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Introduction  

Many  disabled children and young people still feel excluded from local leisure activities, 

the ordinary, everyday activities that they would like to access but often canôt because of 

the barriers that get in their way. Luton  Borough  Council sought to research the extent 

to which disabled children are included in universal  leisure activities across the Borough , 

in addition to researching the barriers and potential solutions from the perspective of the 

leisure provider.  

 

Luton  commissioned the charity Out & Abou t to conduct this research on their behalf and 

produce this report which will be used to inform the current Aiming High for Disabled 

Children programme in Luton  and will be of interest to disabled children and young 

people, their families and anyone who sh ares the view that they are entitled to the same 

leisure opportunities as non -disabled children.  

 

 

Out & About  

 

Out & About is the charity that breaks through barriers and creates everyday fun for 

disabled children and young people throughout the east of  England. Established in 1998, 

Out & About has pioneered the approach of including disabled children in universal  

leisure activities.  

 

Its innovative model of short break delivery has received widespread support from 

leading figures in the childrenôs sector, including Ed Balls MP, Secretary of State for 

Children, Schools and Families and Christine Lenehan OBE, Director of the Council for 

Disabled Children amongst others.  

 

It was this specialist knowledge and understanding of inclusive leisure which led to  Out & 

About being c ommissioned by the Aiming High f or Disabled Children team at Luton  

Borough  Council. Not only to research the extent to which universal leisure providers in 

Luton  are inclusive for disabled children and young people, but to also explore how any 

barriers preventing their full inclusion in leisure could be overcome.  

 

Throughout Autumn  2009, Out & About compiled and distributed a Providers Survey to 

over 130 leisure providers in Luton , with a particular emphasis on those universal 

services provided by district councils. Providers were encouraged to complete the 

surveys, with some being selected for a detailed interview visit by Out & About team 

members who specialise in inclusion issues.  

 

The report details a full response to the issues rai sed within the aims of the research and 

is entirely based upon the evidence and anecdotes presented to Out & About by a wide 

range of leisure providers from across Luton .  

In addition, Out & About worked in partnership with local charity Families United 

Network  and Luton Borough Council to identify a group of disabled young people who 

were trained as researchers.  These action researchers took part in a training event 

provided by Out & About before embarking upon their own research; visiting local leisure 

providers to assess how inclusive they were.  

A celebration event was held in December 2009 to mark the completion of the project 

and the group have since gone on to form close friendships.  
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Project Aims  

 

¶ Explore the extent to which universal services are in clusive in Luton .  

¶ Explore the potential barriers to inclusion.  

¶ Explore potential solutions to overcome barriers to inclusion.  

¶ Highlight the good practice that exists in Luton .  

¶ Inform future planning of inclusive universal services.  

 

Universal Services  

 

Only universal  leisure providers  were included in the research.  By universal , we refer to 

those providers who are delivering activities to the full range of children and young  

people, disabled or otherwise.  Not only is this Out & Aboutôs area of expertise, but it 

was also felt by commissioners that they had a thorough understanding of the specialist 

services being provided for disabled children and young people in Luton  and they were 

already involved in the ongoing consultation around the Aiming High pr ogramme.  

 

Providers were researched in a number of ways but selected to ensure that the research 

could truly represent the  wide range of universal activities on offer to children and young 

people in Luton.  During previous consultation with children and y oung people, a number 

of activities were identified as being particular areas of interest  and Out & About was 

asked to focus on these areas; which included dance and sports activities.  Other 

providers wer e identified with support from Luton  Borough  Counci l.  

 

Of the 100 leisure providers invited to tak e part in the research, 6 9 universal services 

provided a response as part of the research, with the majority of providers being 

interviewed in person by young people or the Out & About  team . 

  

Providers taking  part in the research were asked to identify which sector they most 

closel y identified with, the majority selecting the Sports sector. This is a little misleading 

as the total is slightly skewed by the number of leisure centres included in the sample 

who, although providing a range of activities for children such as holiday clubs and play -

schemes, selected sport as being the primary purpose of their centre.   The final sample 

of providers demonstrated a good range of activity types  across Luton.  A breakdow n of 

activity type follows, along with a full list of participants:  

 

 

The Arts 
13%

Playschemes
11%

Uniformed 
9%

Sport
26%

Youth Group
11%

Swim 6%

Martial Arts
17%

Cultural
7%

Activity Type
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Participants :   

 

1st Luton Sea Scouts Explorers  

20th Luton Boys Brigade  

Access 2 Sport (Active Luton)  

Atemi Jujitsu  

Bushmead Youth Club  

Challney Lifesavers  

Chaul End 5 Aside  

Chaul End Badminton  

Chaul End Playscheme  

Cineworld  

Community Support School  

DLJ Ballet & Tap School  

Duke of Edinburgh Expedition  

East West Dragons Kick Boxing  

Farley Centre Junior Youth Group  

Farley Centre Karate  

Farley Centre Playscheme  

Galaxy Gymn astics  

Happy Wanderers  

Hightown Sports and Arts Club  

Hockwell Centre Boxing  

Hockwell Centre Fun Day  

Hockwell Centre Jujitsu  

ILT Tae Kwon Do  

Leagrave Beavers  

Leagrave Cubs  

Leagrave Scouts  

Lewsey ABC  

Lewsey Centre Ballet & Tap  

Lewsey Centre Gymnas tics  

Lewsey Centre Jujitsu  

Lewsey Centre Karate  

Lewsey Centre Playscheme  

Lewsey Park Pool  

Limbury Centre Playscheme  

Luton Athletics Club  

Luton Central Library  

Luton Higashi Karate Kai  

Luton Outdoor Crown Bowls  

Luton Penguins Swimming School  

Lut on Play Rangers  

Luton Regional Sports Centre  

Luton Rugby Football Club  

Luton Stringray Swimming School  

Luton Town Commun ity Trust Football  

Luton Town FC  

Luton Youth Canoe Group  

Namco Entertainment Bowling  

New Creations  

NKB School of Dance  

Park To wn Centre Drama  

Park Town Centre Jujitsu  

Park Town Community Cent re 

Park Town Playscheme  

Park Town Youth Club  

Putteridge Leisure Centre  

Putteridge Youth Club  

Raynham Way Ballet & Tap  

Saints Community Playscheme  

Saints Community Youth Club  

Stage O ne Musical Theatre Company  

Starlight Youth Club  

Stockwood Discovery Centre  

Stockwood Park Golf Club  

Stockwood Park Rugby Club  

Templar Martial Arts  

Theatretrain  

Wardown Museum  

Wardown Pool and Leisure Centre  

Woodside Animal Farm  
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Response Me thod  

 

The majority of prov iders favoured a visit from young people or the Out & About team to 

have an in depth discussion about inclusion. In total, the team spent fourteen days in 

Luton  meeting with a whole host of leisure providers and hearing about the ir experiences 

of including disabled children and gaining their perspective on potential barriers.  

 

Very few responses were received by email, in contrast to similar projects carried out by 

Out & About in other authorities.  10% of providers o pted to be i nterviewed by phone 

and just 1% by post.   

 

The method in which responses were received indicated the value that providers placed 

in having face - to - face contact to discuss challenging issues such as inclusion, with one 

reporting that they felt they had benefited  from free consultancy during the process.  

 

Support Needs  

 

Providers were asked about their previous experience of including disabled children and 

young people in their setting and the chart below shows the responses given by 

providers in relation t o the support needs they had already encountered.   With 

responses ranging from 1 5% to 2 4% it is clear that there is no particular set of support 

needs that providers find it harder, or easier, to include. In many cases, providers chose 

more than one set of  needs, and some indicated they had worked with all the groups 

above. Only 2% of providers had not supported any disabled children at all.  

 

Some providers were able to identify additional suppo rt needs; such as epilepsy and 

tourette s.  Developmental disabi lities, in particular, proved difficult for providers to 

characterise, with the differences between Autism and ADHD being one area of 

confusion; one provider listed ñbad behaviourò as a disability.  More often than not, there 

was a limited knowledge of the  full range of disabilities and support needs that may be 

presented by children wishing to access leisure activities within the Borough .  

 

 

 
 

ADHD/ADD
24%

Autism
19%

Learning Disability
23%

Physical
15%

Sensory/Multi 
Sensory

17%

None
2%

Individual Needs Encountered
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Inclusion in Practice  

 

The overall evidence from providers suggests that disabled children and young people 

are  being included in universal  leisure activities in Luton , although to what extent?  

 

Some providers were able to provide clear examples of disabled children being positively 

included in their activities, whilst others showed great humility by admitting tha t 

although disabled children were in attendance, they  were not necessarily included.  98% 

of providers reported that they have, or have had, disabled children and young people 

involved in their settings at varying levels of inclusion.   

Out & About offered  5 different types of support need for providers to chose from and 

received 2 13  indications from providers that children with these support needs had been 

in attendance. The extent to which disabled children were included varied according to 

their particul ar support needs and the barriers that prevented t hese needs from being 

addressed.   Providers who took part felt that the main barriers were as follows:  

 

 

The team identified certain discrepancies within similar provider groups.   Martial Arts, fo r 

example was one activity group with mixed opinions on inclusion.  One provider 

demonstrated a particularly good standard of inclusion, suggesting that if a wheelchair 

user wanted to learn how to kick box, they would teach all of the same movements but  

0

5

10

15

20

25

P
ro

vi
d

e
r 

N
u

m
b

e
rs

Type of barrier

Barriers to Inclusion



Luton Leisure Report  
Are disa bled children and young people included in leisure activit ies in Luton ? 

 

©Out & About 2010                                                                                                                     www.oaa.co.uk 
 

 

 

apply them to the arms rather than the legs.  A second provider also suggested it was 

inclusive and that it would fit the art around the student, not the student around the art.  

However, a  third provider  was less convinced that disabled young people coul d be 

included, stating that it would be ñimpossible to cater for the unfortunate youngstersò 

and that health and safety (rules) would not allow it.  

A number of leisure providers showed great willingness to adapt their current activities 

to meet the needs o f disab led children and young people.  A  water sports provide r 

admitted that it would not be easy to cater for all disabled young people, but they were 

willing to try and include everyone through the use of additional support and equipment.  

A local swimmi ng club had a particularly positive experience about a young person with 

epilepsy who had thrived in their club after being refused entry to other swimming clubs 

in the area.   One local s cout  troop will adapt its badge work in order to meet the needs 

of di sabled young people.    

 

Staffin g:  ñWe are Youth Workers, not Carers.ò 

 

Out & About identified a close link between training and confidence, with providers 

reporting they would feel more confident about including disabled children and young 

people in the ir activities if they had done a course, or had a certificate to show they were 

suitable .  More often than not, staffing was cited as b eing a key barrier to inclusion; with 

some providers struggl ing to identify 1:1 support when required.  

 

Most providers  were supportive of inclusion but felt that the roles of carers needed to be 

more clearly defined to make it clear who was ther e in a supporting role and who was 

there to lead the session.   Other providers , including a local m useum, had a designated 

person re sponsible for disability, or special needs as it was often r eferred as, and these 

providers benefitted from a specific training programme orga nised by the person 

responsible; except for one community group who no longer had a Disability Officer due 

to fund ing restrictions.  

 

 

Training: ñEven if I was given some money, I wouldnôt know where to start.ò 

 

Training needs were identified by providers as being both the main barrier to full 

inclusion and the main solution to overcome the exclusion of disabled childr en and young 

people in activities .  Larger national providers, such as the cinema , provided disability 

awareness training as an intrinsic element of their induction training for new staff , but 

very few local providers, with the notable exception of one mart ial arts provider , had 

been able to send their staff and volunteers on specific training in inclusion .  Other 

providers, particularly the local play schemes, showed a positive attitude towards 

inclusion but suggested that further training would be required  if they were to fully 

include disabled children in their activities.  

 

Some of the providers who took part were able to identify key training needs for their 

setting, with  one youth club citing Makaton and BSL as essential training for all.  
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The chart be low shows a full breakdown of training needs identified by providers:  

 

 
 

Physical Access:  ñWheelchairs could damage the bowling greenò. 

 

15 %  of providers who took part had encountered children and young people with 

physical disabilities and most particip ants demonstrated a good understanding of the 

access requirements associated with the Disability Discrimination Act; with more 

references to this in Luton than any other area where similar research took place.  

 

Providers knew  for certain whether or not the re were children with physical needs in 

their settings, whilst for other support needs (such as autism) they were less sure.  

Comments about physical needs were focussed on access requirements for disabled 

children and young people, with 9  providers statin g that access was a barrier to disabled 

children bein g able to attend their setting.  A local b owls club were unable to allow 

wheelchair users onto the green as the lawn would be damaged, but they did encourage 

wheelchair users to use their indoor faciliti es instead.  

 

Other providers were concerned that the nature of the activity may have physical 

limitations, such as boxing and canoeing, but agreed that any enquiries would be treated 

on an individual basis and should not face any restrictions.  One s ports centre had made 

a number of adaptations, including replacing all signage with Braille signage.  However, 

wheelchair users were unable to access the first floor as there was no lift, but staff kindly 

offered to carry equipment downstairs when required by wh eelchair users.  

 

A number of swimming pools  had a hoist and accessible changing facilities.  Luton 

Central Library was able to demonstrate an exceptionally high standard of physical 

access, which included the use of adjustable tables, specialised IT equipm ent and multi -

sensory books in a variety of formats, although it was mentioned that very few multi -

sensory books are in production for the teenage market.  

 

Cineworld and Namco Bowling were both able to demonstrate a good level of physical 

access, including  raised ramps for disabled bowlers and hearing loop installations.  

 

Another physical access barrier identified by some providers was that of ownership of 

premises. Some leisure providers were unable to make adaptations to improve physical 

access as the own er of the buildings did not share their views on full inclusion  and one 

had certain access limitations due to it being based within a listed building.   However, 
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the staff team were able to demonstrate a positive example of participation as they 

were alread y consulting a group of disabled young people on improvements.  

 

Funding:  ñBalancing money and what we can offer can be difficult.ò 

Funding was identified as a barrier for most providers, with funding for training and 

funding for additional staff being th e most commonly referred to issues.  Funding was a 

particular barrier for the smaller more local providers, particularly those run by 

volunteers, where a willingness to include could not always be matched by resources.  

 

A local drama group and youth club are both volunteer - run and would welcome 

additional funds to support disabled children and all of the uniformed groups who took 

part suggested that funds for additional support were a real barrier as there are no funds 

available centrally and each group is locally - run by volunteers.  

 

Similar research in other authorities often identified funds for specialised equipment as 

being a barrier, but this was not identified as a barrier by any Luton providers.   One 

provider, however, did identify funds for transport  as being a barrier, although transport 

was not a widely identified barrier across the project  as a whole.  

 

Other barriers  

 

Non -disabled children were identified as a barrier; they do not always understand 

disabled children and sometimes refuse to play wi th them or let them join in, particularly 

those who have behavioural needs.  

 

Some providers acknowledged that parents could sometimes be a barrier to inclusion in 

mainstream settings. It was felt that some parents could, understandably, be over 

cautious a bout their child taking part in a mainstream activity and would perhaps feel 

safer if they were taking part in a specialist activ ity for disabled children only.  Two 

providers made reference to parents who chose to stay with their child during activities 

and acknowledged that it could be hard for parents to trust universal providers.  

 

Involvement of Young People  

 

10 disabled young people attended an  information day  in November 2009 .  The purpose 

of the day was to introduce the project and train the young pe ople as researchers.  

The young people were aged from 7 -20 years.  There were 5 males and 5 females . 

After a warm up activity the young people designed their own poster to represent what 

they like d to do in their leisure time.  They then took it in turns to  present their posters 

to the rest of the group and say why they liked that activity or going to that venue.   

Some venues were within the Borough of Luton and others fell outside the area :  

Places we like to go and things we like to do:  

-Cinema (The Galaxy )  

-Bowling (The Galaxy)  

-Theatre  

-Meeting my friends  

-Playing snooker (at the local pub)  

-Watching football  

-Scouts (at Leagrave on Fridays 7pm)  

-Going on the train/ buses  
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-Playing computer games  

-Air show  

-Theme parks  

-Swimming  

-Seaside  

-Karaoke/singing/d ancing  

-Taking pictures of people  

-Shopping in town & at Milton Keynes  

-FUN 

-Youth club  

 

Why we like them  

Cinema ï Comfy seats, film is better if you watch it on a big screen, people are friendly.  

Scouts ï Friendly leaders and my friends go there.  See sam e people each week.  They 

adapt games so that I can join in eg if they play crab football then I can be the referee 

which I like.  I donôt need any additional help to go along. 

Train ï Get to see the sights.  Ticket inspector always talks to me and makes m e laugh.  

They give you good warnings about minding the gap and tell you where you are.  

Bowling ï Good as can keep going and practising, friendly and welcoming staff.  The 

people who work there always make you feel invited as they talk to you and say thank  

you for coming and come again please.  

Swimming ï I go with my family.  I like swimming.  Mum always asks for my ticket for 

me.  

Universal Services  

It was clear from talking to the group of young people that , as with all young people, 

regardless of their abi lities, their interests varied and age played a factor in what 

activities they did as well. The younger children within the group hadnôt yet experienced 

going along to a mainstream activity either with or without support.  

Some of the older young people app eared to be experiencing mainstream, life skills 

activities independently but these were not structured activities.    

None of the young people were familiar with the term óinclusionô so discussed going to 

places without parents, carers or helpers having to  go along as well.  

There were a small number of young people that access ed venues independently such as 

cinema, bowling an d shopping with their friends.  They did not need additional suppo rt 

to access these activities.  They found being able to go along wi th their friends ógreatô as 

they could then be ónormal teenagersô.   

One young person shared their experience of going to the cinema.  They were 15 and 

had experienced being turned away from 15 -classified films due to not being able to 

prove their age .  They had been asked to view another film or leave all together .   

This made the young people óangryô and ófrustratedô if their friends were still able to go 

along to the film without them.  This issue could be related to age but may also have 
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some link to di sability as one young person openly admitted that he didnôt think he 

looked his age and didnôt ósound like a 15 year oldô. 

Another young person is accessing scouts and has reached full inclusion.  

Asking for entrance/ticket  

Many of the young people said tha t they mainly went out with their families in their 

leisure time and that if they were accessing something which required a n entrance ticket 

the n usually their parents would ask for it for them.  Some young people were happy 

with this because they felt mor e comfortable and others said that they could ask but just 

let their parents óget on with itô. 

Project Aims  

All the young people were keen to be involved in the research project and wanted to give 

their views about the places they would visit.  Some were h appy to visit any venue but 

others had specific interests and would want to visit those sorts of activities.  Many were 

hoping that it may lead to them going to a club or doing more investigations.  

Ways of investigating  

The young people put together a list  of ways of investigating.  

-Trying the activities  

-Video camera  

-Photos  

-Write down what you see or what people say  

-Get leaflets  

-Ask questions  

-Get someone to write down the information for you  

They  looked at a list of questions from the investigators pa ck.  These were questions 

that the young people might like to consider when visiting places so that they can begin 

to see how óinclusiveô a leisure activity is. 

They  visited the FUN scheme (Families United N etwork) to use this as a practice for 

carrying ou t the investigation.  Once they  were back as a group again they worked 

through the analyser s pack to offer feedback.  Completing the pack together highlighted 

that some people enjoyed the activities and other didnôt like it as much.  The young 

people there fore realised that they couldnôt just presume that because they enjoyed 

something then all other disabled young people would also enjoy it.  They needed to 

think from other peopleôs points of views as well. 

Young people  discussed the ir availability, where it was known  and thought about the 

logis tics of completing the visits and they took photographs of the day themselves.   The 

following pages provide a summary of each review visit that was carried out by young 

people.  It is important to note that these sum maries are presented in their own words 

and without edition by the Out & About team;  
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Provider 1:  Youth Activity  
 

Visited by :   

Shannon Murphy  

Stephanie W heeler  

Nawan Iqlaq  

Jamie Connerton  

James Fle tcher  

 

Supported by  Paul, Emma ,Jurgita  

 

Club information: Provider 1 is based  on a school site .  It is based in its own building 

next door to the recreation centre and operates lunch clubs on Tu esday, Wednesday, 

Thursday between 1.00pm -2.00pm for students of the school only. Evening sessions on 

Tuesday  and Thursday between 6.30pm -9.30pm.  As well as a Saturday afternoon 

session between 2.00pm -5.00pm It has a friendship group  programme for young 

disabled people  on  Fridays  7pm -9.30pm . 

 

The building has a range of rooms.  It has a couple of pool tables, a table tennis table, A 

chill out / arts+ craft area and a tuck shop/kitchen area.  As well as a small hall which 

was set up so people coul d play badminton during our visit. It also has a computer room 

on site.  

 

Format of visit:   As the club has a drop in approach during the evening sessions this is 

what we did. The young people + the support turned up at the club and then looked to 

join in w ith what activities were going on that evening. The plan was to give the  club no 

prior knowledge of the attended visit as we wanted to judge the reaction.  

 

Potential Improvements  

One of the young people attends the disability group that is held at the club on a Friday 

night and has done so for the last couple of years. Just before that session the week 

before we were due to visit his mum happened to mention that he would be coming 

along to the club the following Tuesday  with support .  

Mum reported that t he manager  was unhappy  about this and said he couldn ôt come then 

as its not the disability night.  ñFriday night is your night not the rest of the week ò.  Mum 

was rightly angry but left it there .  When she returned to the club later she challenged 

the ma nager on what he had been said.  He said his main concern was that he  thought 

there would be people there on the Tuesday that would pick on James and he wa s only 

looking out for him.   Jamesô mum spoke to Out & About  before our visit to let them know 

what had happened and passed on their details to the provider .  

Comments recorded from the visit.  

 

The b est thing  that happened when I v isited:  

ñI saw a teacher from schoolôô 

ñPlaying pool was good ò  

ñI won at badmintonò 

ñI know  some of the people from s choolò 

ñI knew who Chris Tarrant was in the quizò 

 




