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Physical activity levels in adults with intellectual
disabilities: The importance of physical education

ANA JOSE AGUIAR RODRIGUES ', DUARTE SOUSA, HELDER LOPES, JOAO PRUDENTE

Departamento de Educagéo Fisica e Desporto, Faculdade de Ciéncias Sociais, Universidade da Madeira,
Portugal

ABSTRACT

The relationship between physical activity levels and health indicators is widely reported in the literature.
However, the number of studies that characterize the physical activity profile in intellectually disabled adults
is still small. The aims of this study are: (i) to determine the levels of physical activity in adults with intellectual
disability, (ii) to study differences in physical activity levels between gender and between days with or without
physical education. A total of 78 subjects (41 males and 37 females) with intellectual disability (mild and
moderate), with a mean age of 30.18 + 8.55 years, participated in the study. The physical activity levels were
evaluated by pedometer (Yamax Digiwalkers SW-700), placed in two working days (one with Physical
Education and another without Physical Education classes). There were reduced levels of physical activity in
days with Physical Education (4865.21 + 1611.04) and without (3739.22 + 1243.34), clearly below the
recommended values. Men were more active compared to women, but only on days with Physical Education
(p <.05). In the days with Physical Education classes, there is a 24% increase in physical activity levels (27%
in men and 20% in women). The performance of physical education classes seems to have benefic effects
on physical activity levels, however, it is necessary to develop a study that helps to understand more deeply
the factors that influence the levels of physical activity in this population. Keywords: Intellectual disability;
Physical activity; Physical education; Adults.
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INTRODUCTION

The relationship between physical activity (PA) and health is widely reported in the scientific community
(Bouchard, Blair, & Haskell, 2018). Among adults with intellectual disabilities (ID), this relationship is also
reported, with indicators as obesity, lipid profile (Gawlik, Zwierzchowska, & Celebanska, 2018) and physical
fitness (Jo, Rossow-Kimball, & Lee, 2018). However, studies on people with intellectual disabilities are still
limited (Dairo, Collett, Dawes, & Oskrochi, 2016). Thus, the aims of this study are: (i) characterize the profile
of PA in adults with ID; (i) To study the differences in the PA profile between men and females, and between
days with and without Physical Education (PE) classes.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Participants
A total of 78 subjects (41 males and 37 females) with ID (mild and moderate), aged between 18 and 53 years
(30.18 + 8.55) participated in the study. All participants have PE classes, 120 to 180 minutes/week.

Measures
All participants were assessed in PA through the pedometer (Yamax Digiwalkers SW-700). Participants were
asked to use it for 2 working days, one with PE classes and another without.

Procedures

Participants were invited to participate, through informed consent signed by the tutor, as well as by the
organizations attended by the participants. The pedometers were placed for 2 working days contemplating a
day with and two without PE classes.

Analysis

The mean and standard deviation were used to describe the sample at the levels of PA. The Kolmogorov-
Smirnov test to analyse the normality of distributions in quantitative variables. The gender difference in PA
levels was determined using the Student T test. Pearson's correlations were used to determine the
association between age and PA levels. The Student T-test for paired samples was used to determine
differences in PA levels in the same subject between days with and without PE. The statistical software used
was SPSS version 25.0 and the level of significance was 5%.

RESULTS

Reduced levels of PA were observed on working days (3739.22+1243.34 and 4865.21£1611.04). The boys
are more active than girls, but only with statistical significance on days with PE classes (1(76)=2.674, p=.009).
There was no association between age and levels of PA(p>.05). There is a 24% increase in PA levels on
weekdays with PE classes, compared to days without PE classes. Statistically significant differences were
observed when the same subject was analysed on two days (male t(40)=5.957, p<.001; female (36)=4.664,
p<.001). The difference between the two days is of greater magnitude in the men’s comparatively the
woman'’s (increase of 27% Vs 20% in the levels of PA, in the days with PE), without statistical significance.
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Table 1. Description of daily physical activity levels by gender (mean * standard deviation)
Total (n=78) Men (n=41) Woman (n=37) t p

Physical activity day whit

Physical Education (steps. 4865.21+1611.04 5302.71+1818.8 4380.41+£1189.99 2.674 .009
Day)

Physical activity day without

Physical Education (steps. 3739.22+1243.34 3912.1241494.76  3547.62+972.03 1.324 .190
Day)

Difference between days with

and without Physical education 1125.99+1338.19 1390.58+1494.76 832.78+1086.07 1.868 .066
(steps. Day)

DISCUSSION

Similar to other studies, there were low levels of PA among participants with ID (Dairo et al., 2016; Hsieh,
Hilgenkamp, Murthy, Heller and Rimmer, 2017), values well below those recommended. The supply of PA
organized as PE classes represents an increase in PA levels. Even on days with PE classes, participants
have PA levels clearly below those recommended. The small differences between days with and without PE
deserve, in our view, the same emphasis, and the PE should be the object of future studies. In the same
way, we are aware of the limitations of our instrument, particularly in relation to its ability to deal with our
analysis. However, there is inconsistent evidence of the effects of interventions to improve levels of physical
activity in individuals with ID (Hassan, Landorf, Shields, & Munteanu, 2019). This aspect seems to indicate
that behaviour is complex and sustained by multiple personal factors and involvement (Bossink, van der
Putten, & Vlaskamp, 2017). Thus, it is essential to develop studies that deepen the conception, dynamization
and evaluation of intervention programs (Bossink et al., 2017; Brooker, van Dooren, McPherson, Lennox, &
Ware, 2015). Due to the reduced values of PA and the lower effect of the classes of PE in the levels of PA,
women should be a priority group of study and intervention.

CONCLUSIONS

There is a reduced level of physical activity among adults with intellectual impairment. Physical Education
classes contribute to increases in physical activity levels. However, it is crucial to deepen the knowledge
about the physical activity profile of this population and to promote the conception, dynamization and
evaluation of a physical activity promotion program.
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