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ABSTRACT 
 
The benefits of physical activity (PA) participation are well documented, and yet many students with disabilities remain 
inactive. Approximately 19 % of U.S. undergraduate students have a disability and this is an 8 % increase since a decade 
ago. As the number of college/university students with disabilities (CUSD) is consistently increasing, it is important to 
provide equal opportunities for this population to be physically active. While inactivity raises health concerns for all college 
students, literature reveals that CUSD are less physically active than those without disabilities and/or CUSD may not know 
much about college PA opportunities on campus. This suggests that there might not be enough college PA programs available 
for CUSD.  The purpose of this paper is to provide the importance of PA programs/courses for CUSD, college/university 
students without disabilities, and faculty. In addition, we will identify possible challenges to designing and implementing 
college PA programs for CUSD and strategies to better manage those challenges based on a review of the existing literature. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Benefits of Physical Activity 

Evidence regarding the health benefits of physical activity (PA) has been well documented. For example, regular participation in PA can 
lower the risk for early death, and prevent several chronic diseases, such as cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, cancer and obesity 
(Warburton et al., 2006). Despite recognition of the numerous benefits of PA, many people remain sedentary including college and 
university students. PA levels have decreased from high school to college and typically college and university students are less physically 
active compared to their childhood (Calestine et al., 2017; López-Valenciano et al., 2021). Due to inactivity, obesity is one of the growing 
concerns in this population. The American College Health Association (2019) reported that approximately 38% of college students 
reported being overweight (Body mass index at least 25 or higher). In addition, PA levels among university students were significantly 
reduced during the COVID-19 (López-Valenciano et al., 2021).  

College and University Students with Disabilities (CUSD) 

The number of students with disabilities pursuing higher education has been increasing over the years (Yoh et al., 2008). According to the 
National Center for Education Statistics [NCES] (2021), 19 percent of all undergraduates enrolled in the U.S. reported having a disability 
in 2015-2016, and this is an 8 percent increase since 2011-2012. Literature has shown that College and university students with disabilities 
(CUSD) are not meeting the recommended amount of PA and are less physically active than students without disabilities. For example, 
Ùbeda-Colomer et al. (2019b) surveyed 1,103 university students with disabilities to examine whether they are achieving the World Health 
Organization (WHO) PA recommendation of at least 150 minutes of moderate-intensity or 75 minutes of vigorous-intensity each week for 
adults. The study found that 72.2% of the study participants did not meet the recommendation of 75-minute activity, 80.3% of them did 
not meet the recommendation of 150-minute activity, and 63.1% did not meet any of these recommendations (Ùbeda-Colomer et al., 
2019b). In addition, another study done by Yoh et al. (2008) reported that the usage of and satisfaction with campus recreation facilities 
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among CUSD were significantly low. Yoh's study found that 68% of college students with physical disabilities used less than 5 times per 
semester and approximately 37% of them have never used campus recreation facilities.    

Lack of Effort for PA Promotion Among CUSD 

While PA promotion for adults with disabilities is emphasized in the literature, CUSD are often overlooked and there is less attempt to 
promote PA opportunities for college students (Milroy et al., 2012). Low levels of PA of CUSD raise serious concern because the level of 
PA in higher education has significantly decreased post-graduation (Wilson et al., 2020). As mentioned previously, WHO recommends PA 
at least 150 minutes of moderate-intensity or 75 minutes of vigorous-intensity each week for adults (“World Health Organization: Physical 
Activity.” 2020). In order to make CUSD meet the recommended amount of PA, providing more PA opportunities for CUSD on campuses 
are needed. Therefore, this paper is intended to address several areas in terms of the importance of PA programs/courses for CUSD. 
Furthermore, discuss how college/university students without disabilities are also impacted and the benefits for faculty members. In 
addition, we will identify possible challenges and strategies to designing and implementing college PA programs for CUSD and further 
point out the lack of awareness of the programs available. Lastly, discuss the opportunities and accessibility along with the lack of 
motivation for participation in these PA programs. 

 

IMPORTANCE OF COLLEGE/UNIVERSITY PA PROGRAMS 
 
This systematic review protocol was prepared in accordance with the Preferred Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis Protocols 
(PRISMA-P) 2015 statement and was reported using the PRISMA statement as guidance (Moher, et al., 2015). 
 
Regulatory Compliance 

College PA programs for CUSD benefit the health of the campus community members and must adhere to certain laws and regulations. 
There are colleges that offer programs/classes for students with chronic conditions, disabilities, or limitations, such as Citrus College and 
West Valley College (“Citrus College DSPS EAC 090 flyer,” 2022; “West Valley College,” 2022). Based on federal law of Americans with 
Disabilities, colleges must provide individuals with and without disabilities equal opportunity to participate in physical education and PA 
(National Association for Sport and Physical Education [NASPE], 2007). According to a position statement from the NASPE (2007), “all 
colleges and universities uphold a PA instructional program for students as a strong and integral part of the academic curriculum” (p. 1). 
Similar to the United States, the United Kingdom has disability rights in regards to physical activity, such as the Special Education Needs 
and Disability Act (Haegele et al., 2017). Thus, providing college PA programs for students with disabilities is regulatory compliance.  

Benefits for CUSD 

Literature found that PA provides positive health effects for individuals with disabilities. For example, a systematic review done by 
Plotnikoff and colleagues (2015) found that PA interventions affect the improvement of health outcomes, such as PA and weight reduction 
for university students. In addition, Jo et al. (2018) found that muscle endurance in adults with intellectual disabilities (ID) significantly 
improved with a 12-week exercise program. PA also has positive effects on the psychological health of individuals with disabilities, such 
as improving self-efficacy in adults with ID, reducing depression in patients with a chronic illness, and improving problem-focused coping 
to reduce stress in university students (Herring et al., 2012; Jo et al., 2018; Kim & McKenzie, 2014). Besides several health benefits, there 
is evidence that PA participation contributes to improving brain function. A review done by Casebolt et al. (2017) reported that 
college/university PA programs could increase students’ PA and positively influence the academic success of college students. In their 
review (Casebolt et al., 2017), participation in PA contributes to improved brain function, such as learning, memory, concentration, 
attention, and information processing. As a result, these cognitive attributes are associated with improvement in academic success.  

Benefits for College/University Students without Disabilities 

University's PA programs are courses or programs that are offer across the campus to promote physical activity for those who participate. 
This includes those with and without physical disabilities (Valis & Gonzalez, 2016). These programs offered for students with or without 
disabilities can also be use as service learning opportunities. Service learning is a pedagogical approach that connects discipline specific 
knowledge to practice through out-of-classroom activities (Bishop & Driver, 2007; Roper & Santiago, 2014, & Watson et al., 2002). 
Through service learning, students can connect with class curriculum, and they can develop leadership skills (Bishop & Driver, 2007, & 
Wurr & Hamilton, 2012). Research found that service learning has positively affect students’ attitudes toward people with disabilities. 
Lawson et al. (2016) found that college students who participated in community service involving direct contact with people with 
disabilities had positive attitudes toward them after the service learning experience.  

Benefits of PA Programs for Faculty 

Offering and developing adapted PA classes and programs for CUSD also provide benefits for faculty. One of the benefits for faculty is that 
it helps to promote learning for students (Bishop & Driver, 2007). Typically, faculty work alongside the students to run the PA programs 
by helping them to increase the level of understanding in the subject knowledge through hands-on experience for CUSD and increase 
student engagement in the classroom (Bishop & Driver, 2007; Chabot & Holben, 2003). Integrating PA as a component in a class can be 
beneficial for both faculty and students because it enhances subject knowledge and problem-solving abilities (Bishop & Driver, 2007). 
Another faculty benefit from PA programs is providing research opportunities by testing the effectiveness of the programs (Bishop & Driver, 
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2007). Consequently, working with students for these programs can contribute to improving student-faculty relationships (Bishop & 
Driver, 2007; Eyler et al., 2001). For instance, frequent interactions with students can provide opportunities for faculty to learn more 
about students and be able to guide and meet the needs of students with disabilities (Bishop & Driver, 2007).  
 

STRATEGIES TO OVERCOME CHALLENGES 
 

Constraint 

There are several challenges when it comes to participation in PA programs. For example, recruiting people with disabilities to participate 
in PA programs can be a real difficult task. Recruiting individuals is not only a challenge for disability related studies but also one of the 
major difficulties for PA programs (Richard et al., 2015). Leisure constraints play a role in having difficulty in recruitment. There are three 
types of leisure constraints; it includes intrapersonal, interpersonal, and structural constraints (Allar & Taliaferro, 2014). These 
constraints have kept students from being able to participate in campus recreation activities. Intrapersonal constraints are defined as 
affecting an individual’s ability to participate in leisure activities and it can vary from person to person, especially those who rely on other 
people’s support. This may include personal trainers, friends, companions, or family members (Leung, Siebert, & Yun, 2017). On the other 
hand, structural constraints are inhibitors that keep one from being able to participate in leisure activities because of lack of access to 
transportation, facility’s access due to American Disabilities Act (ADA) compliance, and the cost of the program in itself (Piercy et al., 
2018). Furthermore, Jehue et al. (1999) pointed out the factors that influence leisure participation by including their individual interest, 
the area where the facility is located, the proximity and accessibility of the facility, and those around the individual that encourage them to 
participate. In the case of university students, these leisure constraints prevent them from being able to actively participate in campus’ 
leisure recreation (Bult et al., 2011). 

Lack of Awareness by CUSD 

Based on the findings from previous literature, university student participants often were unaware of PA programs or facilities on campus. 
Hsu et al. (2021) found that nearly 70% of college students with disabilities reported that they used campus recreation facilities less than 
five times per semester and also nearly 40% of them have never used the facilities. This suggests a potential gap between awareness of 
opportunities and the existing programs on campus. A study done by Jaarsma et al. (2019) reported that students may not receive 
information about PA opportunities even if the school is advertising or distributing them. These findings suggest that practitioners should 
focus efforts to improve communication between the PA centers, the school, and CUSD. Jaarsma et al. (2019) suggests that improving 
communication about PA opportunities for people with disabilities can be achieved by providing more specific communication about PA 
programs, expanding communication networks, and using multiple methods to promote PA opportunities. 

Lack of Opportunities & Accessibility 

Although facility accessibility is legally mandated, the lack of opportunities and accessibility remains a major barrier to PA for people with 
disabilities (Mulligan & Nichols-Dunsmuir, 2017). Budget issues and time may limit opportunities to rebuild facilities (Rimmer et al., 
2016). If this is the case, equipment modification and curriculum adjustments should be made so that the programs are inclusive and 
accessible for college students with disabilities (Úbeda-Colomer et al., 2019a). To make the adjustments, it is important to understand the 
unique characteristics of various disabilities to identify the needs of students in college PA programs (Úbeda-Colomer et al., 2019a). 
Activities should be modified, and curriculum should be adjusted to match students’ ability level (Úbeda-Colomer et al., 2019a; Choi, 
2020). According to Choi et al. (2020), additional factors, such as positive attitude toward people with disabilities, collaborative support 
with instructors, peer-tutoring, and additional in-service learning training is essential for successful inclusion.   
 Moreover, financial constraints put all students including those with disabilities the opportunity to participate in sport and physical 
activity (Lee, & So, 2019). Lastly, a disadvantage for people with disabilities is to be able to access or participate in conventional sports 
activities due to the structure of team sport programs (Taub, Blinde, & Greer, 1999). 

Lack of Motivation for Participants 

Lack of motivation appears to be a consistent barrier to PA for people with disabilities (McDermott et al., 2022). In order to address this 
issue, PA preferences should be considered when planning, developing, and implementing college PA programs for students with 
disabilities. In addition to preferred types of PA, other factors related to PA participation should be considered, including the setting 
(facilities on campus vs somewhere else) and format (group vs. individual). Boman et al. (2013) reported that enjoyment in school-based 
PA programs is associated with high levels of PA participation. These results suggest program participation of college PA programs for 
students with disabilities depends on the perception of the PA as enjoyable. Other ways to increase enjoyment of the college PA programs 
for students with disabilities include reducing competitive activities and value participation rather than performance. Practitioners should 
emphasize the importance of PA with CUSD with PA-related workshops or other campus events.   
 Furthermore, college students are faced with social challenges going from high school to college. This is evident in academic 
performance especially those who are adjusting to college life. This ultimately creates a lack of motivation to participate in campus activities, 
let alone physical activities. Casebolt et al. (2017) research indicated that college students find it most difficult in their first semester and 
those who are failing tend to lack the motivation to participate in campus activities. This can lead to stress and prohibit from being able to 
participate in leisure activities and campus recreation activities (Devine, 2016). In addition, Pans et al. (2021) pointed out that first year 
college students drop out within the first semester because they are faced with many challenges and difficulty in adapting to the university 
environment. Therefore, stress is considered a major constraint to campus recreation participation among students with disabilities. 
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IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The importance of PA for people with disabilities and promoting PA for CUSD cannot be understated. There is also limited research on 
PA for CUSD that includes the lack of accessibility to the PA facilities and lack of effort to develop such programs/courses. As a result, 
CUSD are less active and often do not engage in their schools’ PA and recreational facilities. Based on the literature, there is much need 
for providing PA programs for students at colleges and universities. Campuses should address this issue by looking at what the needs area 
for students with disabilities beyond PA programs but other supportive programs to meet their needs. For example, Liu and Jung (2016) 
found that Physical Education programs offered by the university have influenced students’ motivation to participate in exercises outside 
of the classroom. Moreover, Ntoumanis (2001) found that having supportive programs has resulted in benefiting the student body 
including those with disabilities. Furthermore, this would provide an opportunity to elicit future research to be done due to lack of current 
literature. There is a lack of PA courses and programs for CUSD, little effort has been made to develop programs/courses. Not only lack of 
opportunities due to barriers and accessibility, but also other issues, such as motivation, lack of communication could be possible factors 
for this concern. Moreover, very little effort has been made to develop the effectiveness of the current program in PA on campus. As a 
result, awareness brings inclusive programs availability and lack of PA courses for people with disabilities. For example, recreation center 
currently does not have a PA program and campus administrators fails to offer PA programs in their universities. Based on the literature, 
there is much need in offering PA programs for people with disabilities. Campuses should address this issue by looking at what the needs 
are for students with disabilities beyond PA programs along with providing other supportive programs to meet their needs.   
 

SUMMARY 
The number of CUSD is increasing and the PA participation of this population is well below recommended PA levels. Inactivity habits 
remain or increase for this population with age. Under the federal mandate of Americans with Disabilities Act, CUSD should be given more 
PA opportunities. Literature suggests that promoting PA in colleges and universities are important for students since it leads to positive 
outcomes. PA programs/courses are not only beneficial for their health, but also can have a positive contribution to their academic 
performance. College and university students without disabilities can gain benefits such as deeper understanding of adapted PA related 
course materials, building leadership skills, and improving attitudes towards people with disabilities. Furthermore, leisure constraints 
such as intrapersonal, interpersonal, and structural have limited students’ participation in campus recreation. In addition, communication 
in regard to PA opportunities for people with disabilities on campus has been lacking. The need to expand communication networks and 
promote PA opportunities must be in place. Moreover, accessibility must be made available with equipment modification and curriculum 
adjustments so that programs are inclusive and accessible for all college students including those with disabilities. Lastly, creating a 
motivation environment that reduces competitive activities and value participation rather than performance should be addressed.  
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