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ABSTRACT
Recreation is an essential part of life that provides enriching experiences that may define one’s life course
similar to careers or other interests. An understanding of the role of volunteers in active community-
based recreational programs can help to generate ways to enhance participation and contribute to
additional communication opportunities with people who have complex communication needs. Nine
volunteers from two adaptive ski programs and one therapeutic horseback-riding program in the
Northeast region of the United States participated in semi-structured interviews. Audio-recordings were
transcribed and analyzed and resulted in five thematic areas: (a) benefits, (b) why individuals volunteer,
(c) barriers, (d) successful program supports, and (e) who are the riders and skiers using AAC. The findings
provided insight to support the notion that active community-based recreational activities foster an
environment for communication, meaningful engagement, and social relationships between volunteers
and people with complex communication needs.
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Introduction

Individuals with complex communication needs have limited

opportunities to participate across all aspects of life, including

engagement in meaningful community-based recreational

activities (Balandin, 2011; Batorowicz, Campbell, von

Tetzchner, King, & Missiuna, 2014; Light & McNaughton, 2015;

Mirenda, 2014). Clarification of the underlying reasons can be

framed by analyzing barriers imposed by society and commu-

nication partners and the resulting interaction with the skills of

people requiring augmentative and alternative communication

(AAC) (Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013; Dattilo et al., 2008). The

Participation Model provides a framework for assessment and

service delivery for facilitators who support use of AAC with

respect to recognizing opportunity and access barriers that

may exist for people with complex communication needs as

they engage and interact in recreational settings (Beukelman &

Mirenda, 2013; Dattilo, Benedek-Wood, & McLeod, 2010)

Dealing with barriers can frequently be addressed by

studying successful models and learning from the supports

in place serving to mitigate barriers across multiple areas.

There is a small yet growing base for research in the areas of

community engagement and recreation for individuals with

disabilities who have complex communication needs (Balandin,

2011; Dattilo et al., 2008; Mirenda, 2014; Potvin, Prelock, &

Snider, 2008). Since employment outcomes for individuals with

severe disabilities remain poor, it is critical to consider the

potential impact of engaging in active recreation programs

and/or leisure activities. Recreational settings have the poten-

tial to support inclusion, as programs are often community

based with activities accessed and enjoyed by the general

public. In addition to advancing knowledge on inclusion,

recreational settings are rich contexts in which to explore

communication and social exchange (Dattilo et al., 2008).

Opportunity and access barriers may be a common issue for

people with complex communication needs who not only seek

out opportunities to participate, but also for those people who

are actively involved and engaged with community-based

recreational programs (Dattilo et al., 2010). For example,

facilitators may not have the knowledge or skills to safely

adapt an activity for full inclusion or may present with restrictive

attitudes that may negatively impact participation (Beukelman &

Mirenda, 2013). In addition, people who use AAC systems in

recreational programs may experience difficulties communicat-

ing with others either because of limitations imposed by their

AAC system or their own individual capabilities and challenges,

which may include lack of mobility or difficulty with decision

making (Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013; Dattilo & Light, 1993).

Some recreational activities are considered more active such

as adaptive skiing, therapeutic riding, paddling, rock-climbing,

and water-skiing. The physical demands, safety considerations,

and need for specialized equipment leads to a more narrowly

defined pool of volunteers who can assist individuals with

complex communication needs in participating in these

activities. Potentially this differentiates volunteers in adapted

sport and other less active pursuits such as playing cards,

shopping, or attending events in the community. In order to

gain a better understanding of the impact of active recre-

ational pursuits for people with complex communication

needs, it is important to learn more about the activities and

settings from the perspective of experienced volunteers.
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Importance of Communication Partners

Currently, there is limited research examining the perspectives

of volunteers who work with individuals with complex com-

munication needs across active recreational settings.

Understanding the perspectives of experienced volunteers

could help program personnel to enhance the quantity and

quality of communicative and social interactions, could

increase numbers of overall community partners and people

who use AAC who participate in such activities, and could work

towards reducing participation barriers for people with com-

plex communication needs.

The idea of investigating the experiences of communication

partners to better understand participation in a variety of areas

does have precedent (Calculator, 1999; Kent-Walsh & Light,

2003; McNaughton, Light, & Gulla, 2003). Kent-Walsh and Light

(2003) interviewed 11 general classroom teachers about their

experiences educating students who use AAC. Interviews were

conducted either in person or via telephone and lasted 30 to

60 min. The analysis revealed themes that highlighted the

benefits and impacts of inclusion as well as existing barriers

and helpful supports.

In a study related to employment settings, McNaughton

et al. (2003) gathered responses via postal mail, email, and

telephone from 14 employers and coworkers who described

the benefits and challenges in employing individuals who use

AAC. Specific challenges with communication, especially rate

of communication, were a central concern of employers and

co-workers in this study. Although participants spoke highly

of the positive impact of AAC technology, they also noted that

existing devices did not fully meet the demands of the

workplace. The benefit of studies such as Kent-Walsh and Light

(2003) and McNaughton et al. (2003) was to learn from partners

actively engaged and experiencing success in facilitating

interactions with individuals using AAC. There are several

reasons to better understand partner perspectives to allow for

more participation in active recreation programs; however, the

programs can cover a wide variety of skills and settings.

Therapeutic riding and adaptive skiing are logical starting

points because of the current research base and existence of

formalized programs.

Benefits of Participation in Recreation

Active recreational programs such as adaptive skiing or

therapeutic horseback riding are rich with opportunities for

meaningful interaction and communicative exchange. Riding

and skiing programs in particular have received positive

support from research (Chun, Lee, Lundberg, McCormick, &

Heo, 2008; Zabriskie, Lundberg, & Groff, 2005). In a survey

with skiers with physical and/or cognitive disabilities from

the Adaptive Sports Center in Crested Butte, Colorado,

strong connections were identified between participation in

community-based adaptive sports and improved quality of life

(Chun et al., 2008). Finally, Zabriskie et al. (2005) discussed the

positive influence of active recreation such as skiing and

horseback riding on overall health, development of athletic

identity and increased quality of life by conducting survey

research with individuals with physical and cognitive disabilities.

Active community-based recreational programs rely on

volunteers and committed family members, as they support

individuals through a process of learning and mutual engage-

ment. Volunteers play a crucial role in ensuring the success of

the recreational experience by focusing on the individual

strengths and abilities of the skiers and riders. In order to gain a

more comprehensive understanding of barriers and supports

that exist for volunteers across different types of active

recreation, experienced volunteers in adapted riding and

skiing programs who have served as teachers and mentors to

individuals with complex communication needs were

interviewed.

The current study investigated the following aims related to

experienced community volunteers and people with complex

communication needs who participate in skiing and horseback

riding: (a) what do volunteers perceive to be the benefits of

participating in riding or skiing programs? (b) why do

volunteers commit their time to programs? (c) what barriers

do community partners experience and what types of barriers

do they observe for people with complex communication

needs? (d) what are the key supports to consider in active com-

munity-based recreational programs? and (e) what are some of

the specific characteristics of people with complex communi-

cation needs who participate in adapted riding and skiing

programs?

Method

Design

A qualitative methodology (Creswell, 1998; Rubin & Rubin,

2012) was used to gain an in-depth understanding of the lived

experiences of volunteers who support individuals with

disabilities and complex communication needs as they partici-

pate in active recreation and sport. Data were collected from

semi-structured interviews with experienced volunteers and

subjected to thematic analysis. The research captured the

essence of social phenomenology (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009;

Patton, 2002) because the aims of the study related to how

volunteers develop meaning out of the experience, why they

remained in the activity and what benefits and challenges

they encountered. The research also served to identify the

barriers and supports to participation for individuals with

complex communication needs in these settings. Ethical

approval to conduct the study was granted from Ohio

University’s Institutional Review Board.

Participants

The inclusionary criteria for the volunteer participants in the

study were as follows: Volunteers who (a) were in good

standing with the recreation program (e.g., completed annual

trainings and passed background checks), (b) had volunteered

for a minimum of 3 years with an adaptive recreation program

that served individuals with complex communication needs

and had been established for at least 5 years, (c) had served a

minimum of 50 volunteer hours with any adaptive recreation

program, and (d) were currently volunteering with individuals

who presented with complex communication needs.
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Purposeful sampling (Patton, 2002) was employed in order

to find experienced and successful volunteers for the study.

Volunteer experience was important to ensure a level of

expertise and knowledge about the activity that could provide

the foundation for gathering rich contributions and descriptive

data. In addition, because experienced volunteers typically

engage as lead facilitators during lessons, they have more

frequent and direct contact with people compared to less

experienced volunteers who typically serve in an assistant role

(e.g., skier guide or horse-side walker).

The first author contacted two program directors, based on

his prior knowledge and professional connections. A third

program director was recruited through the use of chain

sampling (Patton, 2002). For one of the adaptive programs, the

first author had been formerly employed by the parent

organization of the adaptive program, but had no current

affiliations with the specific program. Directors were provided

with the inclusionary criteria so they could nominate three to

six potential volunteers from each of their adaptive programs.

With the volunteers’ permission, the program directors emailed

their names and contact information to the first author. The

first author contacted each potential participant by email and

completed the consent process. The first three volunteers from

each program who consented and also met the inclusionary

criteria were selected for the study. Nine individuals, three from

each program, were selected as interviewees. Table 1 outlines

volunteer demographic information.

Procedures

Seven volunteers were interviewed inperson and two volun-

teers were interviewed over the telephone. Interviews ranged

in duration from 30–60 min and were conducted at inter-

viewees’ job sites or outdoor recreation program sites. At the

start of each interview, the researcher informed the volunteers

that he was interested in exploring all aspects of their

experiences supporting individuals with complex communica-

tion needs in activities of adaptive horseback riding or adaptive

skiing. Five pre-determined topics were addressed in the

interview and questions were developed to elicit the personal

experiences and insights of the volunteers and to probe

aspects of participation of individuals with complex commu-

nication needs (see Supplemental Appendix A – online only).

This approach ensured that volunteers had an opportunity to

speak generally about the experience, while also providing

specific examples. During the interviews, a responsive tech-

nique (Rubin & Rubin, 2012) was used to probe follow-up

questions based on interviewees’ responses to the primary

questions.

Materials

Development of the interview guide was based on (a) previous

AAC research that has focused on interviewing communication

partners (Kent-Walsh & Light, 2003) and the requisite areas to

establish the characteristics of volunteers who maintain

participation in the activities, (b) the value of the settings as

subjects of study, (c) the barriers encountered, and (d) the

supports to help mitigate these barriers and build successful

programs. All digitally recorded interviews were saved to a

password-protected computer. Transcripts were completed

using the software program ExpressScribe (NCH Software Inc.,

2014). Analysis of completed transcriptions was conducted

using NVivo for Mac (QSR International, 2014).

Data Preparation and Analysis

Audio-recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim into

written texts by the researcher and a research assistant. The

first author checked all transcripts for accuracy against the

audio recording. Field notes generated by the first author after

each interview were also reviewed, in order to compare data

gathered during initial interviews to issues discussed in later

interviews with additional volunteers. Primary themes were

generated based on mutually exclusive categories guided by

pre-determined topic areas and based on the process of

concept-driven coding (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009). Individual

units of analysis (Rubin & Rubin, 2012) were based on the first

author’s review of the transcripts. Coding the data was

completed through a process of identifying units of analysis,

which were based on the primary topic areas outlined by the

interview questions. Within the data, specific themes and

patterns emerged as a result of the structure and type of

questions asked during the interviews. Prior to coding all data

across the nine interviews, the authors selected three tran-

scripts at random to verify that the script had been followed

and the areas of experience and participation had been

covered in interview questions. After confirmation, all nine

transcripts were analyzed in an iterative process that occurred

between the first and second author. Primary thematic areas

were agreed upon as a result of extensive discussions related

to reorganization, labeling, and clarification. Sub-themes were

refined using a similar iterative process. NVivo for Mac was

used for analysis, organization, and review of the interview

data. The software allowed the researcher to visually separate

and code units of analysis based on the operational definitions

in a coherent and efficient manner. Operational definitions

were generated for all thematic areas (see Supplemental

Appendix B – online only). The process for generating

operational definitions was based on established guidelines

for working out consistent definitions to guide coding

(Boyatzis, 1998).

During the member verification process (Kvale & Brinkman,

2009), statements from the volunteers’ interviews were

compiled in a format consistent with the coding system and

the identified primary themes and sub-themes. This informa-

tion was emailed to each interviewee to determine if the

themes and examples accurately represented what they had

discussed and whether they had any additional information to

contribute. Eight out of the nine volunteers responded to the

initial member verification correspondence and indicated that

they were in agreement with the primary themes as an

accurate representation of the topics and content. One of the

volunteers did not respond to the request for member

verification after multiple attempts and reminders via email.

The final step of data analysis involved determining

the reliability and consistency of judgment of the coder
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(Boyatzis, 1998). A graduate student was trained in the

application of the operational definitions for the coding of

the themes. After a training period, the graduate student

was given small segments of a transcript to code independ-

ently and then received feedback. This process continued

until the researcher and student were in greater than 90%

agreement. The student independently reviewed and

coded 20% of all the interview data. Cohen’s Kappa was

used to determine inter-rater reliability and yielded a level

considered to be highly acceptable (kappa¼ 0.94) (Landis &

Koch, 1977).

Results

The findings are presented as they relate to the five main

coding themes: (a) benefits, (b) why individuals volunteer,

(c) barriers and challenges, (d) successful program supports,

and (e) who are the skiers and riders. A summary of the

themes, sub-themes and examples of the specific issues

discussed by the volunteers within each sub-theme are

presented in Table 2.

Benefits

All volunteers found incredible value in their role and also

validated the importance of adapted programs as participatory

venues for individuals with complex communication needs

and their families and caregivers. Due to the consistency in

scheduling lessons in both skiing and therapeutic riding,

volunteers typically assisted the same skier or rider over the

length of a session (typically 3–6 weeks). The experienced

volunteers had repeated opportunities to socialize and form

relationships in a relaxed and fun setting that was guided by

goals and specific routines and activities. Some volunteers noted

greater benefits for themselves when compared to the

perceived benefits for skiers and riders.

Benefits for Volunteers

Volunteers expressed great pleasure and joy as a result of

volunteering. Frank repeatedly stressed that, ‘‘It’s kind of what I

get out of it, that is the reality, we hear the cliché you get more

than you give. . .I get so much out of it, that it is something

that I have come to enjoy.’’ Betty had similar thoughts in this

area as she shared, ‘‘The gifts that I get are huge compared to

anything that I give.’’

Seven volunteers shared social benefits they experienced.

They discussed looking forward to seeing skiers and riders

each week, as well as the other volunteers. Frank said: ‘‘I enjoy

the interaction with the students. . . it’s just a really neat group

of people to be around at every level, it’s become what I do in

the winter.’’ Donald focused on the intrinsic benefits that he

receives:

It’s incredibly rewarding, and it’s so hard to quantify. I just feel

it’s an intrinsic thing, you kind of feel great inside. I don’t really

get anything out of it besides what I feel inside. I am getting

an opportunity for somebody else to hopefully feel as good inside as

I do.Ta
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Betty also indicated that she enjoyed observing the success

of the skiers: ‘‘There is nothing more rewarding than to see

someone feel independent and confident about what they

are doing.’’

Seven out of the nine volunteers specifically used the word

‘‘friend’’ when asked to describe skiers and riders they have

supported. Volunteers from all of the recreation programs in

this study discussed opportunities for creating new friendships

with different stakeholders involved in the activity. These

individuals included not only the skiers and riders, but also

family members and other volunteers. Ellie had an opportunity

to assist the same skier over an extended period of time during

the ski season:

I have been skiing with her every Saturday morning. Through the

friendship that we built we learned each other and the way she

moves, I knew that as a form of communication. The personal

relationships you gain with these individuals keeps bringing

me back.

Gina, a riding volunteer, stated that, ‘‘She’s become a

really, or at least in my knowing her, has become just a

good friend.’’ Donald described how he is fortunate to be in

Table 2. Primary coding themes, sub-themes, and examples of issues discussed by experienced volunteers.

Themes Sub-themes Examples of issues discussed by experienced volunteers

Benefits Volunteers � Social, physical, and general wellness
� Psychosocial (e.g., increased happiness, joy, and confidence)
� Personal growth
� Positive attitude change towards individuals with disabilities

Skiers and riders � Increased social opportunities
� Increased confidence, self-esteem, and motivation
� Physical and wellness (e.g., improving balance and strength)

Family � Participation in a shared activity together
� Transfer and acquisition of specific skills
� Empowerment due to family members personal success

Why individuals volunteer? Passion for shared interest � Sharing love of activity with others
� Similar risk-taking personality with some skiers and riders
� Lifetime interest and participation in specific activity

Past volunteer roles and experiences � Personal experiences with people who have disabilities
(e.g., child, foster child, sibling, or friend)

� Previous commitment to vocational or volunteer roles
(e.g., 4-H, Special Olympics)

Time and schedule � Consistent weekly commitment
� Balancing work and family

Barriers and challenges Volunteers � Skier or rider behavior or communication abilities
� Time, distance, family, or personal health issues
� Managing changes in skier/rider skills
� Working cohesively as a team with other volunteers
� Safety

Skiers and riders � Physical, cognitive, and communication skills
� Elements in nature
� Safety in high-risk activity, fear, or anxiety

Family � Financial
� Transportation and logistics with scheduling
� Learning how to support family member in activity

Program � Funding
� Lack of adequate space

Successful program supports Volunteer skills and strategies � Certifications and a range of experience
� Proficient mastery of recreational activity
� Mentor role for less experienced volunteers
� Open to opportunities for continuing education

Equipment and horses � Specialized equipment in both settings
� Personality and connection with horse is important

Visibility and community interaction � Increasing community awareness
� Programs located in community settings
� Important for recruitment of new volunteers, skiers and riders

Who are the skiers and riders? People relying on unaided modes � Multi-modal methods are common
� Limited AAC observed in settings
� Meaningful opportunities for interaction and exchange

Adventure seekers � Impact on psychosocial skills (e.g., confidence,
self-determination, and resiliency)

� Active and full participation in experience
� Ability to step out of comfort zone
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the role of a volunteer providing unique opportunities for

active recreation:

To be out there with someone who has not had a chance to experience

stuff that you experience everyday and give them a chance to have

them interact with you, as a friend, its pretty cool.

Three volunteers discussed how they and people close

to them have changed their perspectives and attitudes about

individuals with disabilities and specifically people with com-

plex communication needs. For example, Frank talked about

the impact that his volunteer experience has had both on

himself and on his own children:

My philosophy has kind of flip-flopped. Now I assume completely

opposite to what I might have assumed about someone 5 or 6 years

ago. That’s a pretty considerable change, even my kids and their

comfort level around people with disability has certainly gotten to a

different place. . .people are curious or confused and tend to distance

themselves a little bit and I guess at some level, I was probably one of

those people, I would not immediately immerse myself with a

handicapped person, but now, I will walk over to anybody, there is no

barrier there at all, without even thinking about it, I will just kind of engage.

Settings of active recreation can support positive attitudes

towards individuals with disabilities. This idea relates to

previous research indicating that when people without dis-

ability interact and share time with people with disabilities,

more positive attitudes towards disability can occur (Anderson,

Balandin & Clendon, 2011).

Benefits for Skiers and Riders

All of the volunteers shared benefits they perceived for skiers

and riders, including increased opportunities for socialization

and communication, improved psychosocial outcomes, and

physical and wellness benefits.

Ellie discussed skiers having opportunities to socialize and

connect with individuals outside of their family unit: ‘‘I think a

huge benefit for her has been stepping outside of what her

family is and making new friends and having this kind of adult,

kind or fun relationship with a friend.’’ Abraham also stated that

the adaptive ski environment ‘‘supports increased socialization.’’

Based on the volunteers’ responses, participation in active

adaptive sport may strengthen and develop psychosocial skills

for skiers and riders. Curt talked about the opportunities that

the experience creates for people with disabilities and complex

communication needs:

It gives people opportunities to do things that they never thought

they would do. Opportunities to build self-esteem, it gives them social

capital, what we suspect is that this experience builds confidence for

them and gives them optimism in other areas where they may not have

had any.

Benefits for Families and Caregivers

All of the volunteers were positive about the impact that

recreational experiences had on the families of the riders and

skiers. Volunteers shared their perceptions about various types

of benefits for family members including: shared participation

in the recreational activity; acquisition of new skills specific to

the activity; empowerment due to their family member’s

success; and increased psychosocial benefits such as joy,

happiness, and pride. As a father of a child with a communi-

cation disability, Curt discussed the role of the family unit:

One of our core values and goals is to be involved with families to the

extent that they wish to be. . . so that we can get these families in

the door and teach them how to ski together again or to teach them to

ski at all.

Curt explained that, in some instances, families might not be

able to participate as a complete family unit due to limited

knowledge about or access to specialized equipment. He

added, however, that whole family participation is possible

with support from volunteers and the program providers. Betty

also shared her thoughts on including families in the

recreational experience:

It is part of our goal to include the family so they can be together doing

family activities and enjoy themselves. Huge benefits occur when they

are able to see their loved one happy and fitting in and excited to be

here, it spreads across the whole family.

Why Individuals Volunteer

Clearly the benefits had an impact on the motivations for

volunteering in the long term, but in discussing why they

commit their time, volunteers also discussed what got them

started and connected with programs. Three sub-themes

emerged under this primary theme, as volunteers discussed

why and how they became connected with adaptive sport

programs and their intrinsic passion for the sport.

Passion for Shared Interest

It was evident that a strong passion existed not only for the

volunteers’ specific sport but also the inclusion of people who

may not typically participate in skiing or horseback riding.

Volunteers mentioned how privileged they were to be involved

in the activity despite extensive logistical challenges, and many

noted that assisting people with skiing and riding lessons was

typically the highlight of their week. The connection between

volunteering and participation in highly preferred recreational

activities was a significant factor for many volunteers in terms

of their current involvement, commitment and interest in

continuing to volunteer. Eight out of the nine volunteers stated

that they had been involved with the specific activity of skiing

or horseback riding since childhood and as such, realized the

value of the activity and had a deep commitment to share it

with others. Abraham shared the following:

Skiing is my biggest pastime passion and it is just a perfect way to

mesh them both and being able to share your passion with different

people with varying abilities who otherwise may not have been able

to do it.

Ellie expressed her passion for the sport by focusing on the

concept of sharing the activity with others who have similar

interests. She said that, ‘‘I love skiing with people who also love

to ski and through the program I get to share skiing with

people who want to be out there.’’

6 D. J. HAJJAR ET AL.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

M
r 

D
av

id
 H

aj
ja

r]
 a

t 2
0:

26
 0

6 
Fe

br
ua

ry
 2

01
6 



Past Volunteer Roles and Experiences

Some volunteers described personal connections to adaptive

sport programs that led to their becoming interested in

volunteering themselves. Others became interested after obser-

ving people with disabilities engaging in sports activities (e.g.,

skiing using specialized equipment such as bi-skis (sit-skis) and

outriggers (hand-held adaptations to support balance)). Seven of

the interviewees described how their own past volunteer

experiences served as a foundation for future participation in

areas of service. Abraham, who works as a speech-language-

pathologist, stated that, ‘‘I became involved with adaptive skiing

through a veterans’ event and I have worked primarily with

individuals who have acquired disabilities.’’ Curt, on the other

hand, spoke about how he was introduced to adaptive skiing

through his involvement with Special Olympics: ‘‘I got involved

with the program as an extension of Special Olympics as I saw

how much more they were doing specifically with skiing.’’

Time and Schedule

Volunteers spoke about having nontraditional work schedules

(e.g., seasonal) that resulted in sometimes being off work for

months at a time; or being in professions characterized by

alternating schedules (e.g., one week on/one week off). This

sub-theme demonstrated the interviewee’s commitment to the

programs, because they structured their volunteer time in

conjunction with work and family responsibilities. Eight of the

volunteers worked either full time or part time, while one

volunteer was a full-time nursing student. Curt, who worked

full time, mentioned a strong desire to make his commitment

fit with his family and work schedule:

It becomes your schedule and you work around it, finding a way to

make it fit is not really the issue, you want to make it fit and make it

happen, it’s the best thing that happens all week.

Barriers and Challenges

Clearly, the benefits of volunteering outweighed the chal-

lenges given the long-term commitment the interviewees

demonstrated. However, the volunteers noted several barriers

to participation, which generally took the form of skill and

knowledge barriers related to AAC strategies. Volunteers also

noted potential financial and transportation barriers for

families of skiers and riders. Access barriers for the skiers and

riders were described as relative to the facility, in terms of

sensory experiences and fears. It is interesting to note that two

of the volunteers did not frame activities as presenting barriers

but instead viewed challenges as opportunities for growth,

change, and creative problem solving. Despite volunteers’

reporting a range of technical and interpersonal skills (e.g.,

proficient skiers or riders, had many positive personality traits),

some volunteers discussed challenges when communicating

with people with complex communication needs.

Barriers for Volunteers

Volunteers described specific adaptations used in each setting

to make skiing and riding more accessible; however, there was

limited discussion about adaptations related to communica-

tion. Furthermore, most volunteers reported minimal use of

AAC in their program settings. Four volunteers recognized their

limitations in the knowledge and skills needed to effectively

communicate with people with complex communication

needs. Donald recognized a challenge in his role as a commu-

nication partner:

The limitation is not the student communicating to us, transferring what

they are trying to say to us, it’s us receiving it and understanding what

they are trying to communicate. I honestly feel that every student we

work with is communicating with us. They are telling us what is going on,

you are just not sometimes getting it, or interpreting it wrong.

Prior to being a volunteer, Frank had no experience working

with individuals with disabilities: ‘‘How do I get through to

some one that may not be able to communicate with me and

try to teach them to do something? It has forced me to think

outside of my box.’’ Irene commented on one of the challenges

she encountered as a side-walker during therapeutic riding

lessons – a role that involves ensuring the safety of a rider who

may require additional support with balance or trunk control.

In this role, Irene is part of a team of three or four volunteers

who walk alongside of the horse, providing support as needed.

She shared the following:

I have noticed that the side walkers are talking and chatting back and

forth or maybe the instructor is chatting or maybe the person leading

the horse is chatting. . .I think it’s too confusing sometimes for the rider.

Barriers for Skiers and Riders

Barriers perceived by volunteers pertained to environmental

factors such as elements in nature or aspects of safety and risk

associated with skiing and horseback riding. Ellie talked

specifically about skiers (e.g., individuals with autism spectrum

disorder) who experience challenges related to sensory

experiences that can make it difficult for them to tolerate

certain types of tactile and auditory stimulation that may exist

around ski resorts:

For a lot of my students with autism, the lift, the whole lift thing is really

scary for them, it is a new sound and feeling. The chair we were on was

a diesel run chair, which was very loud.

Challenges were slightly different for horseback riders, due

to the nature of the sport. Gina noted that, ‘‘Many riders are

afraid to get on.’’ Riding volunteers also discussed specific

barriers around communication. Gina also commented that,

‘‘It’s so varied, we have some [riders] that have no speech or

very limited speech. Verbal communication is limited and then

just being comfortable on the horse is challenging.’’

Barriers for Families and Caregivers

Volunteers noted direct and indirect costs associated with

participation in the skiing and riding activities. Besides paying

for the program fees, the volunteers described a number of

associated costs that served as barriers for some families who

wished to participate with their child (or significant other) with

complex communication needs. These included lift tickets,
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equipment rental, transportation to and from the remote

facilities, and even riding or skiing lessons for those who were

not very skilled at riding or skiing.

Successful Program Supports

The information from volunteers in this area has implications

for increasing participation and reducing opportunity and

access barriers as defined in the Participation Model (Beukelman

& Mirenda, 2013). The volunteers shared their unique skills,

effective teaching strategies, and methods to engage skiers and

riders who presented with a range of physical, cognitive, and/or

communicative disabilities. Experienced volunteers contribute

to the success of programs in many ways. In the ski setting,

volunteers discussed training in the use of specialized equip-

ment to support skiers and encourage greater independence. In

the therapeutic riding setting, volunteers discussed the import-

ance of the rider/horse relationship, which can positively impact

‘a rider’s overall performance’. Finally, the volunteers noted that

successful programs are those that have volunteers who are

capable of educating the general public about adaptive sports

and recreation. Five volunteers spoke positively about their role

as ambassadors for therapeutic riding and adaptive skiing.

Volunteer Skills and Strategies

All volunteers shared specific skills they brought to the

experience and discussed the advantages of having a diverse

group of individuals with a range of talents. Some volunteers

described themselves as expert skiers or riders while others

indicated strong interpersonal and pragmatic skills. Volunteers

expressed an interest in participating in continuing education

in order to enhance their technical skills or learn more about

interacting and supporting people with disabilities and com-

plex communication needs. Betty, who described herself as an

expert skier, shared that she is open to learning teaching

strategies that could assist her in supporting her students: ‘‘I

am always striving to learn more things and strategies to help

students gain independence and confidence.’’

Equipment and Animals

All of the ski volunteers talked about the importance of

specialized adaptive ski equipment. Volunteers noted that

various types of skis and other accessories exist to ensure

safety and accommodate skiers with physical disabilities in

areas such as balance and/or mobility. In therapeutic riding, all

of the volunteers mentioned the important role of the horse

and the unique horse/rider connection that develops as part of

the experience. Gina mentioned how riders and horses relate

to each other: ‘‘In therapeutic riding, the horse is the one that’s

part of what’s forming the learning experience and it’s also the

way the rider and the horse connect that’s important.’’

Visibility and Community Interaction

Volunteers discussed how successful programs promote visi-

bility and community interaction with the general public.

Because program sites are located in the community, either as

part of a public ski area or on farms that include local riders

who board horses, volunteers indicated frequent interactions

with community members. Frank shared that, ‘‘Our presence

out there is helping to kind of spread the word about people

with disabilities and that they are doing some cool and exciting

things.’’ Adaptive ski and therapeutic riding programs rely

upon relationships that are formed in the community and

depend on community members for recruitment of new

volunteers, assistance with fundraising, and making connec-

tions for future participation with families and/or individual

skiers and riders with complex communication needs.

Who are the Skiers and Riders?

In understanding participation, it is critical to know the

communication needs and skills of individuals with complex

communication needs. Because communication needs are

highly individualized, each volunteer was asked to reference

a single skier or rider with complex communication needs to

frame a needs and skills discussion. Volunteers talked about

individuals with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS), autism,

traumatic brain injury, and multiple disabilities such as visual

deficits and/or physical challenges. The following two sub-

themes emerged.

People Relying on Unaided Modes

Volunteers consistently reported limited use of aided commu-

nication and specifically high-technology devices across

settings. Some volunteers discussed frequently relying on

unaided modalities to support communication and one

volunteer stated that in some recreational settings additional

challenges exist that may hinder the use of communication

devices (e.g., cold weather, snow). Most volunteers did not

have an explanation for why aided AAC was not observed in

these settings. One volunteer mentioned a communication

board used during a riding lesson, and Betty discussed a skier

with ALS who she knows has an aided communication system

but does not tend to use it at the program site or bring it out

onto the snow while skiing. Curt provided additional thoughts

on this matter:

I don’t see amazingly, very many students, rolling in with touchscreen

communication devices. . . it is not happening and it is not there. I don’t

see people using handheld devices nearly as much as they could. I am

still trying to wrap my brain around why that stuff is missing? You

would think at our program site it would be rampant, but I just don’t

see it.

Frank noted the implications of not having access to aided

communication in the adaptive ski setting. He spoke about his

persistent reliance on unaided communication strategies and

the limitations he has faced by not being able to understand

his students’ responses as he attempts to extend and expand

upon conversational topics and interactions:

Something that I have come to learn is to engage students in

conversation. . .it was a bit difficult at first, cause you’re posing

questions to them that they may only be able to answer yes/no, to

be able to formulate all of your conversation around a simple yes or no
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answer is challenging and over time you start to learn how you can get

beyond that.

Adventure seekers

Volunteers recognized skiers and riders as confident and

resilient when faced with stepping out of their personal

comfort zone. Abraham stated:

I think it can be life changing, literally life changing, especially for

people who have never done it or people getting back out after an

injury and thought maybe these things were not possible again.

Frank spoke about one of the students that he supported:

I think of him and I just think of determination. . .when I see him come

in the door he has such grit and determination. He is on his crutches

and he is grinding hard, he is a strong guy physically, emotionally and

it’s like yeah, this guy has some grit, just unbelievable, you see

that drive.

Discussion

In some cases physical access is a major barrier to participating

in certain activities. The nature of adapted sport activities is

such that many physical accommodations have been made to

assist people with disabilities in accessing the sport. Adaptive

ski equipment and horses that have been acclimated to the

activities that occur in therapeutic riding are visible supports in

understanding how potential barriers to access can be

managed. The volunteers themselves are also a major part of

this adapted structure across natural contexts. Without them,

the equipment is not enough. Volunteers under the guidance

of program directors and recreational therapists have been

successful in making sport and outdoor activities physically

accessible to everyone in society (Lundberg, Bennet, & Smith,

2011; McAvoy, Smith, & Rynders, 2006). Many types of

opportunity barriers have been eliminated, in large part

because of the work of volunteers in settings of adaptive

sport and outdoor recreation. Understanding successful and

enduring volunteers helps to gain perspective into not only

barriers to participation that may occur over time but also the

supports that lead to lasting efforts and sustainable change.

Skilled Volunteers to Skilled Communication Partners

The volunteers in this study already have an orientation to be

critical supports for not just physical access but also commu-

nication and participation access. There are three main pieces

of evidence to support their readiness to do even more, and

these have to do with Social Exchange Theory, volunteers’

accumulated knowledge and skills, and volunteers’ observa-

tions of unmet communication needs.

The volunteers who participated in this study became

involved with adapted sport because of a personal connection,

passion for the sport, or curiosity. They continue as volunteers

because of the lasting benefits for themselves, the riders, and

skiers and their families. Social Exchange Theory (Nye, 1979)

provides a framework to explain and integrate the benefits and

perceived benefits that these volunteers reported for skiers and

riders. The idea that human beings are motivated to act out of

self-interest is the foundation of social exchange theory (White,

Klein, & Martin, 2015). In the current study, the notion of self-

interest is defined by not only extrinsic and intrinsic benefits

for volunteers but also the perceived extrinsic and intrinsic

benefits predicted for people with disabilities and complex

communication needs. The success, accomplishments, and

experiences of the skiers and riders fuel the motivation for

these volunteers to remain active partners in the program.

Volunteers in this study provided rich information to inform

professionals about the adaptations and supports that are used

to reduce specific opportunity barriers. They maintained a

problem-solving orientation, with some even framing barriers

as opportunities. The experienced volunteers discussed being

committed partners who demonstrate positive attitudes that

support inclusion and meaningful community participation.

This type of full participation moves beyond simply being pre-

sent in the community and may assist in reducing stereotypical

negative attitudes that may exist towards people with complex

communication needs (Balandin, 2011; Dattilo et al., 2008).

It is difficult to have detailed information about all aspects

of a skier or rider, and many of the volunteers in the study

reported not knowing about communication systems in use

outside of skiing or riding. Some of the volunteers recognized

the unmet communication needs of the skiers and riders they

support and one volunteer even reported surprise at not

seeing more AAC in the current world of mobile devices. The

Participation Model (Beukelman & Mirenda, 2013) describes

access barriers related to the personal capabilities of individ-

uals with complex communication needs and/or the physical

availability of AAC systems. The sentiment of the experienced

volunteers was one of ‘‘making communication work’’ but

adaptations they undertook were primarily in relation to

physical participation in the activity.

Potential and Possibilities of Recreational Settings

Many opportunities for communication and interaction exist

around the entire recreational experience. As a result of

gaining the perspectives of experienced volunteers, it is

evident that these individuals are ideal candidates for com-

munication skills intervention and the nature of adapted sport

activities also make them potentially rich sources for mean-

ingful communication opportunities. The specific activity of

skiing or riding may be the key focus point; however, the

periods of time before and after the activity are also rich with

opportunities for communication and social interaction.

Volunteers in the study stated the importance of activity-

specific communication related to basic wants and needs and

choice making; however, they also discussed interactions that

occur outside of the specific lessons. These more informal

interactions that occur around the activity, may be equally

important in order to allow volunteers and people with

complex communication needs more opportunities to com-

municate and build relationships.

Because it may be challenging to use aided AAC during a

skiing or riding lesson, volunteers in adaptive sport programs

are in a position to support additional communication
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opportunities at other points in the experience. For example,

they could facilitate the use of AAC after a lesson for debriefing

or sharing the experience with family and friends. Recently,

Hajjar and McCarthy (2015) delivered an intervention to teach

riding volunteers to enhance communication opportunities

before, after and even outside of riding sessions through

systematically collecting artifacts to share with others about

their riding lesson. Adaptive sport volunteers can play a critical

role in enhancing the entire experience for people with

complex communication needs by offering more opportunities

for communication, encouraging use of AAC, and engaging

in consistent communication with caregivers and other

stakeholders.

Recommendations

The key recommendations arising from this research focus on

reducing knowledge and access barriers. Experienced volun-

teers do not typically have consistent opportunities to collab-

orate and learn from speech-language pathologists (SLPs) or

related professionals. On the other hand, professionals may be

unaware of the types of opportunities for communication,

interaction, and meaningful participation that exist across

active recreational settings. It is possible that through collab-

oration and discussion between professionals, families and

people with complex communication needs, appropriate AAC

strategies could be developed and used that match the needs

and skills of riders and skiers while increasing the knowledge

and skills of volunteers. Table 3 contains recommendations

that support a unified approach to implementation of AAC

strategies through shared knowledge and expertise between

volunteers, SLPs, and related professionals.

Recommendations for Volunteers

Experienced volunteers take on an important leadership role

when assisting people with complex communication needs as

they access active recreation. They come to the experience

with a range of skills and background experiences and are

open to new learning as they are frequently called upon to be

mentors to less experienced volunteers. Based on the per-

spectives from the experienced volunteers in this study,

recommendations are proposed for volunteers across adaptive

sport and recreation settings in the areas of communication

enhancement, training, and collaboration with caregivers and

professionals.

Recommendations for SLPs and Related Professionals

Speech-language pathologists (and related professionals)

could have a significant impact on enhancing communica-

tion and social exchange for people with complex commu-

nication needs during active recreation. Even though

community-based recreation settings are not typical loca-

tions for SLPs, it would be beneficial to establish a direct or

consultative role with programs that are in the vicinity of

their work and home settings. SLPs would be helpful in

maximizing accessible communication that respects the

unique demands and features of the recreational activity.

Because volunteers in this study expressed a desire to learn

new information about how to support skiers and riders, it is

likely they may be willing to work with SLPs, caregivers, and

families to ensure that AAC is part of the experience as

much as possible.

Considerations from the recreational setting could impact

assessment decisions related to AAC. SLPs who make recom-

mendations for AAC systems need to consider an individual’s

range of interests outside of the home, school or work

environment. If AAC evaluations are occurring across the

lifespan, it may be important to consider settings of recreation

and the portability and durability requirements of a system if

an individual frequently accesses these programs.

Limitations of the Study

Experienced volunteers were recruited from three programs

across the Northeast region of the United States and cannot be

considered as representative of other groups. The activities of

skiing and horseback riding attract specific types of volunteers

that may be different to volunteers who assist with other types

of community-based recreation.

The authors also recognize that the perspectives of

experienced volunteers (more than 3 years of volunteering)

may be different from those of less experienced or unsuccess-

ful volunteers. For example, since the interviewees in this study

all had positive experiences and had remained in their role for

more than 3 years, their contributions in discussing barriers

and challenges may be different than the perspectives of less

Table 3. Summary of recommendations to enhance communicative and social interactions between volunteers and skiers and riders with complex communication
needs.

Suggestions for volunteers � Identify opportunities for communication around the entire experience
� Gather information about all methods that skiers and riders use to communicate
� Model effective communication methods for volunteers with less experience
� Seek consult from key stakeholders to solve problems and expand opportunities
� Assist in digitally capturing the experience to share and debrief after skiing or

riding lesson

Suggestions for SLPs and related professionals � Provide direct and/or consult service to programs, volunteers, and skiers and riders
� Conduct trainings and clinics to provide an overview of communication strategies
� Offer individual consultation and education to experienced volunteers
� Assist in generating language content and specific vocabulary, visuals and

media for AAC systems
� Consider recreational settings when making assessment decisions about AAC
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experienced or unsuccessful volunteers who have decided to

stop volunteering.

Directions for Future Research

Because the experienced volunteers discussed limited use of

aided communication in settings of adaptive sport and

recreation, further investigation in this area is necessary. It

would be beneficial to determine why individuals with

complex communication needs may or may not use aided

communication across recreational settings. It is possible

that skiers and riders may not have aided AAC systems or

perhaps caregivers and other stakeholders do not realize

the potential opportunities that exist for enhancing com-

munication around the entire experience by using aided

communication.

In order to expand on the views of the volunteers and

gain a more holistic perspective of the experience, it will be

important to speak with people with complex communica-

tion needs and their families who participate in active

recreation and adaptive sport. These individuals could

provide insights to program directors and other stakeholders

about the value of recreational programs and how people

with complex communication needs use the skills they have

gained during the experience across other aspects of their

lives. It would also be interesting to analyze differences

between individuals with complex communication needs

who have more experience and those who are trying an

active recreational activity for the first time. Through partici-

pation in more active recreational programs it is possible that

intrinsic skills such as confidence, resilience, and motivation

may be enhanced or grow and carry-over into other settings

such as school or work.

Conclusion

This study brings attention to the areas of recreation and

adaptive sport for individuals with complex communication

needs. The findings suggest that recreational settings provide

important opportunities for people with disabilities to

meaningfully participate, communicate with others, and

engage in positive social experiences. Volunteers are an

integral component of this experience, and identification of

facilitators and barriers inherent in supporting adaptive

leisure experiences offers valuable insights into the factors

that contribute to successful engagement with such com-

munity programs. The authors are hopeful that a discussion

of the positive impacts of adaptive sport and recreation will

encourage other individuals with complex communication

needs to participate and seek out these types of programs

in their local and regional communities. Furthermore, the

recommendations suggested by the authors have been

generated in order to support increased advocacy, collabor-

ation, and communication between stakeholders who are

involved in making these experiences happen for people

with complex communication needs. Based on the results

from this study, it is evident that volunteers who support

people with complex communication needs in active

recreational pursuits are in an ideal position to enhance

opportunities for communication, reduce barriers to partici-

pation, and maximize enjoyment for skiers and riders around

the entire experience.
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