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ABSTRACT: This study investigated the obstacles faced by learners 
with high-functioning autism (HFA) in pursuing careers in sports, 
at a special school in Johannesburg, South Africa. It explored 
strategies that these learners can use to overcome obstacles they 
may experience in pursuing careers in sports. This research uses 
a qualitative methodology with an intrinsic case study design. It 
includes both primary data. It will be easier to understand the 
narratives if the primary data are included.  This research uses 
purposive sampling to select eighteen participants, namely six 
teachers, six parents and six learners with HFA. Data were 
collected through focus group interviews, semi-structured 
interviews, art-based career collages and document analysis. The 
data were analyzed through thematic analysis based on Braun and 
Clarke (2013)’s steps of data analysis. The findings show that 
these learners face numerous obstacles in pursuing sports careers 
due to a lack of resources, inadequate facilities, lack of parental 
involvement, discrimination, inadequate training of teachers, lack 
of sporting activities, and lack of appropriate school structures. 
The learners face personal obstacles, including verbal, writing, 
social, interactional, and behavioral deficiencies. The findings 
indicate a need to provide these learners with adequate and 
relevant resources and facilities at home, school, and elsewhere 
to tackle these obstacles. 

 
INTRODUCTION 

A sport is a physical activity learners with HFA perform for entertainment, to earn an income, 
to participate more actively in class activities, and develop their problem-solving skills (Ayvazoglu et 
al., 2015; Ke & Moon, 2018; Potvin et al., 2013). The above views would mean that learners with HFA 
are likely to generate money as they enjoy participating in a variety of sports like being soccer, netball, 
cricket, handball or rugby players. Also, learners with HFA’s participation in sports activities is also 
likely to help them to participate well in problem-solving tasks related to sports in the classroom. 

Sport in particular, plays a critical role among learners with HFA in terms of promoting the 
physical and intellectual wellness of these learners (Jamieson, 2010; Potvin et al., 2013). A learner 
with HFA partaking in sports activities is likely to appear stronger physically as well as having good 
intellectual capabilities to perform well in academic class tasks. The significance of sport also comes 
from its ability to foster socialisation, sportsmanship, peace, competition, excitement, and 
interaction among people of diverse backgrounds, as captured in studies by Cheng et al. (2022), Clark 
& Parette (2002), Jaarsma et al. (2015), Mhlarhi (2017), Ramirez et al. (2009), Reiman (2008), and J. 
Vosloo & du Toit (2023). Participating in various sporting activities can benefit learners with 
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disabilities and other stakeholders in the sporting sector. For instance, sporting activities promote 
healthy habits and prevent diseases (Jaarsma et al., 2015; Reiman, 2008; Wegner & Struthers, 2011). 

 As a result of participating in different physical sports, such as running, jogging, jumping, 
kicking, throwing, catching, or heading a ball, participants might become stronger and fitter. 
Participating in practical sporting activities could also increase learners’ with HFA participation in 
academic and practical sporting lessons. Despite the above perspectives, learners with HFA face 
multiple obstacles throughout their lives, including in sports (Ke & Moon, 2018; Potvin et al., 2013). 
It has been shown that learners with HFA have faced obstacles throughout history, including in sports 
(Potvin et al., 2013). It has been found that learners with HFA encounter difficulties in sports because 
of communication, social and interactional deficits, problematic behaviours, and a lack of sporting 
skills (Potvin et al., 2013). As a result of the above deficits, learners with HFA might have difficulty 
participating in a wide range of sports activities, both among themselves and with peers without 
disabilities. 

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) or autism refers to a life-long neurological condition or 
disability that describes a variety of disorders that prevent learners with such a condition from 
pursuing careers in sports, according to studies conducted by Ryan & Marshall (2018), Sekererayi 
(2022), and Silveira-Zaldivar & Curtis (2019). These disorders include communication, social, 
interactional, behavioral and sensory issues, as captured in studies about autism by Aubineau & 
Blicharska (2020) and Szidom et al. (2015). It seems that the above group of disorders illustrate the 
obstacles learners with HFA from a special school setting in South Africa face when pursuing careers 
in the sporting sector not just a mere hobby, but as an activity they may embark on in order to earn 
a living out of, starting from the classroom, where they should learn academically about careers in 
sport. 

For example, learners with HFA who lack communication, social, and interactional skills may 
find it challenging to comprehend information related to sports careers, designed to address 
obstacles they may encounter while pursuing various sports careers during career lessons with their 
teachers. In fact, findings from studies by Adamson et al. (1998), Fontana & Siriwichai (2022), 
McKenzie & Bennett (2022), and Richardson et al. (2021) suggest that a career refers to a lifelong 
source of livelihood that one aspires to pursue for their entire life with the sole purpose of generating 
funds.  

Thus, a learner with HFA may choose to work as a soccer player, a netball coach, a cricket 
player, a rugby player, or a sports commentator as a lifelong activity to generate money to buy 
desired items. Similarly, Fontana & Siriwichai (2022) and McKenzie & Bennett (2022) state that a 
career is a dynamic lifelong source of generating income over time. These views may present 
obstacles to career selection among learners with HFA in special schools. For instance, when 
presented with multiple career options, learners with HFA might find it difficult to choose between 
being an athlete, a swimmer, cyclist, or a sports administrator. Moreover, careers are selected based 
on personal, behavioral, societal, or environmental factors (Fontana & Siriwichai., 2022; McKenzie & 
Bennett, 2022; Richardson et al., 2021). 

These perspectives may help learners with HFA select their careers based on specific factors 
that may suit their sporting needs. Additionally, the views are linked to Bronfenbrenner’s bio-
ecological systems theory, which illustrates contextual obstacles experienced by learners in their 
pursuit of sports careers through its stages of learner development namely: micro-system, meso-
system, exo-system, macro-system, and the chrono-system (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner 
& Ceci, 1994; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Härkönen, 2007; Tudge et al., 2009). The micro-system 
includes parents, relatives, close friends, mentors, spouses, or other family members who regularly 
participate in developing a learner’s life over extended periods (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). 
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Therefore, a learner with HFA’s immediate and frequent interactions with family members may 
influence their socialization and support them in selecting sporting careers. On the other hand, the 
lack of interaction, career resources, and information about sports careers within families may hinder 
learners with HFA from selecting and developing careers in sports. The meso-system describes social 
obstacles experienced at school (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Härkönen, 2007). The above views are 
important in explaining how learners with HFA may encounter challenges in pursuing sports careers 
as they socialise and interact with various stakeholders within the school context. The lack of career 
resources, facilities, sports specialists, absence of a sports curriculum, and limited time for sports in 
special school settings may also describe obstacles faced by learners with HFA in their pursuit of 
sports careers within the school setting may obstruct learners with HFA’s participating in a variety of 
sports careers.  

Furthermore, the exo-system illustrates how learners face obstacles in all aspects of their lives 
due to external events, such as a parent’s workplace (Härkönen, 2007; Tudge et al., 2009). For 
example, a parent who does not earn enough money may struggle to provide the necessary resources 
and equipment for learners with HFA to pursue their sports careers. Additionally, generating money 
for tuition fees for learners with HFA to attend sports lessons at school may be a challenge if their 
parents and family members lack other means of income. The macro-system includes the group’s 
culture, sub-culture, and social context, where members share values or belief systems 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Härkönen, 2007; Tudge et al., 2009). 

 Therefore, the macro-system can help explore how local cultural and societal values create 
obstacles for learners with HFA attempting to pursue sports careers at a special school in 
Johannesburg. Finally, the chrono-system dimension of time (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) 
involves historical or successive transitional changes. The concept of time can reflect how the 
developmental trajectories of learners with HFA can create obstacles in their pursuit of sports careers 
over time. This may be expressed by learners with HFA themselves as they interact with other 
stakeholders in various societal settings. 

Generally, sport is very important for learners with HFA since it provides them with a chance to 
earn sponsorship from companies (Bricout et al., 2019; Jamieson, 2010). With sponsorship in hand, 
learners with HFA are likely to be able to enroll at sports institutions for the purpose of furthering 
their sports aspirations. Participating in sports activities provides significant benefits in terms of 
reducing problematic behaviours for learners with HFA (Ayvazoglu et al., 2015; Bricout et al., 2019). 
Thus, taking part in sporting activities such as swimming may calm a learner with HFA who exhibits 
problematic behaviours.  

In studies about ASD, Ryan & Marshall (2018), Sekererayi (2022), Silveira-Zaldivar & Curtis 
(2019), and Szidom et al. (2015) argue that ASD substantiates the inappropriate behaviours displayed 
by learners with such disabilities that hinder hem from pursuing sports careers. It might refer to 
behaviours such as shouting in the classroom, leaving seats and walking all over the classroom, talking 
constantly, running away and being hyperactive. Nevertheless, this study defines ASD or autism as a 
special needs condition which prevents learners from participating in academic or practical sporting 
lessons. This is because they might have failed to meet certain standards intended to discriminate 
against certain learners from participating in various sports. According to Aubineau & Blicharska 
(2020), Hilton et al. (2008), and Ryan & Marshall (2018), learners with High-Functioning Autism (HFA) 
refers to learners with ASD with an average to above-average Intelligence Quotient (IQ). Additionally, 
these learners with HFA have natural talents or exceptional skills. 

A special school is a special teaching and learning place that offers specialised education to a 
group of exceptional learners using a specialised curriculum, resources and facilities provided by 
specialist personnel, as cited in a study by Gibb et al. (2007). This might be in an attempt to detect 
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obstacles experienced by learners with HFA and discovery strategies to overcome these challenges. 
According to this study, a special school in a location that caters for learners with disabilities, such as 
those with high-functioning autism, provides them with relevant academic and sporting education 
using modified resources and equipment aimed at removing barriers faced by learners with HFA in 
pursuing careers in sports. 

Reiman (2008)’s evaluation of careers suitable for learners with physical disabilities in South 
Africa cited archery, boccia, lawn bowls, athletics, soccer, swimming, wheelchair tennis, wheelchair 
basketball, fencing, skiing, and ice sledge hockey. The study conducted by Reiman (2008) focused 
exclusively on the career options available to learners with physical disabilities. Therefore, our study 
is significant as it explores barriers faced by learners with HFA in pursuing careers in sports, at an 
urban special school in Johannesburg. 

Even though learners with HFA face obstacles in pursuing careers in sports (Potvin et al., 2013), 
sports also provide many benefits to learners with HFA, including mastering sports skills, participating 
in sports competitions, forming friendships, and appearing on social media (Ayvazoglu et al., 2015; 
Bricout et al., 2019; Jamieson, 2010). As a result of participating in sports competitions, learners with 
HFA are likely to gain information about strategies they might use to overcome obstacles they may 
face in the sport. For instance, using media platforms to show learners with HFA when they play a 
variety of sports could help such learners to market their sports skills to prospective sponsors and 
change negative perceptions members of society may hold about learners with HFA's ability to 
participate in sports and other sectors of the economy. 
 
Obstacles Faced By Learners With HFA in Their Efforts to Pursue Sporting Careers 

Pillay et al. (2024) conclude the absence of adequate and specific education-linked legislation, 
policies, and Acts that support learners with disabilities like those with ASD. Without these 
legislations, policies and Acts, it might be difficult for learners with HFA to pursue careers in sports 
within the school setting and other places in society. Our experience suggests that without these 
legislations, policies, and Acts, particularly those that require institutions of learning to include 
learners with HFA in all sporting activities, these learners are likely to continue to be discriminated 
against in all sporting activities at school, home, and in other sporting venues. 

It is also important to note that studies by Aubineau & Blicharska (2020), Hilton et al. (2008), 
Hou et al. (2023), Miranda et al. (2019), Silveira-Zaldivar & Curtis (2019) and Szidom et al. (2015) 
found personal deficits such as communication, sensory sensitivity, interpersonal, interactional and 
behavioural challenges as other obstacles encountered by learners with ASD, probably those with 
HFA. For example, learners with HFA with behavioural, communication, social, and interactional 
deficits may have difficulty interacting with peers while discussing how barriers to sporting careers 
can be eliminated. 

Studies by Bolte (2021), Griffiths et al. (2016), Hopp (2022), Pillai et al. (2021), and Tucker & 
Schwartz (2013) also discussed labelling, negative attitudes and discrimination of learners with 
disabilities as major obstacles that learners with HFA encounter when trying to pursue careers, 
probably including careers in sports. Due to poor social, communication, interactional and 
behavioural deficits, teachers or other learners may have negative attitudes towards such learners, 
which could lead them to exclude them from other sports activities, thereby impeding their desire to 
pursue sporting careers. These learners may also be ridiculed, mocked, screamed at, or teased, 
making them reluctant to participate in sporting career activities. 

Moreover, a lack of career resources and facilities at home and school also causes learners with 
HFA to encounter barriers to their aspiration to pursue careers of their choice, according to findings 
in a study by Corkum et al. (2014). The non-existence of career-specialised resources such as tablets, 
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laptops, smartphones and career books and facilities, including swimming pools, soccer, netball and 
cricket grounds that are autism- user friendly at their disposal, particularly in the area of sport, might 
make it difficult for learners with HFA to participate in different activities. Consequently, it may be 
difficult to decide which strategies can be useful for them to address obstacles they might be 
experiencing in engaging in sporting careers in future.  

Studies conducted by Crippen & Hart Barnett (2014) and Hedges et al. (2014) claim that 
learners with HFA confront multiple obstacles to their attempts to pursue careers, including a lack of 
transportation, funding, and a lack of specialist teachers. Without government and private funding 
to purchase specialised resources and facilities that are autism-user-friendly, learners with HFA may 
continue to face obstacles in pursuing careers, particularly in sports. Without funding, learners with 
HFA might not get sports bursaries and scholarships to give them a chance to study further at 
universities and other institutions of higher learning. 

Also, findings in studies by Crippen & Hart Barnett (2014), Corkum et al. (2014) and (Hedges et 
al. (2014) captured a lack of training on the part of teachers as another major obstacle to learners 
with ASD’s aspiration to pursue careers. Though Crippen & Hart Barnett (2014) and Hedges et al. 
(2014) did not elaborate on how a lack of specialist teachers can affect learners with HFA in pursuing 
sporting careers, the absence of these specialist teachers could mean that these learners are left in 
the hands of untrained teachers who might not have the necessary skills and knowledge on how to 
cater to these learners with HFA. These untrained teachers might be appointed referees, coaches, 
umpires or school sports coordinators, yet, they might not have the knowledge and skills to identify 
ways to overcome challenges faced by learners with HFA in their attempt to pursue careers in sports.  

 An issue around transportation was cited as another major obstacle to learners with HFA’s 
efforts to pursue careers, in findings of studies by Crippen & Hart Barnett (2014) and Hedges et al.  
(2014). Findings in studies by Pan et al. (2011), Sefotho & Onyishi (2021) and Sekererayi (2022) reveal 
that learners with ASD have communication, social, interactional and behavioural deficits and find it 
difficult to adapt to change. Therefore, it might be difficult for such learners to use public transport 
when going to and from a school where they are likely to acquire information related to overcoming 
obstacles to their aspirations to pursue careers in sports. For instance, they might find it difficult to 
tell drivers where they are going. They might also find it challenging to pay the correct bus fare, 
calculate change, and find the directions of the location where they are supposed to go. They are also 
likely to be overwhelmed by the noises of cars and the presence of many people in larger cities who 
might not be familiar to them. By putting these views into consideration, these learners might end 
up not attending school unless their parents and guardians and school authorities find alternative 
transport, particularly for them. 

Looking at the unavailability of special schools in South Africa, (Laitila, 2018) found that learners 
face many obstacles in finding spaces in schools due to the lack of special schools, particularly for 
learners with ASD. As opposed to Laitila (2018)’s study, which focused on challenges faced by learners 
with ASD in getting places in special schools as a result of shortages of special schools, this study 
examined the obstacles encountered by learners with HFA in pursuing sporting careers at an urban 
special school in Johannesburg. In support of Laitila (2018)’s claims, findings in a study by Pillay et al. 
(2024) revealed that as a result of insufficient special schools for learners with ASD, they take long 
periods on the waiting list to get a chance to be enrolled at one of the few available schools. The 
absence of these special schools and the long periods these learners take to be placed in a particular 
school might hinder their attempts to pursue careers in sports. This might be so because, without 
these schools, the implication is that these learners will likely stay at home without interacting with 
teachers and other stakeholders within a school setting regarding addressing obstacles encountered 
in pursuing careers in sports. 



 
Mushambi, C., Diale, B., Sefotho, M. M., & Eseadi, C.– Exploring obstacles experienced… 

 

Bulletin of Counseling and Psychotherapy ꟾ Vol 6, No 1, 2024 ꟾ 6 

 

 

Furthermore, a pandemic such as Covid-19 is also problematic in matters related to obstacles 
faced by learners with high-functioning autism in pursuing careers in schools, according to Kreysa et 
al. (2022), Fong et al. (2021), Tohidast et al. 2020). For instance, due to the lockdown, learners with 
HFA were prevented from attending physical career classes meant to give them access to identifying 
obstacles to sporting careers and strategies that eliminate them from pursuing careers in various 
sporting fields. Likewise, a study by Pillai et al. (2021) cites the absence of parental support as another 
barrier to learners with HFA pursuing various careers. In the absence of parental career support 
through career socialisation and interactions with high-functioning autism learners, it may prove 
difficult for them to access career information that might help them to eradicate barriers to 
aspirations to pursue careers in sports.  

Several socio-economic challenges that might be faced by parents in families in terms of 
financial difficulties, social exclusion, limited access to basic services and the stress of raising a learner 
with HFA, might all contribute to the difficulties learners with HFA might face in their attempt to 
pursue careers in sports. For instance, if family members, including single parents, are unemployed 
(Pillai et al., 2021), it may be difficult for them to raise tuition fees and also to purchase other school 
necessities for learners with HFA to attend school. At school, these learners are likely to share career 
information with teachers and other learners aimed at enabling them to address barriers to their 
efforts to pursue careers in sports. 
 
Strategies To Eradicate Obstacles Attempts to Pursue Sporting Careers 

This study's rationale is to make stakeholders, especially those from special schools, aware of 
the obstacles learners with HFA face when pursuing sports careers. In line with the above view, the 
idea is that if hurdles preventing learners from pursuing sports careers are known, it might be easier 
to find strategies to overcome them. In order to overcome obstacles faced by learners with HFA in 
pursuing careers in sports, we propose contextual strategies derived from the bio-ecological theory. 
According to this theory, stakeholders should work collaboratively to achieve positive outcomes 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994).  

The above views resonate from the fact that teachers, parents, therapists, and nurses alone, 
may not be able to identify problems encountered by learners with HFA. Nevertheless, if all 
stakeholders work together, they might be able to develop contextual strategies to overcome 
obstacles faced by learners with HFA when pursuing careers in sports.  In this study, we explored 
strategies for overcoming obstacles experienced by learners with HFA in pursuing careers in sports 
at a special school in Johannesburg. In the United States, Clark & Parette (2002) and Ramirez et al. 
(2009) found that career mentoring may help learners with disabilities overcome obstacles in 
pursuing careers in various sports. Those who mentor people with specific learning disabilities might 
often provide information about how to deal with obstacles in their sports careers. According to 
Jaarsma et al. (2015), adequate career resources play a key role in supporting learners to eradicate 
barriers to pursuing sporting careers. In pursuing careers in sports, learners with HFA benefit from 
the presence of tablets, laptops, and books for sports that provide them with the information they 
need. 

Additionally, findings in a study by Cheong & Yahya (2013) indicate that implementing well-
trained teachers in sports in schools, is an effective strategy for helping learners with disabilities 
overcome the challenges they encounter in sports. It is expected that well-trained sports teachers 
have adequate skills and knowledge to help learners with HFA academically and practically in 
pursuitof sports careers. In contrast to the studies above, the present one examined obstacles 
experienced by learners with HFA. A study in the UK by Ferrara et al. (2015) also identified the media 
as an excellent strategy for supporting learners with disabilities to participate in sports. Considering 
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the above, the media that reports positively on learners with disabilities’ abilities and talents might 
serve as a good platform to help remove barriers in learners with HFA’s attempts to pursue sports 
careers. 

In the context of South Africa, studies by Pillai et al., (2021); Pillay et al. (2024) report parental 
involvement as a significant strategy that can be used to eradicate obstacles encountered by learners 
with HFA in sports. This might mean that parents who support learners at home by purchasing career 
resources such as tablets, computers, smartphones and iPads, would play their roles in supporting 
learners in dealing with barriers to pursue sporting careers. This might be so because, with these 
resources at hand, learners with HFA are likely to have access to sporting information aimed at 
eradicating obstacles they might be facing in their attempt to pursue sporting careers.  

Also, a collaborative approach involving several stakeholders in the sporting sector is crucial 
in helping learners overcome obstacles to achieving the sporting careers they aspire to pursue, as 
was shown by Broomfield et al. (2023), Crippen & Hart Barnett (2014), Jennings & O'Halloran (2021), 
Rofiah et al. (2021) and Houlihan (2010). It may be that when many people from various sporting 
fields meet, they may share important information about how to support learners with HFA best. 
They must address any barriers to pursuing sports careers across several fields. Many might offer 
bursaries and scholarships to learners with HFA to help them further their education concerning 
sports, including how to remove obstacles in various sports fields. Despite the findings above being 
significant, the present study is unique in that it focuses on obstacles faced by learners with HFA at 
an urban special school in Johannesburg. 
 
METHODS 
Research Design and Participants 

This research used a qualitative research methodology informed by a case study design. In this 
research, eighteen participants were selected using purposive sampling. The participants consisted 
of six teachers of mixed gender who teach learners with HFA, six parents of learners with HFA, and 
six learners with HFA at a special school in Johannesburg. We engaged six learners (14- to 19-year-
olds) in career collages and facilitated face-to-face focus groups to generate data. 

 

Research Context 
The study was conducted at a special school in Braamfontein, Johannesburg, which is close to 

the Johannesburg Central Business District (CBD), in the Johannesburg East Educational District in the 
Gauteng Province. It is a public combined day school catering to learners with HFA. The school has a 
learner population of 350 and a staff complement of 48 class teachers and 48 class assistants. About 
ten of these learners are girls, while the remainder are boys. The school has 48 classes which are in 
the Early Childhood Development (ECD) Phase (3-5years), Foundation Phase (6-10 years), Middle 
Phase (11-15 years), Senior Phase (16-17 years) and the Vocational Phase (17-21years). The ECD 
Phase learners are a mixed ability class; in the other phases, learners are categorized as either Low- 
or High support learner classes. Low-support learners are generally steady and calm, while High 
support learners are unsteady and anxious. The school also has a social worker, a nurse, three 
occupational therapists and three speech therapists. It is in this context that the study explored 
obstacles experienced by learners with HFA and strategies that can be used to eradicate obstacles 
they encounter in attempting to pursue sporting careers. 
 
Research Processes 

Before undertaking this study, we obtained ethics clearance from the University’s Ethics 
Committee, the Gauteng Department of Education, the District Director and the principal of the 
special school where the study was conducted. A selection of participants followed this through an 
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invitation to voluntarily participate after explaining the purpose of the study. The selection of 
participants was followed by a meeting with participants, where interview dates and venues were 
discussed and agreed upon between participants and the researchers. In the next stage, we issued 
information sheets, consent forms, assent forms and interview schedules to participants for 
preparation. The next stage was the data collection phase, where we gathered data by interviewing 
teachers and parents and further engaged learners in career collage activities and focus group 
discussions. This was followed by analyzing data where we transcribed, coded, categorized, created 
and named emerging themes. The literature reviewed, and the theoretical tenets presented herein 
also discussed the themes.  

 
Ethical Considerations 

Ethics emphasise the need for participants to be protected from any harm during the study 
(Cresswell, 2018). Participants must be protected from harm when they are involved in a study. In 
this study, we embarked on the ethical principles of informed consent, confidentiality and privacy, 
protection from harm and voluntary participation. For informed consent, participants were invited 
to voluntarily participate in the study after being given information about the purposes of the study. 
In order to ensure privacy and confidentiality, we ensured that participants’ identities were not made 
known to other people in that their real names were not used in the data presentation to protect 
their identities. The ethical principle of protection from harm entails thatparticipants must not be 
exposed to any form of harm during the study process (Galer, 2018). Thus, we avoided asking 
participants questions that could offend them during fieldwork. For voluntary participation, we 
allowed participants to choose to take part or withdraw from the study at any point without a penalty. 
These are the ethical considerations foregrounded in this study. 
 
Trustworthiness 

The study focused on the four trustworthiness components: conformability, credibility, 
transferability, and dependability. As a trustworthiness principle, credibility describes how 
researchers interact with participants when gathering data (Bazeley, 2013; Cresswell, 2018). The 
study was designed to ensure credibility by using semi-structured interviews, focus groups, art-based 
career collages and document analysis to gather information about obstacles experienced by learners 
with HFA in their efforts to pursue careers in sports. Credibility was assured through multiple sources, 
which is also known as triangulation, according to Cresswell (2018). In contrast, transferability is a 
process by which results can be applied to new contexts and stakeholder groups, according to 
Sefotho & Onyishi (2021). In order to facilitate transferability in this study, we chose to publish this 
study’s findings online so that other stakeholders can access them. 

The study was posted in the university library repository for other students, staff, and external 
patrons to access. The results of the study are also available to participants upon request. As the 
dependability principle requires, we described in detail all the processes undertaken in the current 
study. Finally, confirmability implies that findings and interpretation of data are not reflective of the 
researcher’s views but rather of the participants (Cresswell, 2018). Following verbatim transcription, 
we sent transcripts back to participants to ensure confirmability. As a result, we allowed them to 
check and confirm that what was captured in the transcripts reflected what they said during the data 
collection process. As soon as all participants had checked, confirmed, and returned the transcripts, 
we began thematic analysis. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Results 

Data analysed thematically through inductive coding, resulting in two themes: Obstacles 
experienced by learners with HFA in pursuing careers in sports and strategies to eradicate obstacles 
experienced by learners with HFA in pursuing sporting careers. 

 
Theme 1: Obstacles Experienced by Learners with High-Functioning Autism in Pursuing Careers in 
Sports  

As a result of an inductive coding process, the major theme that emerged from analyzing the 
data thematically was, obstacles experienced by learners with HFA in pursuing careers in sports at a 
South African special school in Johannesburg, cross multiple contexts, as highlighted by six teachers, 
six parents and six learners with HFA. Several sub-themes were generated from this theme, including 
home obstacles to sporting careers, school obstacles to sporting careers, Covid-19-related obstacles 
to efforts to pursue sporting careers and personal obstacles to attempts to pursue sporting careers. 
 
Sub-theme 1: Home Obstacles to Sporting Careers 

Participants indicated that learners with HFA experience multiple obstacles within the home 
setting that impede their ability to pursue careers in sports. Examples include discrimination, a lack 
of career resources, a lack of parental involvement and socio-economic challenges. The above views 
are captured in the following verbatim excerpts, presented in italics:  

   
Teacher Participant 3: “…I think starting with the parents, if I am not mistaken, 
I heard there was a parent who was locking a child in a room. So, if people 
recognize that we see the person and then the disability later, then schools, 
even the department, do not recognize autism as much as other disabilities 
are recognized, let me go to the sports department, and they do not also 
recognize it as much as they recognize other disabilities. Recently, I have been 
seeking a donation for our cricket team for our school. Each time I go to the 
cricket website, I am realizing for other disabilities, they are just doing deaf, 
visual impairment and intellectual challenges, yet, sports can be a career for 
learners with autism…” 
 
Teacher Participant 5: “…So, we used to put them aside, we used not to take 
them to school because we thought this is not a normal child, there is nothing 
that they can do; we had to dress them up and feed them and only to find 
out that this child can read. I believe that even now, there are kids who are 
still at home because people say I do not want people to see my child. They 
will hate my child, discriminate against my child, hide them in the house, and 
get helpers to look after them…” 
 
Parent Participant 5: Some of the people, tell their kids do not play with that 
kid he is crazy or she is crazy, that is what they do. Even older people treat 
kids with autism as if they are crazy. Teacher Participant 6: “…Socio-economic 
factors can determine what the child becomes exposed to and can also be 
respecting what the parents can do for their children. Cultural factors, I think 
these go together with socio-economic factors…” 
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Sub-theme 2: School Obstacles to Sporting Careers 
According to the findings of this study, South African learners with HFA experience obstacles 

in their efforts to pursue sporting careers within the school setting.  As an example, teachers, learners 
and parents reported a lack of resources, including tablets, iPads and computers, as well as facilities, 
such as playgrounds and swimming pools, as well as an insufficient number of sports activities and a 
lack of training on specific learning disabilities on the teachers’ part as major obstacles to career 
advancement in sport among learners with HFA at an urban special school in Johannesburg. The 
following excerpts present these views: 

 
Teacher Participant 1: “…Even soccer grounds we do not have. Some learners 
are just sitting, because we do not have facilities like sports grounds, like 
swimming pools, we cannot go anywhere for swimming. It is a challenge for 
the principal. We are not doing sports within the school premises…” 
 
Parent Participant 4: “…I can say no, because here at school, as we speak, we 
do not have any computers. We do not even have tablets that he uses at 
home here at school. So, firstly, we do not have computers, we do not have 
tablets, we do not have even network to connect even for the child to go to 
internet. So, it is difficult for them because they are doing different things at 
school from what he likes. We do not have any sports here at school. So, I 
think we are facing difficulties because we do not have anything to keep our 
kids busy careers…” 
 
Teacher Participant1: “…Lack of proper training; if educators are not well-
trained to help learners, they will never be able to help learners towards their 
career goals. We know a high need for teachers, as long as teachers are not 
trained on special needs, we may have the documents, but the actual work 
must be done…” 
 
Parent Participant 2: “…There are no colleges for autistic kids, so, what they 
have done here at a special school for learners with autism in Johannesburg, 
at 21, what do you do, nothing? Parent Participant 4: We do not have any 
sports here at school. So, I think we are facing difficulties because we do not 
have anything to keep our kids busy…” 
 
Teacher Participant 2: “…Our parents lack that kind of motivation…” 
Learner Participant E: “…They [Parents and Teachers] did not say anything 
about my future career…” 

 
Our findings show that learners with HFA face multiple obstacles in pursuing sporting careers 

within the school context. 
 

Sub-theme 3: Covid-19-Related Obstacles to Efforts to Pursue Sporting Careers 
The sub-theme highlights obstacles that learners with HFA face in pursuing sporting careers at 

a special school setting in Johannesburg due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Physical school lessons and 
career programmes were postponed during the lockdown to curb the spread of the Covid-19 
pandemic in schools and society. As a result, some participants felt that such a situation limited the 
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ability to expose learners with specific learning disabilities to multiple sporting careers that might 
have interested them. Following are excerpts that confirm the above views: 

 
Teacher Participant 1: “…Since the lockdown, things have been at a standstill 
and up to now, we are waiting to continue from where we left off before 
lockdown. For instance, we used to take learners shopping, but we no longer 
do that for reasons that I cannot expose or say. Children going to Biltong 
Factory, children going for sports…” 
 
Parent Participant 2: “…I would not say much, because of Corona; a lot of 
things have been back warded. So even if you want to do something, now it 
is lacking, if it is not due to the Corona, we were not going to do this. It is not 
same as before. Learner Participant D: But sometimes when there was no 
Corona, they played in stadium like fans like to support people, but since 
Corona came, that is why they would like; they play at home, like not in the 
stadium but at home…” 

 
Sub-theme 4: Personal Obstacles to Efforts to Pursue Sporting Careers 

Parent and teacher participants agreed that ASD prevents learners from reaching their career 
goals. Participants in this study believe the above deficits make it difficult to interact and socialise 
with teachers and other stakeholders in sporting career selection and development processes. 
Following are excerpts that illustrate the above points: 

     
Parent Participant 4: “…It is a developmental disorder that affects the 
spectrum of the child and the development…” 
 
Teacher Participant 3: “…Problematic behavior or repetitive behaviors, and 
these autistic learners want to stick to one thing…” 
 
Parent Participant 4: “…Communication, it is very difficult for them, even to 
make friends, so in the workplace, you need to be friendly. So it takes time to 
understand them and to get it. It affects them to get more chances of jobs. In 
some of the jobs, you need to be friendly with people, then they find it 
difficult…” 

 
Theme 2: Strategies to Eradicate Obstacles Experienced by Learners with HFA in their Efforts to Pursue 
Careers in Sports 

According to this study’s findings, barriers to pursuing careers in sports among learners with 
HFA are eradicated in several ways at an urban special school in Johannesburg. In this study, 
participants said the partnership among different stakeholders helps to address obstacles 
experienced by learners with HFA in sports. It was found that stakeholders include company owners, 
teachers, parents, and therapists. Participants agreed that when various stakeholders meet, this 
allows them to share information on how each can contribute to eradicating obstacles in sporting 
careers among learners with HFA. Among the stakeholders involved, the findings of this study 
indicated that company owners are responsible for offering internships and work experiences to 
learners with HFA to help them pursue their sporting careers. 
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Similarly, career mentors of different types share their skills and expertise in various settings 
with learners with HFA. On the other hand, teachers and parents must work collaboratively with 
outside stakeholders to find ways to eradicate sporting obstacles for learners with HFA in 
sports.  These views are captured in the following excerpts: 

 
Teacher Participant 1: “…Before, Lockdown, we used to take learners, for 
instance, to places such as sheltered employment where many disabled 
people go. It is a center where they do much work like plugs, nuts and bolts; 
they screw and package. A place like Biltong Factory where they go and 
package Biltong. Sci-bono. So as a teacher involved with learners with autism, 
I work with what they already know, what they really show interest in and 
enhance their skill along their skill along that path…” 
“…At the present moment, what I do with the HoD (Head of Department) and 
the principal we agreed that we will be, will be getting intensive training in 
different types of skills like pottery, beading, I can’t remember the others, 
but, at the end of the year, we will be getting training so that we can impart 
the knowledge to the learners in preparation when they leave school, they 
will be able to make a living for themselves. It was the very first time, and he 
is the first child. What happened is, together with the Head of the 
Department, he got an internship in Roodepoort. The parent was surprised 
how the child was taken to the racing cars, have a feel. The sheltered 
employment is a center for all disabled people with different disabilities go 
sometimes, some of them go there daily from morning up to until 2 o’clock 
and then some of them up until 4 o’ cock, and then that is how they earn a 
living. They do not look them differently, so when we get there with our 
learners, they sit there and do the task, and they come back to school for the 
day. The same as Biltong Factory…” 
 
Parent Participant 1: “…They can maybe, they are willing to sponsor our kids 
or maybe, put them in schools or if they have someone who is willing to work 
with our kids because our kids are not just kids, they are special. So, it will 
take time for such companies to work with our kids because they don’t 
understand them. Or they need someone to explain to them this and that…” 
 
Parent Participant 2: “…You know, teacher to be honesty with you, there are 
many things that can really do that, neh! You still have to tell the kids. Firstly, 
people need to know about autism. You understand, so that, whatever 
programme you are taking them to whatever, the theatre, you still have to 
teach them about autism. That’s when they can understand that these kids 
need to be around us, and they can do this. You understand because it’s not 
useful to take a child to a place. Okay! There are theatres– there are theatres 
to do such things. But now, when you get there to the theatre, this person 
you communicate with doesn’t know what kind of a person you are. So, first 
of all, understand what autism is so that when you go to the theatre, they are 
not here to make funny or whatsoever. I also need to learn and do this. So, 
that’s the main thing so that you can learn…”  
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Discussion 
Obstacles Experienced by Learners with HFA in Pursuing Careers in Sports 

According to the study, learners with HFA face many obstacles to pursuing careers in sports 
because of a lack of career resources, parental involvement, and discrimination in the home setting. 
As an example, a lack of career resources and facilities within the home setting limits the participation 
of learners with HFA in a variety of sporting fields. Without career resources and facilities, such as 
computers, tablets, iPads, toy bicycles, motorcycles, and swimming pools, these learners cannot 
access information about careers in sporting fields that they might be interested in.  Furthermore, 
learners with HFA may experience obstacles in pursuing sporting careers if they do not have career 
resources such as bicycles, tricycles, or swimming pools at home. In fact, without utilizing these 
resources in real-life situations, it may be challenging for these learners to eradicate obstacles 
encountered in different sporting activities. 

In support of the above views, Corkum et al. (2014), Pillai et al. (2021) and Pillay et al. (2024) 
also discovered that the scarcity of career resources and facilities in the home setting impedes 
learners with HFA from pursuing sporting careers in different sporting fields. In support of the above 
views, we also testify from our experience working with learners with HFA at the special school that 
was utilised as a study location that teachers, parents and learners struggle to eradicate sporting 
obstacles among learners with HFA due to the limited availability of career resources and facilities. 
Based on the above findings, we encourage parents and guardians to provide all the necessary 
resources and facilities in the home setting to assist learners to address obstacles they experience in 
their efforts to pursue careers in sports. 

Furthermore, the negative views by parents and other stakeholders about learners with HFA in 
pursuing sporting careers make learners with HFA experience obstacles to their sporting careers. 
Parents of learners with HFA may not view these learners as deserving of the opportunity to pursue 
careers in various sporting fields as part of the school curriculum or as a life-long career when they 
graduate from school. As a result of the above perspective, it might not be possible for such parents 
to sit down with such learners and discuss obstacles they might encounter in pursuing sporting 
careers and share further important information on how to eradicate such obstacles.  

Pillai et al. (2021) and Pisula & Porebowicz-Dorsmann (2017) also share the above perspectives 
by also noting that negative perspectives concerning learners with HFA by parents and other 
stakeholders in matters related to their education and career development, and efforts to eradicate 
sporting career obstacles make it impossible for these learners to make efforts to pursue sporting 
careers. In support of the above views, as we saw it from our perspectives, the lack of interaction and 
socialisation between parents and learners with HFA limits these learners’ ability to eradicate 
obstacles faced in pursuing careers in sports within the home setting. Because parents may provide 
all the information about learners with HFA, their absence from career aspirations could adversely 
affect these learners’ efforts to pursue careers in sports. 

The discrimination learners with HFA encounter at home further hinders their ability to pursue 
careers in different sporting fields. As a result of their disabilities, these learners may be locked in 
houses when their parents and guardians leave for work or may be kept in their homes on the 
assumption that they are not worthy of exposure to the public. They may likely experience barriers 
to their sporting careers when interacting and socializing with other peers and adults concerning 
eradicating barriers within their immediate environment. Parents may forget that learners with HFA’s 
efforts to pursue careers in sports are hampered by their exclusion from inclusive career networking 
and socialization activities with their peers in various areas of society. For example, a learner with 
HFA who is not allowed to go outdoors and play soccer, netball, cricket, or swim with other learners 
might have difficulty determining his or her future sporting careers and ways to eradicate obstacles 
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experienced in various sporting fields. The above views are shared by Bolte (2021), Griffiths et al. 
(2016), Hopp (2022), Pillai et al. (2021), and Tucker & Schwartz (2013), who also discovered that 
discrimination affects learners in all facets of their lives including in matters related to eradication 
obstacles to sporting careers. As a result of our personal experience, we also found that 
discrimination hinders learners with HFA from pursuing careers in sports. 

In the school setting, just as at home, learners with HFA also face obstacles that inhibit their 
efforts to pursue careers in sports. As a result of the scarcity of career resources and facilities in 
schools, such as computers, tablets, iPads, swimming pools, and other sporting grounds, these 
learners experience challenges in their attempts to pursue careers in sports. Without these career 
resources, learners with HFA are denied an opportunity to learn about sporting careers. Due to a lack 
of career facilities such as swimming pools and other sporting activities within the school setting, 
learners with HFA might not have an opportunity to partake in various sporting activities designed to 
help eradicate obstacles experienced in sporting fields. The above perspectives are shared by Corkum 
et al. (2014) and Pillay et al. (2024), who also note that the absence of career resources and facilities 
in career settings where learners with HFA are placed for participation in sporting activities results in 
obstacles faced in different sporting fields. Based on our experience working with learners with HFA 
at a special school in Johannesburg, we also learned that without career resources and facilities, 
learners with HFA might have trouble accessing career information aimed to make them address 
obstacles they might be experiencing in their attempt to pursue careers in the field of sports. 

The lack of training on the part of teachers in teaching and training learners with HFA, 
particularly in finding ways to remove barriers experienced in sporting activities, also hampers such 
learners’ participation in various sporting activities. The absence of this trained personnel in schools 
would mean that untrained teachers or other staff members might coordinate all the sporting 
activities without specialised training in various sporting fields. The above finding is also shared in the 
findings in studies published by Crippen & Hart Barnett (2014), Corkum et al. (2014) and Hedges et 
al. (2014) that also discovered a lack of specialised teachers in the area of HFA sports training. In our 
opinion, we also have a strong perspective that teachers who lack specialised knowledge and skills in 
HFA, in turn, might make it difficult to support learners with HFA with crucial information on how to 
eradicate obstacles experienced in sporting activities within the school setting. 

Furthermore, bad school structures, especially those in a block of flats, have been implicated 
as causing learners with HFA to encounter obstacles in pursuing sporting careers. Due to the location 
of such schools, they may be unable to set up specialised career facilities and equipment that may be 
crucial to making learners with HFA participate in sporting activities aimed at finding ways to remove 
obstacles experienced in sporting activities. Due to a lack of space, teachers, parents and other 
stakeholders might be unable to provide relevant sporting facilities and equipment to introduce these 
learners to diverse sporting careers. 

As a result of a lack of career facilities and equipment within schools, learners with HFA might 
not be exposed to various sporting activities such as soccer, netball, cricket, or rugby as their future 
careers. Laitila (2018) also shares the above views in claiming that special schools are scarce in the 
South African special education context, particularly for learners with HFA. As we have experienced, 
the lack of space in schools with poorly planned structures due to the lack of proper special schools 
for learners with ASD in South Africa, adversely impacts efforts to pursue sporting careers among 
learners with HFA. Our perspectives are based on the belief that without space, teachers might 
encounter challenges encouraging learners to engage in various sporting activities that they can 
develop into their future careers. In our opinion, it is the responsibility of parents through the 
Department of Education to build schools with the appropriate facilities and equipment for learners 
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with specific learning disabilities. These kinds of schools might introduce learners with HFA to various 
sporting careers they might choose as their future careers. 

In addition, the lack of parental involvement in matters about learners with HFA’s sporting 
careers is detrimental to these learners’ sporting careers. Parents who do not visit their children with 
HFA’s schools and do not have time to sit with the children’s teachers concerning ways to eradicate 
barriers to sporting activities, are also sources of obstacles experienced by these learners in pursuing 
sporting activities. Without consultation with teachers and parents, it might be difficult for teachers 
and parents to share information regarding how parents can support learners at home or how 
teachers can assist learners with HFA at school. The above perspectives are also shared by Pillai et al. 
(2021). Additionally, Pillay et al. (2024) also note that parental inaction to finding ways to eradicate 
obstacles in sporting activities impedes such learners’ efforts to pursue careers in sports. In our 
perspective, we support the above view because our experience working with learners with HFA at a 
special school in Johannesburg has demonstrated to us that parents do not participate as much as 
they should in matters related to learners with HFA’s sporting matters, thereby making it difficult for 
learners with HFA to participate in a variety of sporting activities. 

Our findings indicated that the Covid-19 pandemic also hindered learners with HFA’s efforts to 
pursue careers in sports, particularly the lockdown imposed by governments to curb the spread of 
the Covid-19 virus. As a result of this lockdown, learners with HFA could not attend physical sporting 
lessons in class with their teachers, and yet it was only through face-to-face encounters with their 
teachers that they could be exposed to multiple sporting careers that they might have selected for 
their future careers. The findings above are also supported by Fong et al. (2021), Kreysa et al. (2022) 
and Tohidast et al. (2020), who also captured that the lockdown that was necessitated by the Covid-
19 pandemic, affected how educational programmes were conducted in schools. This includes how 
learners with HFA could not attend face-to-face sporting career lessons with their teachers and other 
peers. Using our experience, we discovered that a school setting without face-to-face career 
interaction makes it difficult to support learners with HFA in finding obstacles they might be 
experiencing in their attempt to pursue sporting careers. As their parents might also not have had 
specialised career resources at home, it could have been challenging for them to support such 
learners at home in finding ways to eradicate obstacles experienced in sporting careers. 

Among learners with HFA, personal obstacles such as communication deficits, social deficits, 
interactional deficits, behavioural deficits and sensory issues can trigger obstacles to their efforts to 
pursue careers in sports. In our experience working with learners with HFA at a special school in 
Johannesburg that was used as this study’s site, we learned that learners with HFA who lack 
communication, social and interaction skills find it difficult to participate in inclusive sporting careers. 
Our experience working with learners with HFA has also taught us that deficits in communication, 
interaction, social behaviour all make learners with HFA experience obstacles in their efforts to 
pursue careers in sports.  

The absence of communication, social and interactional skills might mean that such learners 
are likely to miss a lot of important information aimed at making them eradicate obstacles 
experienced in sporting careers. Likewise, behavioural deficits are likely to make it impossible for 
these learners with HFA to sit with others and find ways to eradicate obstacles encountered in 
sporting activities. The above views are shared in studies by Aubineau & Blicharska (2020), Hilton et 
al. (2008), Hou et al. (2023), Miranda et al. (2019), Silveira-Zaldivar & Curtis (2019) and (Szidom et al., 
2015) that also debunk that lack of skills affects learners with HFA in all schooling activities including 
in sports. Additionally, based on our experience working with learners with HFA, we noted that the 
behavioural deficits experienced by learners with HFA also contribute to obstacles they experience 
with HFA in sports. For instance, learners who are hyperactive or bullies might not be able to 
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participate in sporting activities aimed at eradicating obstacles that they might experience in their 
attempt to pursue sporting activities. 

 
Strategies to Eradicate Obstacles Experienced by Learners with HFA in their Efforts to Pursue Careers 
in Sports 

According to this study, a collaborative approach of many stakeholders is crucial to eliminating 
obstacles faced by learners with HFA in their attempt to pursue careers in sports. A teamwork 
approach entails engaging various stakeholders in matters related to eradicating obstacles 
experienced by learners with HFA. This approach might also help all stakeholders sit together and 
share information about strategies to eradicate obstacles among learners with HFA in their aim to 
pursue careers in sports. In particular, each member of the team approach plays an important role in 
removing barriers experienced by learners with HFA. The above views also link to findings in studies 
by Broomfield et al. (2023), Crippen & Hart Barnett, (2014), Jennings & O'Halloran (2021), Rofiah et 
al. (2021) and Houlihan (2010), who also captured that a partnership among different stakeholders 
helps address obstacles encountered by learners with HFA in pursuing careers in sports. 

Also, the internship or work experience provided by company owners is a good career strategy 
to eradicating obstacles learners face in pursuing sporting careers. There is a connection between 
these findings and findings from studies by Lee & Carter (2012) that also captured that learners 
acquire career skills when engaged in various on-the-job activities under the supervision of career 
mentors. Though the above authors did not elaborate on how these deficits might eradicate obstacles 
experienced by learners with HFA in sporting activities, our observations suggest that work 
experience allows learners with HFA to eradicate challenges encountered in sporting activities by 
making them engage in real-life sporting work at natural workplaces. 

Parental support is one of the major strategies that can be used to make learners with HFA 
eradicate challenges they might experience in sports in the home context. For example, parents who 
have time to sit with learners with HFA and share crucial information about removing barriers 
encountered in sporting activities are seen as caring parents. These parents can also buy career 
resources related to sports at home that learners with HFA can use. These parents can also liaise with 
sporting experts and send learners with specific learning disabilities to tap for additional information 
on addressing obstacles faced by learners with HFA in various sporting fields. The above also links to 
findings in studies by Pillai et al. (2021) that also captured that parents play a significant role in 
supporting learners in their schooling. This might include supporting them with information on 
eradicating barriers to sporting activities. Our experience working with learners with HFA has 
revealed that parental support plays a major role in eradicating obstacles to sporting careers, 
particularly when parents pay tuition fees for learners with HFA to attend sporting lessons at school 
daily. 

Furthermore, providing career resources and facilities significantly removes barriers to 
experienced learners with HFA at a special school in Johannesburg. On the one hand, sporting 
resources such as tablets, computers, smartphones, career books and iPads help learners with HFA 
access information about how to eradicate obstacles to their attempts to pursue careers in various 
sporting fields. On the other hand, providing facilities such as swimming pools, soccer, netball, cricket, 
rugby and basketball grounds and equipment such as balls, nets, and whistles helps learners with HFA 
participate in different sporting activities aimed at removing barriers experienced by these learners. 
The above can be made possible by engaging learners with HFA in various sporting activities. The 
above is supported by Corkum et al. (2014), who also found that the availability of career resources 
supports learners in eradicating obstacles they might face in their attempt to pursue sporting careers. 
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Our experience working with HFA also shows that the availability of facilities and equipment also 
plays a major role in facilitating ways to eradicate barriers experienced by learners with HFA. 

Providing sporting activities in schools also significantly addresses barriers experienced by 
learners with HFA. As an example, the presence of a variety of sporting activities in schools presents 
learners with HFA with a chance to select which sporting activities to participate in, as a means of 
attempting to eradicate obstacles they might experience in a variety of careers in the sporting sector. 
The above views are similar to findings in a study by J. Vosloo & du Toit (2023)), which also discovered 
that various sporting activities in schools allow learners to participate in different sporting activities. 
Based on our experience working with HFA, we noted that when multiple sports are provided in 
schools, learners with HFA can participate in different sports aimed at eradicating barriers 
experienced in sports through their participation.  
 

Implications 

In light of the findings of this study, policymakers, researchers, and other stakeholders can 

develop a comprehensive understanding of effective strategies to overcome obstacles faced by 

learners with HFA in South Africa. Based on the findings of this study, it is suggested that schools 

adapt sporting curriculums to meet the sporting needs of learners with HFA to determine how to 

overcome barriers that learners with HFA may encounter when pursuing sporting careers in special 

schools. 

 

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

While conducting this study at a special school in Johannesburg for learners with autism, some 

limitations were noticed. We discovered that the Covid-19 limitations made it difficult for learners to 

pursue sports careers, especially since face-to-face academic and practical instruction was 

suspended. During semi-structured interviews with six teachers, our recording machine broke down 

and became completely unusable. This resulted in the loss of recorded data with four other purposely 

sampled teachers. The outcome was that the data collection sessions had to be postponed since we 

had to purchase another recording device. In light of the limitations of this study, future researchers 

may cover a wider range of schools and include more learners with HFA. In this way, we can better 

understand the barriers learners with HFA encounter when pursuing sports careers. Fieldwork should 

always be conducted using multiple devices to ensure the recorded data are available in case one 

device malfunctions. 

 

Recommendations 

The study makes recommendations for further research. Based on the findings of this study, 

further research is needed to determine what obstacles learners with HFA may face in South African 

special schools and the strategies that can be used to address them. Using the findings of this study, 

the Department of Basic Education ought to ensure that teachers have adequate training on 

identifying and addressing barriers faced by learners with HFA. This study recommends implementing 

an inclusion policy that will make it mandatory for learners with HFA, in special schools, to participate 

in all-inclusive sporting activities without being discriminated against. 

 

CONCLUSION 
The study found that learners with HFA encounter multiple obstacles in the South African 

special school perspective, including home, school, Covid-19 and personal-related obstacles. 
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However, in order to overcome these obstacles, the study concludes that there is need to put in place 
numerous strategies which are inclusive of the participation of parents, teachers, provision of career 
resources and facilities, provision of sports in schools, construction of proper school infrastructure 
and partnerships between schools and other internal and external stakeholders. 
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