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BACKGROUND

Risky Play and Children with Disabilities
• Risky play is challenging and exciting play with the possibility of physical

injury, failure, or emotional harm.1,2 Risky play allows children opportunities
for pleasure, resilience, and social/physical development.3

• Children with disabilities such as autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and
intellectual disability (ID) may benefit more from risky play than their typically
developing peers. Risky play can mitigate pediatric obesity, help children
develop autonomy and decision-making, and learn to problem-solve in social
situations4-9

• School recess can provide an opportunity for risky play, but only if adults are
willing to step back and allow children to manage risks
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Staff Culture: Influences on an Intervention
• We found varied results across the five schools that participated – some

children experienced benefits from the intervention (i.e., increased coping
skills, more cooperative play), while others showed little or no change

• Differences in staff culture at schools have the potential to impact the way
staff engage with a novel intervention10-12

THE PRESENT STUDY

Hypothesis
Differences in staff culture surround play, disability, and risk influenced 
intervention implementation and results.

Research Questions
1. What was the staff culture (i.e., shared beliefs, norms, values, and practices)

surrounding disability, play/recess, and risk-taking that characterized each of
the two schools?

2. How did staff culture differentially influence how staff engaged with the
intervention and, subsequently, the quantitative outcomes?

METHODS

Multiple Case Study
• We conducted a qualitative, multiple case study using Yin’s26 cross-case

synthesis approach to explore the influence of staff culture on the intervention
• We selected two schools as instrumental cases (see Results)

Data Sources
• Semi-structured, evaluative interviews conducted with school staff
• Context reports and field notes
• Semi-structured interviews with members of the intervention team

Within-Case Analysis
•Thematic analysis of data

from each school
•Created themes describing

staff culture at each school

Analysis

Cross-Case Synthesis
•Examine patterns across the

schools
•Generate theoretical

propositions explaining the
phenomenon across cases

RESULTS: Within-Case Analysis

School A School B
About Small private school exclusively for children with 

ASD. High SES area.
Large public school with specialized program for 
children with ASD/ID. Low SES area. High refugee 
population.

Quantitative Results No change in coping skills, play sophistication, or 
engagement in play

Increases in coping skills, play sophistication, 
and engagement in play
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Disability Makes Our Children Different
“Working here, it’s really different to where play is 
anywhere else. Just trying to teach kids that don’t 
even get the basic foundations of interacting with 
others. Yeah, just a completely different 
experience here than in other settings” (Teacher 
A2)

High Expectations For Children with Disabilities
“We're always working towards – with high 
expectations or, ‘Of course you can do that; of 
course, you can do that because other kids can 
do that.’” (SU Teacher B1)

Culture around Play The Playground is a Pedagogical Place
“Everything we do throughout the day, we’re 
prompting the kids, and our playground time is an 
actual programmed lesson, play lessons, where 
we’re teaching social foundation skills” (Teacher 
A2)

Inconsistent Beliefs about Play and Recess
“A brain break” (MS Teacher B3)

“They, they're learning how to, um, create 
friendships and learning how to maintain friend-
ships. They're learning how to play safely, um, 
abiding by their own rules of the games that 
they're playing.” (MS Teacher B2)

Culture around Risk Keeping Control Over Risk and Challenge
“Kids who climb all the time and I see… that 
they’ve got really great gross motor skills, I’d be 
more likely to step back and let them climb to the 
top of the tree, than I would a kid who trips over 
all the time and spends most of their time on the 
floor or falling over.” (Teacher A1) 

Preventing Risk Before it Happens
“We're just ensuring that, um, there's no hot 
spots happening and, um, the teachers that are, 
that are on duty are, you know, walking where 
they need to walk and stopping those little hot 
spots from you know, becoming enraged fires.” 
(MS Teacher B2) 

RESULTS: Cross-Case Synthesis
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CONCLUSION

• Staff culture around play and disability impacted the way staff engaged with
the intervention. When cultures aligned with the assumptions underlying the
intervention, staff were engaged and motivated. When cultures did not align,
staff hesitated to participate.

• Adults’ beliefs about children with disabilities may impact the extent to which
children can benefit from new experiences: high expectations are key.

• Adults’ beliefs about play may limit or expand the opportunities they allow
children of all abilities.

• Culture around risk may shift after engaging in this intervention, but only if
existing cultures around disability and play are also addressed.

• Researchers/interventionists must examine the assumptions embedded in
their interventions and tailor the interventions to address existing cultures
present in schools or other organizations
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