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The SPORTISM Project: Advancing Inclusive Sports  
Practices for Individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder 

 

Ajla Cerić 

Association of Inclusive Culture, Slovenia 

 

Abstract 
The SPORTISM Project is a pioneering initiative funded by the Erasmus+ 

Sport Programme, designed to integrate sports with supportive methodolo-

gies for children and adolescents with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), intel-

lectual, and multiple disabilities. Coordinated by the Association of Inclusive 

Culture in Slovenia and partnered with organizations from Serbia, Italy, 

Croatia, and Romania, SPORTISM develops inclusive sports programs to 

enhance social inclusion and equal opportunities. The project has produced 

200 video manuals and an e-diary platform to aid in developing coordination 

and balance, supported by comprehensive training for professionals, parents, 

and volunteers. Through these efforts, SPORTISM is setting new standards 

for integrating children with ASD into regular sports and physical activities, 

fostering a more inclusive society. 

Key words: autism spectrum disorder, intellectual and multiple disabilities, 

inclusive sports, motor skills, social inclusion 

 

Introduction 
Bridging the gap between disability and opportunity, the SPORTISM Project 

pioneers an innovative fusion of sports and supportive methodologies, aimed 

at transforming the lives of children and adolescents with autism spectrum 

disorder (ASD) and other intellectual disabilities. Financed by the Erasmus+ 

Sport Programme and coordinated by the Association of Inclusive Culture in 

Slovenia, SPORTISM unites a dynamic consortium of European partners. 

This collaborative effort involves Serbia's Sport Association ‘Milan Pe-

trović’, Italy's Maendeleo for Children, Croatia's Centre for Autism Rijeka, 

and Romania's ACS Kory Francis. Together, they are breaking new ground 

by developing inclusive sports programs that do more than just teach 

sports—they empower young individuals with ASD to thrive in environments 

that were once beyond reach. This initiative not only champions the cause of 

social inclusion but also reshapes the landscape of equal opportunities, offer-

ing these young athletes a platform to excel and integrate more fully into so-

ciety. 
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Project genesis and challenges 
The genesis of SPORTISM unfolded in Slovenia under the leadership of 

Neža Adamič, a master's degree holder in sports education and a pioneer in 

programs tailored for individuals with disabilities. The Association of Inclu-

sive Culture was committed to integrating children with intellectual disabili-

ties, autism spectrum disorder, and multiple disabilities into sports programs 

designed for typically developing peers. However, significant challenges 

emerged due to a lack of established criteria for inclusion and a general short-

fall in the expertise and experience among sports professionals regarding how 

to adapt programs to include children with disabilities effectively. This gap in 

knowledge and practice led to the inception of the SPORTISM project, which 

aims to develop appropriate inclusion criteria and exercises that enhance fun-

damental motor skills, such as coordination and balance. These skills are cru-

cial not only for the physical development of these children but also for their 

overall integration and success within these sports settings. 

 

Implementation and tools 
Building on this foundation, each participating organization brings years of 

experience in inclusive sports programs, and through SPORTISM, they share 

their knowledge and methodologies. The project has culminated in the crea-

tion of 200 video manuals in digital form, featuring exercises specifically 

designed to improve coordination and balance for the target population. 

These manuals are presented with simple and clear instructions, making them 

easily accessible for both professionals and parents to use on a daily basis to 

enhance the motor skills of these children. Alongside the video manuals, the 

project has developed an e-diary platform to monitor progress. This innova-

tive tool serves professionals by allowing them to track the development of 

each child and adapt the process accordingly. The e-diary includes both pro-

gression and regression versions of each exercise, ensuring that they can be 

tailored to match every child’s skill level. This platform also acts as a founda-

tional tool in setting inclusion criteria for the target population. Furthermore, 

the e-diary enables all professionals working with a child to share infor-

mation seamlessly among themselves, with parents, and with any new profes-

sional joining the child's support team. It functions as a comprehensive diary 

of each child’s physical abilities, offering practical advice and ensuring con-

tinuity and consistency in care and training. 

 

Professional development and parental involvement 
In addition to developing sport and motor skills programs, the SPORTISM 

project places a strong emphasis on the professional development of those 

who work directly with our target population. This is achieved through the 
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publication of a variety of professional content and the organization of con-

ferences and training sessions tailored specifically for educators, coaches, and 

therapists in the field of adaptive sports and special education. These educa-

tional initiatives are designed to equip professionals with the latest research, 

techniques, and best practices to enhance their effectiveness in supporting 

children and adolescents with ASD and related disabilities. By fostering a 

well-informed and skilled community of professionals, SPORTISM ensures 

that the benefits of our program extend beyond the participants, contributing 

to a broader improvement in quality and inclusivity of sports programs for 

individuals with special needs. This strategic focus on education and training 

not only raises the standard of care and instruction but also supports the long-

term sustainability of inclusive sports initiatives across Europe and beyond. 

Furthermore, the SPORTISM project recognizes the critical role parents play 

in the development of children with ASD and intellectual disabilities. To sup-

port parents, we provide comprehensive education on the importance of 

physical activity for their children’s development. An integral part of this 

educational effort is our digital platform, which includes a dedicated forum 

where parents can engage directly with experts. This forum allows them to 

ask questions and receive advice about enhancing physical abilities and 

choosing appropriate activities tailored to the needs of children with ASD and 

intellectual disabilities. By offering this platform for dialogue and learning, 

SPORTISM empowers parents with the knowledge and tools necessary to 

support their children's physical and holistic development effectively, rein-

forcing the project's impact at the family and community level. 

 

Volunteer engagement and future directions 
Volunteers are integral to the success of the SPORTISM project, offering es-

sential individualized support that is vital for the participants. Recognizing 

their importance, the project goes beyond simply involving these volunteers; 

it invests heavily in comprehensive training programs. These programs equip 

volunteers with the skills and knowledge necessary to effectively assist chil-

dren and adolescents with ASD within sports environments. This ensures that 

volunteers are not only supportive but also adept at enhancing the sporting 

experience for participants, making a significant impact on their development 

and inclusion. 

Looking ahead, SPORTISM is focused on developing a comprehensive suite 

of exercises and creating a scalable model for further learning and develop-

ment of all motor abilities. The project also aims to extend these efforts to 

other basic motor skills such as strength, flexibility, endurance, precision, and 

speed/agility, enhancing the scope and impact of our work. 
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Conclusion 
SPORTISM's outputs are designed to be shared widely, not only across Eu-

rope but globally, to improve the quality of life and inclusion opportunities 

for children and adolescents with ASD. By doing so, the project not only ad-

dresses immediate needs but also sets a precedent for best practices in inclu-

sive sports education. 

In summary, the SPORTISM project is making significant strides in promot-

ing the inclusion of children and adolescents with ASD into regular sport and 

physical activity programs. By focusing on the development of essential mo-

tor skills and creating innovative inclusion criteria, the project empowers 

these young individuals to participate more fully in society and leads to 

broader social change. The ongoing collaboration among the partner organi-

zations continues to foster a robust exchange of knowledge and good practic-

es, enhancing the collective capability to support this important work. 
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Analysis of Measurement Batteries for Measuring the 
Motor Abilities of Children with Special Needs 
 

Natalia Lončar 

Udruženje inkluzivne kulture, Ljubljana, Slovenija 

 

Abstract 
Measuring movement abilities in children is crucial for monitoring the 

movement state, determining progress or regression in the movement do-

main, and also makes it easier to plan sports activities. The fundamental pur-

pose of the master's thesis was to analyze some already existing measurement 

batteries in the field of measuring motor abilities in children with special 

needs. The assignment focuses on children with moderate to severe mental 

disabilities and combined disorders (the most common is an associated autis-

tic spectrum disorder). The aim was to gather information on how to work 

with this population through the literature and, in particular, through the ex-

perience of experts in the field, and to provide an overview of examples of 

working practices. The descriptive method was used, as the basis for the as-

signment was Slovenian and international literature as well as personal and 

shared experiences obtained through informal conversations. It was found 

that the measurement of motor abilities in children with special needs is more 

demanding and complex than in the majority population. Tasks need to be 

chosen more carefully, and we need to be prepared to make different adjust-

ments to the way each task is carried out. In most cases, the approach to 

working with children is completely individual. The most common adapta-

tion used by professionals is visual support in terms of showing the task, ei-

ther by demonstration or video, rather than just descriptions and verbal in-

structions, and quite often physical assistance with the task is also used. De-

scriptive support of numerical results is important in interpreting measure-

ment results and monitoring the motor domain. 

 

Key words: motor abilities, measuring, special needs  
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Example of Good Practice - A Blind Boy with Co-occurring 
Disorders from the Autism Spectrum 
 

Ana Brusač 

Centar for Autism, Rijeka, Croatia 

 
Abstract 
The development of each individual is a process that begins before birth and 

is influenced by many factors in the environment, but also within the person 

himself. Different development areas develop at different rates, but their 

development is interconnected. It is precisely because of this connection that 

difficulties that can arise in one development area can have a negative impact 

on the development of someone else.  

Autism spectrum disorder (PSA) is a neuro-developmental disorder 

characterized by difficulties in social communication, that is, interaction, and 

limited and repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, and activities. It is 

important to emphasize that it is a developmental disorder whose clinical 

picture in an individual changes during life, as well as that it is a spectrum of 

disorders, that is, an extremely heterogeneous category that unites different 

manifestations and severity of the same disorder.  

Blindness is a condition in which we describe the partial or complete loss of 

the eye's ability to transmit a light stimulus, that is, to perform the function of 

vision. The functioning of blind and partially sighted children „special“is 

because their visual functioning is defined by reduced visual acuity and field 

of vision (Fajdetić, 2007). Visually impaired children are restricted from 

early childhood, and blind children are completely disabled from visual 

observation, which makes it difficult for them to learn through visual 

imitation and identification. This consequently leads to problems in adopting 

appropriate models of behavior, dealing with others, developing everyday 

skills, and creating a realistic picture of the world (Poljan, 2007). 

Boy A. Č. is a congenitally blind boy with influential developmental 

disabilities (autism, delay in general psychomotor, cognitive, and adaptive 

development). The boy exhibits a significant amount of autism spectrum 

behavior. This paper presents examples of good practice, i.e. the work of 

rehabilitators with a blind child with autism, i.e. multiple difficulties through 

movement and motor activities. 

 

Keywords: autism, blindness, rehabilitation, motor activities 
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Application of Different Approaches in Individualizing 
Work with Individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorders to 
Improve Daily Life Activities 
 

Marko Brusač 

Centar for Autism, Rijeka, Croatia 

 

Abstract 
Properly dosed and well-conducted therapies have an impact on the proper 

and harmonious psycho-physical development of children, adults and parents 

with autism spectrum disorder, they also affect their everyday life, such as 

self-care, work training, communication and socialization, and quality and 

organized spending of free time. The role of various effective therapies in the 

field of physical activity, such as organized physical exercise itself, 

swimming, horseback riding and practicing yoga, help people with autism 

spectrum disorder in improving the quality of life in everyday life and 

developing certain abilities in various areas of activity. A behavioral approach 

to a preventive way of teaching, such as the method of behavior analysis or 

structured programs with visual cognitive support, sensory integration, 

physical activity and many others make up the daily life of the programs of 

individual institutions where children with autism spectrum disorder are 

found. This paper presents several different approaches, ways of monitoring, 

transferring the information we currently use, as well as ideas for an 

individual with autism spectrum disorder, and what are the exercise 

modalities that can be developed, maintained and monitored in the long term 

and affect the improvement of daily life activities. 

 

Keywords: autism, rehabilitation, therapy, physical activity 
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Preparatory Steps and Introducing an Individual with 
Autism to Physical Exercise 
 

Vladimir Filipović  

ESBS „Milan Petrović”, Novi Sad 

 

Introduction 
Preparatory steps and introducing an individual with autism to physical 

exercise require, first and foremost, the adaptation of the space and the 

creation of a habit of appropriate dressing for physical activities. Special 

attention should also be given to the necessity of adapting the physical 

exercises to the current motor abilities of the individual with autism who is 

starting the exercise process. The sequence of physical activities must be 

organized with clearly defined beginnings and ends, making it easier and 

faster for the individual with autism to adopt them. It is essential to guide the 

individual with autism to respect the order in the exercise space by returning 

used equipment and aids to their place before starting activities. After 

completing the planned physical activities, it is desirable to offer the 

individual with autism a refreshing drink (juice, water), not only to satisfy the 

physiological need after strenuous exercise but also as a sign of support and 

appreciation for the effort and work previously invested. 

 

Conclusion 
The very fact that an individual with autism participates in organized physical 

exercise provides an opportunity for gaining new experiences that positively 

influence the emotional, motor, and sociological aspects of their personality. 

 

Keywords: autism, adapting physical exercise, support and respect, 

psychomotor re-education. 
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Individualization of Approach to Individuals  
with Autism in Movement Therapy 
 
Branislava Stanojević 

ESBS „Milan Petrović”, Novi Sad 

 

Introduction  
Working with individuals with autism often requires specific methods such as 

breaking down instructions into small steps, providing opportunities for 

delayed responses, clear temporal and spatial structure, and the use of 

concrete examples. Many individuals with autism possess visual thinking 

abilities, enhanced mechanical memory skills, and proficiency in visual-

spatial tasks. They learn and remember information more easily when it is 

presented visually. Therefore, using visual strategies and aids can be highly 

beneficial in working with children/individuals with autism during 

psychomotor re-education therapy. Visual aids include a wide range of tools 

such as real objects, videos, photographs, drawings, graphic symbols, 

pictograms, and visual schedules. These visual instructions and materials help 

improve organization, understanding, prediction, event tracking, and easier 

acceptance of psychomotor re-education activities, thereby reducing 

frustration and increasing the child's/person's motivation to participate in 

activities. 

 

Keywords: autism, visual aids, psychomotor re-education 



12 

Impact of Obstacle Course Exercises on the Motor and 
Speech-Language Abilities of Individuals with Autism 

 

Doc. Dr. Daniela Tamaš 

ESBS „Milan Petrović”, Novi Sad 

University of Novi Sad, Faculty of Medicine,  

Department of Special Education and Rehabilitation 

 

 

Introduction 
Significant factors for success in working with individuals with autism 

include clear spatial and temporal organization of activities. Movement is an 

effective means of aided communication, contributing to improved self-

awareness, awareness of others, organization, safety, coordination, sensory 

integration, spatial orientation, cognitive abilities, communication, and 

socialization. One effective approach to enhancing motor skills, 

communication, and orientation, based on principles of clear temporal and 

spatial structure, is the use of obstacle course activities. 

 

Methodology 
The study aimed to determine the effectiveness of an obstacle course exercise 

program in improving the use of spatial orientation concepts, conducted over 

12 weeks at the Daycare Center for Individuals with Autism, SOSO "Milan 

Petrović" with a Student Dormitory, in collaboration with the Faculty of 

Sports, University of Novi Sad. The assessment used tests from the Battery of 

Tests by the Institute for Experimental Phonetics and Speech Pathology in 

Belgrade. Participants included 16 individuals with autism, aged 18-28. 

 

Results 
The greatest progress was seen in the understanding and use of the concepts 

IN and ON. There was also progress in the use and understanding of other 

prepositions and adverbs, but these results were not statistically significant 

and varied individually. 
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Conclusion  
The results indicate that obstacle course exercises provide experiential 

learning through movement, positively impacting the acquisition of concepts 

and expanding communication abilities in individuals with autism. 

 

Keywords: Autism, obstacle course, speech-language abilities, psychomotor 

re-education. 
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