to us ... to take a timeout to rest
a bit and get back into the team” (P3)

Peer buddies guide and encourage the child

“You observe if the children have some friends who feel comfortable with them so
as not to split them up and of course, you can also put a more advanced child, a
child who seems more mature to be like their assistant” (P2)

“I will appoint a child who is a classmate of theirs and they know each other
better, who they 're friends and who the autistic child feels more comfortable with,

to participate together” (P6)

“In the running for example, I put a peer also next to him to run together” (P1)
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Skill and ability adaptations in activities ensure equal
opportunities for all

“You can for example make groups with the children who have better mobile
skills and other groups for the kids whose abilities are at the same level more or
less. As for children who have some special educational need, you try to put them
in a team so they can work together” (P2)

“I added more exercises in pairs because he could follow everything we did in
pairs but he couldn’t follow in group play ... an exercise that could be done with

five or six children, I preferred to arrange it with two children, like two pairs

because that is how the child could follow flawlessly” (P4)

“I will not adapt the child to the classroom but to the class to the child...I will set

for example instead of regular football, seated football, so the whole class will

adapt to this field” (P5)

“We will have to amend the rules of the class to include this student in the
activity”(P3)

Promoting peer collaboration through a
participatory partnership and
motivational and educational approaches

Planning joint activities to encourage interaction among
neurotypical and autistic children

“When you put him in a pair and tell his classmate to do this exercise together,
you give like a push to both the child with autism and the other child” (P5)
“...or with a reward” (P5)

Raising neurotypical peers’ awareness about autism and
rewarding them for their inclusive behaviors

“With the first chance I will have a conversation with the rest of the students
when....I will explain some things to them...asking for their understanding, their
cooperation, and their awareness” (P3)

“I coach some children with disabilities in the afternoon, I brought these children
to school... so as children [neurotypical] to get, and they got, a lot of
information” (P6)
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