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ABSTRACT
Objective: To describe the perception of caregivers of schoolchildren with Intellectual Disability 
(ID) and/or Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) regarding their involvement in sports and physical 
activities, as well as to identify the barriers that influence this participation, in a municipality in 
Southern Brazil. Methods: This is a descriptive cross-sectional study. Inclusion criteria considered 
schoolchildren diagnosed with an ID and/or ASD, aged between seven and 18 years, enrolled in 
regular or special schools in the municipality, totaling a sample of 53 students. Data collection was 
carried out through a structured questionnaire administered by researchers and answered by the 
caregivers, either in person at the schools or online via telephone. Results: 86.7% of the schoolchil-
dren presented low levels of physical activity and little engagement in sports and physical activities 
during leisure time. Among the barriers identified, environmental factors predominated, such as the 
region’s climate (86.8%), lack of adequate spaces for practice (81.7%), absence of free opportunities 
with professional guidance (77.4%), lack of safety near their residence (71.7%), and difficulties with 
transportation (64.2%). Regarding social barriers, financial difficulties (77.4%) and lack of friends 
to accompany them (64.2%) were highlighted. In terms of personal barriers, fear of injury (58.8%) 
and negative past experiences (69.8%) stood out. Conclusion: According to the perception of the 
careggivers, the low engagement of schoolchildren with an ID and/or ASD in sports and physical 
activities is directly related to the environmental, social, and personal barriers identified in this study.

Keywords: Schoolchildren; Physical and sports activity; Barriers and facilitators; Intellectual Dis-
ability; Autism Spectrum Disorder.

RESUMO
Objetivo: Descrever a percepção dos responsáveis de escolares com Deficiência Intelectual (DI) e/ou Trans-
torno do Espectro Autista (TEA) sobre o envolvimento em práticas de atividades físicas e esportivas, bem 
como identificar as barreiras que influenciam essa participação em um município do Sul do Brasil. Métodos: 
Trata-se de um estudo transversal descritivo. Como critérios de inclusão foram considerados escolares com 
diagnóstico de DI e/ou TEA, idades entre sete e 18 anos, matriculados em escolas regulares e especial do 
município, totalizando uma amostra de 53 escolares. Na coleta de dados ocorreu aplicação de questionário 
estruturado aplicado pelos pesquisadores e respondido pelos responsáveis dos escolares, tanto presencialmente 
nas escolas quanto online por telefone. Resultados: 86,7% dos escolares apresentaram baixo nível de ativi-
dade física e pouco engajamento em atividades físicas e esportivas no lazer. Entre as barreiras identificadas, 
predominaram as ambientais, como o clima da região (86,8%), dificuldade de locais para prática (81,7%), 
ausência de oportunidades gratuitas com orientação profissional (77,4%), insegurança próxima à residên-
cia (71,7%) e dificuldade de transporte (64,2%). Quanto às barreiras sociais, destacaram-se a dificuldade 
financeira (77,4%) e a falta de companhia de amigos (64,2%). Já entre as barreiras pessoais, evidenciou-se o 
medo de se machucar (58,8%) e experiências negativas anteriores (69,8%). Conclusão: Segundo a percepção 
dos responsáveis, o baixo envolvimento dos escolares com DI e/ou TEA em atividades físicas e esportivas está 
diretamente relacionado às barreiras ambientais, sociais e pessoais identificadas neste estudo.

Palavras-chave: Escolares; Atividade física e esportiva; Barreiras e facilitadores; Deficiência Intelectual; 
Transtorno do Espectro Autista.
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Introduction	
The United Nations estimates that more than one bil-
lion people in the world live with some type of dis-
ability, 80% of whom live in developing countries1. In 
Brazil, 18.6 million people aged two or over reported 
having some kind of disability2. In Rio Grande do Sul, 
around 7.2% of the population report this condition3, 
with emphasis on cases of Intellectual Disability (ID) 
and Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), both classified 
as neurodevelopmental disorders4.

ID is characterized by significant limitations in in-
tellectual and adaptive functioning in the conceptual, 
social, and practical domains, manifesting before the 
age of 18. ASD comprises a spectrum of conditions 
marked by impairments in social skills, communica-
tion, and language use, and the presence of repetitive 
and stereotyped behaviors5,6.

Recent systematic, integrative reviews and me-
ta-analyses have highlighted the benefits of participat-
ing in sports and physical activities7 for children and 
adolescents with ID and/or ASD. For students with 
ID, regular physical activity is associated with im-
provements in motor skills, physical fitness, quality of 
life, and social interaction8,9. Regarding ASD, evidence 
points to positive aspects of physical activity on motor 
development10,11 and social interaction and a reduc-
tion in stereotypical behaviors12,13. Modalities such as 
team sports, outdoor games, and structured programs 
have shown potential to increase adherence to sports 
and physical activities11. Furthermore, structured mo-
tor interventions have demonstrated benefits to motor 
skills,14 social and behavioral aspects,15 and cognitive 
functions16 of schoolchildren with neurodevelopmental 
disorders.

Although there are several studies on the impor-
tance of sports and physical activities, results reveal 
that children and adolescents with ID and ASD have 
low levels of participation in these activities, both in-
side and outside the school environment17-20. Low par-
ticipation is associated with several barriers that hinder 
the engagement of these individuals in sports and rec-
reational activities. The main limiting factors include 
a lack of family and social support, a shortage of suit-
able spaces for sports, a lack of inclusive programs and 
projects, adverse weather conditions, and a shortage of 
trained professionals21-25. 

Although there is some evidence in the interna-
tional literature, there are still few studies that explore, 
from the perspective of those responsible, the barriers 

that impact the participation of these students, espe-
cially in small municipalities in Brazil. Furthermore, 
few national studies simultaneously analyze environ-
mental, social, and personal barriers, making it difficult 
to build multidimensional strategies to deal with these 
barriers. 

Given this scenario, the current study aims to de-
scribe the perception of those responsible for school-
children with ID and/or ASD regarding their involve-
ment in sports and physical activities, as well as to 
identify the barriers that influence this participation, in 
a municipality in southern Brazil. As its main contri-
bution, the research offers an unprecedented overview 
of the municipal context, generating local evidence to 
support the formulation of intersectoral policies that 
are more sensitive and specific to the specific needs of 
this population. This information can initially contrib-
ute as a reference for future analyses in other munic-
ipalities in the South or even other regions of Brazil, 
mapping data on students with ID and/or ASD. 

Methods
This is a cross-sectional, descriptive study. The research 
was conducted in the municipality of Encruzilhada do 
Sul, located in the interior of the Rio Pardo Valley, in 
the state of Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil. The municipali-
ty has approximately 26,000 inhabitants and, in its ed-
ucational context, has a total of 22 schools, distributed 
across special education, regular municipal, and regular 
state education networks. 

The research project was approved by the Ethics 
and Research Committee with Human Beings of the 
Higher School of Physical Education of the Federal 
University of Pelotas, obtaining approval with CAAE: 
68276223.0.0000.5313 under opinion number 
6127766. All participants agreed to voluntarily con-
tribute to the research through the Free and Informed 
Consent Form.

In order to estimate the study sample, initially, a 
census survey was carried out across the entire school 
base in the municipality, covering all educational insti-
tutions (daycare centers, municipal and state schools, 
and special schools). This survey aimed to identify stu-
dents diagnosed with ID and/or ASD, aged between 
four and 18 years, enrolled in regular and special ed-
ucation schools, based on medical reports available in 
the school database. In total, 133 students were identi-
fied. In the second stage, the inclusion criteria defined 
for the study were applied: students aged between sev-
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en and 18 years, diagnosed with ID and/or ASD, en-
rolled in regular or special schools in the municipality. 
Schoolchildren aged between seven and 18 were cho-
sen because these ages cover the formal schooling cycle 
in Brazil, from the beginning of elementary school to 
the end of high school26, and because they are aligned 
with the World Health Organization classifications for 
children and adolescents in the context of sports and 
physical activities27. Based on the initial survey and the 
established criteria, it was identified that 100 students 
were eligible to participate in the study.

The exclusion criterion was established as students 
who did not participate in Physical Education classes 
due to a medical certificate. Furthermore, reports from 
guardians of students with ID and/or ASD associated 
with cerebral palsy and/or multiple disabilities, who 
had severe motor limitations that prevented them from 
moving independently or from participating in sports 
and physical activities in the school environment or 
outside of it, were considered. This criterion was ad-
opted to avoid the inappropriate application of ques-
tions from the standardized questionnaire that could 
cause discomfort to those responsible for answering 
the questions. 

The initial contact with the students’ guardians to 
extend an invitation for participation in the research 
was through messages on the WhatsApp application 
or telephone calls made by the researchers. Invitation 
messages were standardized, and a maximum limit 
of three contact/invitation attempts was established. 
Once contact with the responsible party was estab-
lished, two collection methods were offered: in-person 
or by telephone.

The questionnaire was administered in person or 
by telephone based on the geographic characteristics 
of the municipality’s schools, which span both urban 
and rural areas. Parents living in rural areas requested 
to be interviewed by telephone due to the difficulty of 
traveling to the schools. Data collection was conducted 
between June and September 2023, a period of harsh 
winter, heavy rainfall, and school recess, which led to 
flexibility for remote interviews. Therefore, when re-
quested, the interview took place by telephone, as in 
previous studies28-30.

To identify the perception of those responsible for 
the involvement of students in sports and physical 
activities and the barriers faced, a questionnaire was 
applied, adapted from previous studies that evaluated 
specific populations, people with ID and ASD18,28,29.  

The questionnaire comprises five sections: identifica-
tion and sociodemographic data of the student and 
family; socioeconomic information; information on 
the diagnosis and educational context; practice of 
sports and physical activities; and barriers to partici-
pation in sports and physical activities. It was adminis-
tered through the platform Research Electronic Data 
Capture (REDCap).

The assessment of families’ sociodemographic data 
included questions addressing aspects such as age, sex, 
education, and area of ​​residence. To analyze the fam-
ilies’ socioeconomic situation, four targeted questions 
were applied, including: whether the family was reg-
istered with the Single Registry for Social Programs 
(Cadastro Único para Programas Sociais - CADÚnico), 
the education level of the family’s main income earner, 
the number of residents in the household, and the fam-
ily’s gross monthly income. To calculate the per capita 
family income, the total gross income of individuals 
was added together and divided by the number of res-
idents. 

Regarding involvement in sports and physical ac-
tivities, 15 activities were pre-listed and if the student 
carried out activities not listed, these were added to 
the questionnaire. When the student was reported to 
practice physical or sports activities, information was 
requested regarding the weekly frequency and duration 
of practice. In addition, questions were asked about 
participation in Physical Education classes at school, 
paid and free programs/projects undertaken during 
leisure time, and transportation methods.

Regarding physical activity levels, participants were 
categorized according to whether or not they met the 
current physical activity recommendations of at least 
60 minutes daily27. For the current study, two categories 
were defined to classify physical activity: one category 
only for sports and physical activities during leisure 
time and another that included sports and physical ac-
tivities during leisure time or commuting.

To assess the barriers to practice, the questionnaire 
was divided into three sections, containing 16 ques-
tions in total: personal (n = 6), social (n = 5), and en-
vironmental (n = 5). Each question contained five re-
sponse options: “I completely agree,” “I agree,” “I don’t 
know/I’m not sure,” “I disagree,” and “I completely 
disagree”.

Additionally, the research involved conducting a 
pilot study, using the municipality’s special education 
school as the study setting. At this stage, data collection 
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was conducted with two students enrolled at the insti-
tution, one diagnosed with ASD and the other with 
ID, both older than the maximum age stipulated in the 
study, and represented by their guardians. This ensured 
that no participants were lost from the overall survey. 
After the pilot study was completed, the questionnaire 
questions were adapted to optimize their application. 
Furthermore, the application models were approved, 
both in-person and over the telephone.

Data analysis involved descriptive analysis with 
frequency distribution and calculation of measures of 
central tendency and dispersion. The IBM Statistical 
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) Base 22.0 sta-
tistical package was used.

Results
Of the 100 students eligible to participate in the study, 
five parents/guardians declined to participate, and 42 
did not respond to the invitation and/or could not be 
located. Thus, a total of 53 students with ID and/or 
ASD comprised the study sample, represented by their 
parents/guardians. The majority of mothers participat-
ed (n = 46; 86.8%), with most being 41 years of age 
or older. The preference for administering the ques-
tionnaire was by telephone call (n = 42; 79.2%) and 
the majority lived in the urban area of ​​the municipal-
ity (n = 42; 79.2%). Regarding socioeconomic data, it 
was identified that the majority of participants (n = 36; 
67.9%) were registered with CADÚnico, and that the 
per capita income of family members predominantly 
fell within the range corresponding to less than one 
minimum wage per person (n = 41; 77.4%). Table 1 
presents the characteristics of the interviews, as well as 
the sociodemographic information provided by those 
responsible.

Regarding the description of the students (Table 
2), there was a greater participation of male students 
(n = 38; 71.7%), with a predominance of white skin 
color (n = 33; 62.3%), and in the age range of seven 
to 12 years (n = 29; 54.7%). Concerning diagnosis, a 
greater number of students with ID were identified 
(n = 28; 58.8%). With respect to diagnostic levels, the 
“Mild” degree predominated for both ID and ASD, as 
reported by those responsible for them. However, it is 
important to note that a significant portion of those 
responsible for students with ID (n = 12; 42.8%) were 
unable to report the degree of diagnosis. Regarding the 
type of school attended by the students, the majority 
were enrolled in regular municipal schools, and there 

was a balance in years/grades attended by the students.
In the analysis of the sports and physical activities 

carried out by students with ID and/or ASD, both in-
side and outside the school environment, it was iden-
tified that 87.7% (n = 47) of the students participate 
in School Physical Education classes. Of the six stu-
dents who did not participate, only two had a medical 
certificate exempting them from Physical Education 
classes due to their limitations and health conditions. 
Regarding activities outside of school, most students 
do not participate in professionally supervised physi-
cal and sports activity programs/projects during their 
leisure time, in either free or private settings. In the 
same section of the questionnaire, it was identified that 
students are interested in participating in physical and 
sports activity projects and programs if given the op-
portunity and offered free of charge with professional 
guidance (n = 51; 96.2%) (Figure 1).

Regarding sports and physical activities performed 
outside the school environment, whether at home or in 
programs and projects, Figure 2 shows the prevalence 
of practices in specific activities. The most frequently 
reported activities were tag (n = 27; 50.9%), running (n 
= 25; 47.8%), and soccer (n = 22; 41.5%).

A low percentage of the included students meet 

Table 1 – Sociodemographic data of the families of students with 
Intellectual Disabilities and/or Autism Spectrum Disorder enrolled 
in regular and special education schools in the municipality of 
Encruzilhada do Sul, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil (n = 53).

Description n %
Application model

In person 11 20.8
Telephone contact 42 79.2

Respondent
Mother 46 86.8
Close relative and/or guardian 7 13.2

Residential zone
Urban 42 79.2
Rural 11 20.8

Registration with the Federal Government’s CADÚnico
Yes 36 67.9
No 17 32.1

Family per capita income per person
Less than one minimum wage 41 77.4
Greater than one minimum wage 12 22.6

Education level of the family’s main income earner
Incomplete elementary education 38 71.8
Incomplete high school 4 7.5
Incomplete higher education 7 13.2

Complete higher education 4 7.5

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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the minimum physical activity recommendations set 
by the World Health Organization. Only 11.3% (n = 
6) of students meet the recommendations during lei-
sure time. When we combined leisure-time physical 
activity with commuting physical activity, the results 
did not differ significantly from the previous category, 
with only one additional student meeting the recom-
mendations.

Barriers to engagement in sports and physical ac-
tivities were assessed (Figure 3). It is important to note 
that the responses of those responsible predominated 
at the extremes of the response options, that is, com-
pletely agreeing or completely disagreeing with the 
statements. Among the categories, it was identified 
that environmental barriers are predominant indicators 
for limitations to the practice of sports and physical 
activities, with all barriers reported by at least 64.2% of 

respondents. Regarding personal barriers, students pre-
ferred to use their free time for screen time activities 
or sedentary behavior (n = 45; 84.9%). Other barriers 
included fear of injury (n = 31; 58.8%) and previous 

Table 2 – Sociodemographic description of students with Intellec-
tual Disability and/or Autism Spectrum Disorder enrolled in regular 
and special education networks in the municipality of Encruzilhada 
do Sul, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil (n = 53).
Variable n %
Gender

Male 38 71.7
Female 15 28.3

Age
7 to 12 years 29 54.7
13 to 18 years 24 45.3

Skin color
White 33 62.3
Black or Brown 20 37.7

Diagnosis
Intellectual Disability 28 52.8
Autism Spectrum Disorder 23 43.4
Intellectual Disability and Autism Spectrum Disorder 2 3.8

Degree of Autism Spectrum Disorder
Mild 14 26.4
Moderate 4 7.5
Severe 4 7.5
Unknown 3 5.7

Degree of Intellectual Disability
Mild 8 26.7
Moderate 3 10.0
Severe 3 10.0
Profound 4 13.3
Unknown 12 40.0

Type of school
Special - municipal school 10 18.9
Regular - municipal school 35 66.0
Regular - state school 8 15.1

Figure 1 – Prevalence of sports and physical activities performed by 
schoolchildren diagnosed with Intellectual Disability and/or Autism 
Spectrum Disorder according to participation in Physical Education 
classes and leisure programs/projects (public and private) in the 
municipality of Encruzilhada do Sul, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil.

Figure 2 – Practice of sports and physical activities carried out 
during leisure time by students with Intellectual Disabilities and/or 
Autism Spectrum Disorder enrolled in regular and special education 
networks in the municipality of Encruzilhada do Sul, Rio Grande 
do Sul, Brazil.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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negative experiences with sports and physical activities 
(n = 37; 69.8%). Among the social barriers, only three 
were identified, with emphasis on the predominance of 
financial difficulties (n = 41; 77.4%). Another barrier 
found was the lack of company from friends for prac-
ticing sports and physical activities (n = 34; 64.2%), 
which may be related to the difficulties in social skills 
(n = 41; 77.4%) that students face in relationships, 
identified in personal barriers.

Descriptive analyses were performed to stratify stu-
dents with ID and ASD and no important differences 
were identified in the prevalence of practice according 
to the types of sports and physical activities, between 
the levels of PA in leisure time or commuting, and in 
the indicators of barriers to the practice of sports and 
physical activities (data not shown in illustrations).

Discussion
The current study sought to describe the perception of 
those responsible for students with ID and/or ASD 
regarding involvement in sports and physical activities, 
as well as to identify the barriers that influence this 
participation, in a municipality in southern Brazil. The 
findings show that most students participate in Physi-
cal Education classes in the school environment, how-

ever, they have low engagement in sports and physical 
activities during leisure time. Regarding the identified 
barriers, environmental barriers predominate, with 
emphasis on the region’s climate, difficulties in find-
ing places to practice, and not having opportunities to 
practice sports and physical activities for free, followed 
by personal and social barriers.

Considering Physical Education classes, the partic-
ipation of students was positive, in line with evidence 
that documents a gradual increase in the participation 
of students with ID and ASD17,31. Physical Education 
at School currently has as its central focus the devel-
opment of body culture through movement, with an 
emphasis on activities such as dance, games, sports, 
fighting, play, among others32. From this perspec-
tive, the school environment often becomes the main 
means of promoting sports and physical activities for 
people with ID and/or ASD, as shown in the current 
study, where most students attend Physical Education 
classes and have little involvement in projects or leisure 
programs outside of school. 

Although a high percentage of student participa-
tion in Physical Education classes was identified, it is 
important to highlight that the study focused on stu-
dent attendance in classes, without investigating the 

Figure 3 – Barriers perceived by guardians of students with Intellectual Disabilities and/or Autism Spectrum Disorder enrolled in regular 
education and special education networks in the municipality of Encruzilhada do Sul, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil.
Source: data from the study itself

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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depth of participation and inclusion of these students. 
Regarding students’ involvement in sports and physical 
activities outside of school, the most common activities 
included running, tag, and soccer. This preference may 
be related to the culture of play, ease of access, and con-
venience of practicing in small spaces, such as at home, 
without the need for professional guidance.

Despite the lack of involvement of students in these 
leisure activities, a positive aspect highlighted in the 
survey was that 96.2% of students would like to par-
ticipate in sports and physical activities with profes-
sional guidance and free of charge. This suggests that 
although there is currently little engagement, there is 
a notable willingness to participate in these activities 
when barriers are reduced, guidance is provided, and 
access is facilitated.

Regarding physical activity levels, the results of the 
current study reveal low involvement of people with 
ID and ASD in sports and physical activities (86.7% 
of students are considered inactive according to the 
recommendations of the World Health Organization). 
These data are more alarming when compared to the 
findings of children and adolescents with ASD in Rio 
Grande do Sul, which identified 68.5% of inactive chil-
dren18 and 55.9% of inactive teenagers33. In the same 
sense, Texeira, Graup and Copetti17 also identified that 
the majority of students with ID (62.5%) did not meet 
the established recommendations. It is noteworthy 
that these studies, although they use similar subjective 
measures of sports and physical activities, present in-
tentional sample selection, involving people who are 
closer to a project or service that involves sports and 
physical activities and potentially explaining the dif-
ferences in terms of magnitude of physical inactivity 
compared to the present study.

International meta-analyses and systematic reviews 
reinforce the importance of sports and physical activ-
ities for children and adolescents with neurodevelop-
mental disorders, demonstrating significant benefits 
in multiple dimensions of development. Li et al.34, 
for example, analyzed 37 studies with approximately 
1,200 participants with ASD and reported significant 
improvements in social and communication skills after 
interventions in physical activities and sports. Similar-
ly, Rivera, Robertson, and McCleery15 in a review of 
approximately 40 studies, identified significant reduc-
tions in stereotypical behaviors, as well as advances in 
social interaction and motor function. 

Such evidence, although mostly international, re-

inforces the need for integrated public policies and 
intersectoral actions to expand access to structured 
physical and sports activity programs. Furthermore, 
these actions have the potential to stimulate broader 
diagnostics, at national, regional, and local levels, with 
the aim of identifying and minimizing the impacts of 
barriers that hinder the participation of this population 
in physical and sporting activities28,29.

Regarding barriers to physical activity and sports, 
it was observed that approximately two-thirds of per-
sonal, social, and environmental barriers affect the 
participation of students with ID and ASD. A sim-
ilar study conducted in Uruguaiana, Rio Grande do 
Sul, by Gonçalves et al.35 identified similar barriers 
to the participation of children and adolescents with 
ASD in sports and physical activities. The most com-
mon barriers include the lack of specific programs for 
ASD, lack of spaces for sports and physical activities, 
professional guidance, financial constraints, time con-
straints, and insufficient transportation. In addition, 
Texeira, Graup and Copetti14 explored the perceptions 
of parents/guardians about the barriers to the practice 
of sports and physical activities both inside and out-
side the school environment, of students with ID in 
public schools in Rio Grande do Sul. The data showed 
that most parents did not identify barriers related to 
personal aspects. However, they highlighted environ-
mental barriers, particularly the lack of social projects 
for sports and physical activities and the lack of places 
near their homes.

Among the main barriers discovered in the cur-
rent study, in the social sphere, financial difficulties 
were clearly identified as a significant barrier to stu-
dents’ participation in sports and physical activities, 
reinforcing aspects already mentioned related to the 
lack of social projects and the lack of suitable places 
close to home. These obstacles may be linked to the 
socioeconomic condition of the students’ families, ex-
pressed by the high percentage of families registered 
with CADÚnico, living with a per capita income of 
less than one minimum wage. These characteristics 
raise reflection on the possible relationship between 
economic inequality and reduced levels of physical ac-
tivity in children and adolescents with ID and ASD. 
Previous studies, although not directly focused on stu-
dents with ID and ASD and not presenting the same 
methodological and analytical characteristics, identify 
marked inequalities in the practice of physical activity36 
and demarcate access to physical and sporting activities 
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as another privilege for a small portion of the popula-
tion37.

Regarding environmental barriers, all of the above 
influence students’ participation in sports and physical 
activities. The classification of the region’s climate as a 
limiting factor, most frequently cited by parents, may be 
related to the municipality’s geographic location. Fur-
thermore, data collection took place during a period 
characterized by a harsh winter and adverse conditions 
in the state of Rio Grande do Sul. Therefore, weather 
conditions can lead to unfavorable situations, influencing 
participants’ decisions to travel to the practice location38.

Another frequently identified environmental bar-
rier refers to the lack of social projects/programs and 
sports and physical activities near the residence. This 
lack of specific activities and professionals, which re-
sults from the absence of projects and public policies 
aimed at this population in the municipality under 
study, may explain the lack of options for the practice 
of sports and physical activities. To overcome these 
barriers, it is essential to invest in training profession-
als and pressure government authorities to ensure the 
state’s role is exercised. These reflections emphasize the 
need for effective public policies to promote inclusion 
in sports and physical activities39.

Among the limitations of the study, it is worth 
noting that although this research sought a census ap-
proach, including all students with ID and/or ASD, 
there was a significant non-response rate, requiring 
caution when extrapolating the data from the present 
study. Another aspect was the need to conduct tele-
phone data collection. Although this approach may in-
troduce some information bias, it is important to note 
that measures such as training and standardization of 
interviews were implemented to mitigate this possi-
ble limitation. The diagnosis was based on the report 
of those responsible, which may lead to inaccuracies, 
especially regarding the degree of disability. Further-
more, the study only assessed students’ attendance in 
Physical Education classes, as self-reported by their 
guardians, limiting verification of whether or not the 
students actually participated in these classes. This ap-
proach may limit understanding of the students’ actual 
participation in the proposed activities.

Finally, it is important to emphasize that the cur-
rent study marks a significant step in research in the 
area of ​​adapted physical activity, being a pioneer in 
the use of a broad school base in a small municipality, 
starting with the process of identifying this population 

group and addressing both the levels of practice and 
their multiple barriers. The results provide important 
support for future research and, most importantly, have 
the potential to inform the development of external 
public policies to promote sports and physical activities 
for children and adolescents with ID and ASD.

In conclusion, the current study identified low levels 
of physical activity and involvement in sports and phys-
ical activities outside the school environment among 
students with ID and ASD in a municipality in southern 
Brazil. By describing the perceptions of those respon-
sible and mapping the barriers faced by these students, 
the study met its central objective of understanding the 
factors that influence the participation of this group in 
sports and physical activities. The challenges identified 
go beyond individual choice, reflecting a set of personal, 
social, and environmental factors that hinder engage-
ment in regular sports and physical activities.

Given this scenario, it is recommended that inter-
sectoral public policies are implemented to expand ac-
cess to adapted physical activity and sports programs, 
especially in small municipalities. As practical actions, 
we highlight the creation of free social projects with 
trained professionals, structural investment to reduce 
environmental barriers, encouragement of continued 
training of Physical Education teachers to work with 
people with ID and/or ASD, and development of lo-
cal awareness campaigns, aiming to reduce stigmas and 
expand access for students with ID and ASD to regu-
lar opportunities for sports and physical activities.
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•	 The study, entitled “Barriers to the practice of phys-
ical and sports activities among schoolchildren with 
Intellectual Disability and Autism Spectrum Dis-
order in a municipality in Southern Brazil,” aims to 
describe the perceptions of caregivers of schoolchil-
dren with Intellectual Disability (ID) and Autism 
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) regarding engagement 
in physical and sports activities (PSAs), as well as to 
identify barriers that influence their participation in 
a municipality in Southern Brazil. The article is well 
written and organized, addressing a highly relevant 
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manuscript.

Title
•	 Comment: The title is clear and informative; how-

ever, I suggest including the study design to make 
the methodological framework more transparent.

•	 Suggested improvement:
•	 “Barriers to the practice of physical and sports ac-

tivities among schoolchildren with Intellectual Dis-
ability and Autism Spectrum Disorder: a cross-sec-
tional study in a municipality in Southern Brazil.”

Abstract
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•	 Clear objective.
•	 Methodology briefly described.
•	 Relevant results and outcomes presented.

Suggestions for improvement:
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study was...
•	 Include which questionnaire was used; was it val-

idated?
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setting.
•	 Mention the analytical technique (descriptive sta-
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Introduction
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overly long paragraphs.
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•	 Insert recent systematic reviews or meta-analyses 
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•	 Strengthen the rationale and hypothesis of the 
study, as well as clarify the contributions and inno-
vations brought by the research.

Objective
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Materials and Methods
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•	 Well-detailed methods.
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•	 The inclusion of a pilot study is a strong point.
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•	 Age range justification (7–18 years): Specify wheth-

er it follows WHO, Ministry of Education, or an-
other criterion.

•	 Instrument validation: The questionnaire was 
adapted from previous instruments, but it is un-
clear whether it was validated for this population. 
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•	 Sampling: The absence of a sample size calculation 
may compromise external validity. If not performed, 
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•	 Telephone application: Explain the rationale for 
choosing between in-person and telephone interviews.

•	 REDCap platform: Provide more details on its use.
•	 How many evaluators were involved? Was there 

training?

Results
Strengths:

•	 Clear description aligned with the objectives.
•	 Tables and figures well distributed.

Suggestions for improvement:
•	 Figures’ source: Include the source and indicate 

whether they are data from the study itself.
•	 Acronyms: Explain all acronyms and abbreviations 

throughout the text and in figure legends.
•	 Prevalent diagnosis: Briefly discuss why there was 

a higher number of schoolchildren with ID rather 
than ASD. Does the municipality have a special-
ized center?

•	 Non-illustrated data: Variables such as interest in 
programs should be included in a figure or table 
(even as supplementary material).

•	 Differences between schools: It could be interesting 
to stratify results by school type.

Discussion
Strengths:

•	 Contextualization of findings within the literature.
•	 Recognition of barriers across multiple dimensions.
•	 Relevant reflections on inequalities and public policy.

Suggestions for improvement:
•	 Limitations: Robust considerations are missing re-

garding:
•	 Non-probabilistic, convenience sampling.
•	 Remote data collection (telephone) and potential 

response bias.
•	 Lack of depth in analyzing inclusion in Physical 

Education classes.
•	 Self-reported diagnosis may lead to bias.
•	 Strengths: Include a final section highlighting the 

main strengths of the study (e.g., wide school-based 
sample, pioneering in the municipality, analysis 
across multiple barriers).

•	 Meta-analyses: Add quantitative data from inter-
national literature to strengthen the argument.

Conclusion
•	 Ensure it responds to the study’s objective.

References
•	 Many references are relevant and up to date.
•	 However, only 7 out of 34 were published from 

2020 onward — include more recent studies (last 
5 years), preferably systematic reviews and me-
ta-analyses.

•	 Standardize formatting according to the journal’s 
guidelines (e.g., full journal names, DOI without 
“https” prefix, etc.).

Final decision
•	 Mandatory revisions

Reviewer B
Anonymous
Dear Author and Editor, please find my suggestions 
below:

•	 Title: I suggest a change: “Difficulties in the prac-
tice of physical and sports activities among students 
with Intellectual Disability and Autism Spectrum 
Disorder in a municipality in Southern Brazil.”

•	 Abstract: In line 1, I suggest abbreviating Physical 
Activity as PA.

•	 Abstract: It is important to mention how the statis-
tical analysis was carried out.

•	 Introduction: Lines 2 to 4, update the UN reference 
– 2018 UN data were cited.

•	 Materials and Methods: Line 11, explain how the 
REDCap application was conducted.

•	 Materials and Methods: Line 24, regarding the ab-
sence of signature on the informed consent form 
(ICF), was it sent to participants after data collec-
tion?

•	 Results: They are appropriate.
•	 Discussion: Include more recent references, pub-

lished within the last three years.
•	 Conclusion :Add in a separate paragraph some-

thing practical that can be done to improve the lives 
of schoolchildren.

Final decision
•	 Mandatory revisions
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