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Introduction

The primary objectives of the project were (1) to provide children with a time for regular, target-
oriented and guided exercise and consequently to promote the development of their social skills
and (2) to assess and develop playgrounds. The playground used in this project is located in the
Motor Control Studio at the Santa Claus Sports Institute and it is built as a place where children,
adults and the elderly can perfect their motor skills. The objective of the assessment was to
determine the kind of playground suitable for children with special needs.

Project implementation and the place of exercise

The test group included 15 children who were diagnosed with either autism or Asperger’s
Syndrome (AS). Both autism and AS are manifested as different communication problems and
very often as motor problems that include clumsiness, poor balance, incorrect trajectories and the
constant repetition of a certain movement (or movements). Autism rehabilitation pays particular
attention to structure. A child in a well-structured and distinct environment is able to function with
other children in the same way and, for example, perfect his or her motor sills. However, a child
often begins to repeat certain movements and becomes aggressive or frustrated in an environment
where no special measures have been taken to support the child. Structure also promotes learning
on the part of AS children.

Guided physical exercise was organized for an 8-month period from September 2002 to April 2003.
The planning, implementation and evaluation of the programme was carried out by sports
instructor students (Rovaniemi Polytechnic) majoring in physical education.

The Muscle Control Studio, where the exercises took place, facilitates accurate methods of
measurement. This study did not test the development of motor skills; rather, the objectives were
more related to emotions (self-confidence and experiences of success) and social behaviour
(cooperation and interaction). The tools used to assess the objectives were the instructors’ diaries,
which were based on their experiences in providing guidance.

The exercise area in the Muscle Control Studio was adapted during the period in cooperation with
the Lappset Group’s Research and Development Team. The project aimed at providing information
that the Lappset Group could confirm through its own technological expertise and at directing the
company’s research and development to also take into consideration groups with special needs
and at using the project to promote and support the movement and opportunities for exercise of
such children who all too easily remain without guided physical exercise.

Conclusions

The playground was built in such a way that it led the children to the next activity. The children did
not stay still in only one place even though the playground provided many different activities
(balance, hanging and sliding). Various pictures and arrows were used to support the structure of
the playground; these were left out for the AS group after four months but were retained for the
autistic group throughout the period.

Children and instructors were given the opportunity to interact at the beginning and end of play,
which involved the use of such things as the Sherborne Method. The interaction during the first
three months was mainly from child to teacher but following this, the AS children also began to play
and work together. The interaction in the autistic group was from child to teacher throughout the



entire period. The objectives for social interaction were met in full. This was especially noticeable in
the children’s skills of cooperation and interaction. There was also a discernable improvement in
motor skills but as stated above, these were not measured.

The playground was highly suitable for children who need structure and a distinct environment to
support their activities. The instructor was able to give feedback on the exercise and did not have
to act only as a “policeman” who supervises behaviour. Playground planning can focus attention on
structure without reducing the value of play equipment (or how much it can be used for play). In
this way, a playground is within reach of more children and families.
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