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Abstract

The role of structured programs led by qualified educators in promoting sports engagement and
a healthy lifestyle for children with autism is critically important. Among various initiatives,
the SPARK physical education program has not received extensive attention. This study seeks
to evaluate the effects of the SPARK program on physical activity levels, social skills, and
resilience in children with autism. Utilizing a quasi-experimental design, the research involved
pre-test and post-test evaluations alongside a control group. Forty male students, aged 7 to 8
years, were selected through convenience sampling and randomly divided into an experimental
group (SPARK) and a control group, each consisting of 20 participants. To evaluate the
outcomes, accelerometers, the Social Interaction subscale of the Gilliam Autism Assessment
Scale, second edition, and the Child and Adolescent Resilience Scale were utilized. The SPARK
program included 36 sessions, conducted three times a week for 30 minutes each. Analysis of
covariance revealed that participation in the SPARK program significantly improved physical
activity engagement (P < 0.001), social skills (P =0.001), and resilience (P <0.001) among the
participants. These findings underscore the necessity of implementing targeted interventions
like the SPARK program in physical education for children with mental and physical
challenges.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is characterized by deficits in social communication and restricted,
repetitive patterns of behavior. Children with autism often experience lower motor skill proficiency
and reduced levels of physical activity compared to their neurotypical peers. Furthermore, social
impairments and low psychological resilience remain significant challenges for this population. While
the SPARK (Sports, Play, and Active Recreation for Kids) program has been proven effective for
general student populations, its specific impact on children with autism requires more empirical
evidence. This study aims to evaluate the effects of a structured SPARK physical education program
on physical activity levels, social skills, and resilience among 7 to 8-year-old boys with autism.

Materials and Methods

This study utilized a quasi-experimental design featuring pre-test and post-test evaluations with a control
group. The statistical population consisted of 7 to 8-year-old male students with mild autism (Level 1)
in Tehran. Using convenience sampling, 40 participants were randomly assigned to either an
experimental group (SPARK) or a control group (n=20 per group). The experimental group underwent
36 sessions of the SPARK program (3 sessions per week, 30 minutes each) for 12 weeks. Measurement
tools included triaxial accelerometers (ActiGraph wGT3X-BT) for physical activity, the Social
Interaction subscale of the Gilliam Autism Rating Scale (GARS-2) for social skills, and the Child and
Adolescent Resilience Scale (CYRM). Data were analyzed using Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA).

Results

The findings indicated that participation in the SPARK program led to a significant increase in
Moderate-to-Vigorous Physical Activity (MVPA) engagement (P < 0.001). Furthermore, the
experimental group showed statistically significant improvements in social interaction scores (P =
0.001) and resilience levels (P <0.001) compared to the control group, which showed no significant
changes. The results suggest that the structured and enjoyable nature of SPARK activities
effectively engages children with autism, fostering both physical and psychosocial development.

Conclusion

The study concludes that the SPARK physical education program is a highly effective
intervention for children with autism. By promoting structured physical activity, the program
not only enhances health-related fitness but also provides a platform for improving social
competence and psychological resilience. It is recommended that physical education curricula
for children with special needs incorporate targeted programs like SPARK to support their
holistic development and active lifestyle.
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