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Abstract 

Anchored in the generative fathering framework and critical disability studies (CDS), I used a 

narrative approach to study 11 fathers’ stories of leisure with their children with autism spectrum 

disorder (ASD) to highlight how leisure activities are given meaning and constructed as part of 

active fathering.  I produced four narratives - narratives of action, narratives of adjustment, 

narratives of tension and narratives of relationships that captured fathers’ experiences of leisure 

with their children with ASD.  Narratives of action are the stories of what fathers are doing in 

their day- to- day interactions with their children.  Narratives of adjustment depict how fathers 

have shifted and re-defined expectations of their children and themselves following their 

children’s diagnosis of ASD. Narratives of tension capture fathers’ strain in concurrently having 

to acquiesce and advocate against financial, environmental and societal constraints.  Lastly, in 

narratives of relationships, fathers illustrate the relational outcomes of their involvement with 

their children, including an appreciation of their children’s individuality and the father-child 

connection.  The findings augment a deeper understanding of fathering children with ASD and 

the father-child relationship.  By understanding fathers’ perceived successes and challenges in 

leisure activities in the home and community settings, service providers can better engage and 

support fathers in home- and community-based leisure. 
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Chapter One  

Introduction and Theoretical Framework 

…and as she gets older you find that it’s more… it’s fun in the way where you get to see her 

change and do these things that she wasn’t doing before, or saying things that she wasn’t saying 

before… 

Matthew1, father to Sally (aged 6) diagnosed autism spectrum disorder (ASD) was 

interviewed in his home. This excerpt was Matthew’s immediate response to the meaning 

he garners from his father-child leisure interactions. 

1.1. Introduction 

Through stories, fathers share experiences and attach meaning2 to their experiences.  My 

focus in this dissertation is on the meaning of father-child leisure to fathers of children with 

ASD.  While fun is one likely outcome of leisure, as mentioned above by Matthew, fathers’ 

stories also demonstrate fathers’ responsibility, guidance, instruction, and provision for their 

children in a leisure context (Mitchell & Lashewicz, 2015, p. 140).  This dissertation project 

encompassed two studies, a foundational study and a principal study. I completed the 

foundational study in 2014; I conducted a secondary analysis and examined the generative work 

28 fathers of children with ASD accomplish in father-child leisure (see appendix B). The 

principal study, builds on the foundational study through interviews with 11 fathers of children 

with ASD.  In this chapter, I first delineate the background and rationale (section 1.2) for this 

program of work before defining the key concepts used in these studies (section 1.2.1).  In 

section 1.2.2, I review the foundational study and then provide the purpose of the principal 

study (section 1.3).  Lastly, I review the theoretical frameworks (section 1.4) that I used to guide 

                                                 
1 Participants, participants’ children and people named by participants have been changed to pseudonyms   
2 I use the word meaning to represent the explicit or implicit significance of an activity, event or relationship, to the 

participants.  
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the secondary data analysis of the foundational study, and the original or primary data collection 

and analysis of the principal study. 

1.2. Background and Rationale  

Leisure activities are among the most common ways that fathers connect with and 

support their children of all abilities.  Moreover, leisure activities are intrinsic to active fathering 

and father-child activities hold meaning and contribute to men’s growth as fathers (e.g., 

Harrington, 2009).  Fathers’ methods of interaction during leisure are significant to father-child 

relationships and positively influence the cognitive, language, play, and physical development of 

children with and without disabilities (e.g., Flippin & Crais, 2011; Pisula, 2008; Roggman, 

Boyce, Cook, Christiansen, & Jones, 2004).  

For children with ASD, challenges with social communication and interaction and highly 

focused, repetitive patterns of behaviours and interests (American Psychiatric Association, 2013) 

may impact their leisure opportunities (e.g., Coyne, 2014; Wolfberg, 2009).  Nonetheless, 

engagement in leisure promotes emotional and physical well-being, facilitates socialization and 

language, and broadens interests for children with ASD (e.g., Childress, 2011; Coyne, 2014; 

Mactavish & Schleien, 2000).  Further, fathers may be particularly positioned to support their 

children’s development and build the father-child relationship through leisure and play (e.g., 

Flippin & Crais, 2011; Roggman et al., 2004).  However, little research has focused specifically 

on the shared leisure interactions of fathers of children with ASD. Awareness of the mutual 

benefits of leisure for children with ASD and their fathers has increased but much remains to be 

learned about these father-child leisure experiences. Grounded in the generative fathering 

framework and critical disability studies (CDS), I used a narrative approach to study fathers’ 



 

 

3 

 

stories of leisure activities with their children with ASD to highlight the how these activities are 

given meaning and constructed as part of fathering and the father-child relationship. 

1.2.1 Terminology  

1) Foundational study: The foundational study refers to the secondary analysis of 28 semi-

structured interviews of fathers of children with ASD.  The study is titled, More than a 

pal: The generative leisure work of fathers raising children with autism spectrum 

disorder (Mitchell & Lashewicz, 2015)3. 

2) Principal study: The principal study refers to the original, i.e., primary data collection 

and analysis of 11 fathers of children with ASD.  

3) Father, fatherhood, fathering: “Father” refers to the identity of a particular man as the 

father to a particular child and encompasses biological and/or social fathers (Kay, 2009).  

“Fatherhood” refers to the cultural and/or role coupled with being a father (Kay, 2009).  

“Fathering” is the doing in parenting a child.  This study is most concerned with 

fathering—what fathers are doing with their children.  

4) Fatherwork/generative work: In the generative fathering framework, fathering choices 

and behaviours are conceptualized as the generative work or fatherwork that fathers do in 

response to children’s needs across the lifespan.  Generative work and fatherwork are 

used interchangeably.  

5) Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): ASD is a neurodevelopmental condition and 

commonly diagnosed using the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 

fifth edition (DSM-5).  The DSM-5 provides diagnostic codes which standardize 

therapeutic and clinical practices. A DSM-5 diagnosis may be required for governmental 

                                                 
3 This study can be found in Appendix A and copyright permissions can be found in Appendix J.  
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or educational support.  ASD is a behaviorally described condition and a diagnosis is 

made by professional observation and assessment, in tandem with information provided 

by parents. The criteria for ASD include challenges for children in two domains: 

a. Social communication and social interaction challenges across various settings. 

Challenges might include difficulties with social – emotional reciprocity, 

understanding non-verbal communication (gestures, facial expressions), and 

difficulties making friends and understanding relationships (APA, 2013). 

b. Restricted, repetitive patterns of behaviour, interests, or activities which 

could include repetitive body movement, echolalia, repetitive use of objects, 

ritualized behaviour, rigidity around routines, fixated interest on an activity, 

object or sensory  aspects in environments (e.g., lights) and hyper- and hypo- 

sensory sensitivities (challenges with registering or being over sensitive to touch, 

sound, smell, light) (APA, 2013). 

Challenges must be present in early childhood, albeit challenges may not be fully 

recognized by parents until the social demands on children surpass their capabilities 

(Volkmar & McPartland, 2014). In the United States, about 1 in 68 children have an ASD 

diagnosis, with 4.5 times as many boys diagnosed than girls (Center for Disease Control 

and Prevention (CDC), 2016). In the Calgary region of the province of Alberta, it was 

estimated that about 1 in 94 children are diagnosed with ASD based on a review of 

school records in 2012/2013 (Lowe et al., 2014). There is no clear etiology, although 

genetic, biological, and environmental factors have been considered (Silverman, 2012). 

ASD occurs in families of varying compositions, socioeconomic status and ethnicities 

(e.g., Anagnostou et al., 2014).  
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The DSM has been criticized by autistic advocates who assert the DSM is a systemized 

tool which reinforces binary divisions of normal versus abnormal and pathologizes ASD 

(Nadesan, 2005; Walker, 2012). More autistic individuals are speaking and writing about 

their experiences (e.g., Robinson, 2007; Walker, 2012; Williams, 1992) and prefer to 

interpret ASD through the neurodiversity paradigm (defined below) instead of the 

pathological paradigm (Walker, 2012).  

6) Neurodiversity paradigm and movement: Neurodiversity refers to the neurological 

diversity across the human population (Jaarsma & Welin, 2012; Silberman, 2015; 

Walker, 2014, para. 6). Neurodivergant refers to individuals with neurocognitive 

functioning that “lie outside the dominant social standards of ‘normal’” such as autistics4; 

neurotypicals are individuals with neurocognitive functioning inside the dominant social 

standards of “normal” (Walker, 2014, para.10, 11). Being neurodivergant or neurotypical 

are simply different ways for humans to exist, process and interact in the world (Jaarsma 

& Welin, 2012; Walker, 2014). The neurodiversity paradigm is a holistic perspective to 

view ASD that accounts for the strengths and gifts, as well as the challenges of ASD; 

proponents of this paradigm do not pathologize neurological differences. The 

neurodiversity movement is the social justice movement for the full inclusion and equal 

rights of neurodivergent individuals (Walker, 2014). Overall, supporters of the 

neurodiversity movement believe in focusing on supporting and accepting autistic people 

and their families, rather than focusing on “cures” or “causes” (e.g., Silberman, 2015). I 

have struggled with what terminology to use in this study. For consistency I used 

                                                 
4 Others who identify as neurodivergent include those with Dyslexia or Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 

(ADHD).  
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children with ASD or autistic children. This was to reflect and respect the preference for 

“autistic”- preferred by some people, as well as include how fathers refered to their 

children (they use both) and to reflect the most commonly referred term in the literature 

and in academic circles (children with ASD).  

7) Critical disability studies (CDS): CDS scholars avoid grouping people into over 

simplistic categories such as “impaired” or “unimpaired” or viewing disability as purely 

located in the body or viewing disability as only socially constructed (e.g., Feely, 2016; 

Goodley, 2013). CDS is one way of considering the experience of disability, as a 

complex interconnection between the disabled body (including sensory, neurological, 

physical, mental, emotional impairments) and the sociocultural, institutions, law and 

policies with which the body interacts (e.g., Meekosha & Shuttleworth, 2009).  

8) Leisure:  The broad definition of leisure I used, was time away from unpaid or paid 

employment and/or the activities one engages in during that time (Hurd & Anderson, 

2011).  Kelly (1989) asserted that leisure is deciding, feeling, and doing, and that the 

action holds meaning and creates meaning; what one person experiences as leisure may 

not be leisure for another person.  For the purpose of this study, play, recreation, hobbies, 

relaxing and sport (and related activities) were considered leisure pursuits.  

1.2.2 Foundational Study. My work on the foundational study formed the impetus of 

developing my research questions for the principal study. The foundational study comprised a 

secondary analysis of data from a qualitative project titled Building parenting capacity in 

families of children with disabilities: Understanding and resourcing fathers of children with 

ASD, 2011–2013.  This “building parenting capacity” study examined successes and challenges 

of fathers raising children with ASD.  A purposive sample of 28 fathers of children with ASD 
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(28 boys and 5 girls, aged 3–15) was interviewed.  Of this sample, 26 were the biological father, 

one the adoptive father, and one the grandfather with custody of his grandson.  Twenty-seven of 

the men were married and one was divorced.  The majority of fathers were Caucasian with 

college or university education.   

My secondary analysis was aimed at increasing understandings of the generative leisure 

work of fathers of children with ASD.  I conducted a thematic analysis of the interview data 

using sensitizing concepts from the generative fathering framework (as outlined in section 1.4); 

accordingly, I examined data for evidence of joy, playfulness, reciprocity, connection, teaching, 

and adaptation expressed in fathers’ descriptions of father-child leisure activities.  I will present a 

condensed narrative of each theme, as found in the manuscript, More than a pal: The generative 

leisure work of fathers raising children with autism spectrum disorder (Mitchell & Lashewicz, 

2015).  

1.2.2.1 Meanings of father-child leisure: Key themes.  I found evidence that fathers of 

children with ASD are engaged in meaningful generative work with their children. Below, I 

briefly summarize three key themes that illustrated the importance and meaning of leisure for 

fathers: leisure as simple joy, teaching through leisure, and shifting expectations around leisure.  

1.2.2.1.1 Simple joy. Fathers discussed the joy, delight, and fun of shared father-child 

leisure experiences.  Fathers’ capabilities to simply relax and play contributed to the father-child 

connection.  Russell5, father to Emmerson (aged 4) diagnosed with ASD, claimed that he often 

tired of “trying to teach” and wanted to just be a dad.  Stan, father to three boys with ASD—

Darren (aged 6) and twins Rapheal and Zach (aged 4) —spoke warmly about his “loud” and 

“rough” boys who “all come running to Dad” as soon as he walked in the door.  Stan talked 

                                                 
5 Participants’ names have been changed to pseudonyms   
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about roughhousing as fun, but also a physical release for his boys.  “Whether it was an 

appreciation for their child’s belly laugh while watching TV or noticing their child has a ‘smile 

that would light up a room,’ fathers illustrated being attuned to their children in everyday 

moments” (Mitchell & Lashewicz, 2015, p. 139).  

1.2.2.1.2 Teaching.  Fathers used leisure to teach skills and build their children’s 

capabilities. In creating learning opportunities for their child, fathers often suspended their own 

comfort to meet the needs of the child.  Jason shared how he and his wife utilized their four-year-

old son Jason’s interests to teach: 

We’ve found ways to you know make play interesting. . . he’s very advanced in certain 

things and very behind in others so we’re constantly working at ways to get him to build 

on his weaknesses through play and activities and things that he likes…It does, it takes, it 

takes a pile of work so I don’t know how I can compare myself to other fathers but I 

couldn’t have a more active role . . .  

 

1.2.2.1.3 Shifting expectations.  Leisure is one of multiple areas where fathers’ negotiate 

and reconcile expectations for their child.  Fathers provided evidence of shifting their 

expectations and finding not only enjoyment, but a deeper meaning in how they interpret, 

internalize, and grow from their fathering experiences.  Victor identified that his son Kyle (aged 

7) with ASD, was never going to be a “baseball star” or the “most social.”  While Victor missed 

coaching his son in soccer and taking him to sports programs, Victor’s narrative contained a 

weaving of the “grief” with the “blessing[s]” as he shifted into stories of shared activities such as 

walking, hiking, and swimming.  He underlined how having only one child (his neurotypically 

developing son) in soccer, instead of two, was “somewhat easier” as he could forgo attempts to 

be at two different soccer games.  Victor further mentioned he was more active, had made efforts 

to be home in the afternoons, and how this, in his opinion, had led to a “deeper relationship” with 

his son.  
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1.2.2.1.4 Summary.  I found evidence of the importance of father-child leisure in fathers’ 

lives.  Fathers offered a range of meanings tied to father-child leisure in terms of child 

development through teaching and expanding skills, growth and adaption as a father, and the 

sustaining power that leisure brings to father-child relationship through shared activities.  Given 

this was a secondary analysis and the original data were not collected with the purpose of 

exploring the meanings of leisure, I had no opportunity to probe or ask clarifying questions.  

Therefore, for the principal study of this dissertation I returned to interview select participants 

from the foundational study, as well as, completed a primary data collection and analysis to 

elaborate on themes from the foundational study.  

1.3 Purpose  

The findings of my foundational study supported my assertion that fathers are engaging 

in important generative work with their autistic children through shared leisure activities.  The 

purpose of this principal study is to deepen and extend on the foundational study findings, and 

contribute understandings of fathers’ experiences of leisure pursuits with their children with 

ASD by asking three research questions:  

1) What is the meaning of father-child leisure to fathers of children with ASD? 

2) What informs fathers’ experiences of leisure activities with their children (culture, 

socioeconomics, social expectations, barriers, etc.)? 

3) How have fathers adapted to and changed expectations of father-child leisure in 

response to having children with ASD? 
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This study provided insights into the experiences of fathers of children with ASD that 

contributes understanding to strengths-based approaches6 to understanding of fathers of children 

with ASD, the leisure behaviors of children with ASD and the father-child relationship.  

Additionally, by understanding fathers’ perceived successes and challenges in leisure activities in 

home and community settings, professionals and agencies can better engage and support fathers 

in home- and community-based leisure. 

1.4 Theoretical Frameworks 

The principal study was informed by the generative fathering framework and critical 

disability studies (CDS) theory.  I used these frameworks to guide development of research 

questions, literature review, methodology and discussion. Next, I provide an overview of the 

theoretical framework of generative fathering and CDS.   

1.4.1 Introduction to generative fathering7.  

If we ask people to look for deficits, they will usually find them, and their view of the 

situation will be colored by this. If we ask people to look for successes, they will usually 

find them, and their view of the situation will be colored by this. (Kral, 1989)  

Generative fathering, a perspective that draws on Erik Erikson’s (1950) concept of 

“generativity” is used by researchers and professionals to conceptualize fathers’ parenting 

capacities and strengths (Dollahite & Hawkins, 1998; McAdams, Hart, & Maruna, 1998; Pratt, 

Lawford, & Allen, 2012). Generativity is the procreative drive to contribute to and guide future 

generations.  Generative activities are anchored in care, whether it be the nurture and care of 

                                                 
6 Individuals (psychologists, social workers, researchers etc.,) who use strengths-based approaches hold a core belief 

that the individuals they are working with or talking to, have strengths, capabilities and resources.  Challenges and 

struggles are not ignored, but work is done to draw out and build on people’s internal coping, hope and goals.  
7 Parts of this review were developed into a two publications. One, the foundational study. The second is in Mitchell, 

J., & Lashewicz, B. (2016). Generative fathering: A framework for enriching understandings of fathers raising 

children who have disability diagnoses. Journal of Family Studies. 1-15. 
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children or others, ideas, works of art, or investment in the betterment of the community (Snarey, 

1993).   

Fathering researchers have utilized generativity to specifically examine fathering and 

found that fatherhood presents the opportunity for fathers to be generative, or increase the 

possibility of being generative, and may be significant for the “growth of men’s generative 

motivations” (Pratt et al., 2012, p. 113; Snarey, 1993).  Further, fathers’ generativity is beneficial 

for children. For example, Snarey (1993) found that fathers’ social-emotional and physical-

athletic support during their daughter’s adolescence significantly predicted positive outcomes on 

their adult daughters’ education and occupation.  First, I will provide a background for 

generative fathering before turning my attention to key concepts, assumptions, and how the 

generative fathering framework is organized. 

1.4.1.1 Background of generative fathering. The non-deficit perspective of generative 

fathering departed from a tradition of research conducted from the mid-1940s to the 1970s, 

which primarily examined the impact of inadequate or absent fathering on children; few 

researchers had examined positive contributions of fathers to their children, and even fewer had 

examined how fathers were affected by their children (e.g., Dollahite, 2004).  Several researchers 

had identified a “deficit paradigm” in fatherhood research, which assumed biased perceptions of 

fathers, such as being uninvolved, emotionally challenged, and apathetic to change (e.g., 

Hawkins & Dollahite, 1997; Nicholas, 2013).  While fathering researchers have been clear that 

they do not want to disregard the pain caused by irresponsible fathering and real issues of abuse 

and abandonment, the stereotypes of fathers as “unaware,” “deadbeats,” or “uninvolved” may 

have distorted common understandings of fathering and missed the ways that responsible fathers 

contributed to and influenced their children (Hawkins & Dollahite, 1997, p. 5; Nicholas, 2013). 
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1.4.1.1.1 The “deficit paradigm.”  Researcher critiques aided in the identification of 

deficit perspectives of fathers; this subsequently resulted in the broadening of theoretical 

frameworks for understanding fathering.  Historically, father involvement was perceived as 

being less significant than mother involvement and research tended to emphasize fathers’ 

inadequacies and absences, and little attention was paid to fathers’ strengths (Dollahite, 2004; 

Hawkins & Dollahite, 1997; Saracho & Spodek, 2008).  

Researchers have argued that conceptualizations of paternal involvement were often too 

narrow and neglected to highlight the strengths that fathers bring to children, which are both 

overlapping and complementary to mothers’ caregiving (Hawkins & Dollahite, 1997; Hawkins & 

Palkovitz, 1999; Pleck, 2010).  Particularly in research conducted through the 1940s–80s, 

caregiving was generally associated with mothering—including the direct, day-to-day activities 

of feeding, dressing, bathing, and addressing emotional needs (Hawkins & Dollahite, 1997).  

Fathers, when juxtaposed against mothers, were labelled as deficient for not “doing what 

mothers do, either as much or as well” (Hawkins & Dollahite, 1997, p. 13).  Researchers in the 

1970s produced evidence that fathers indeed are capable and loving, meeting their children’s 

needs, and fostering physical, social and cognitive development (e.g., Allen, Daly, & Ball, 2012; 

LaRossa, 1997), yet these strengths were often not subsumed under traditional notions of 

caregiving.  

Further, as Hawkins and Palkovitz (1999) emphasized, paternal involvement was often 

“conceptualized and measured primarily as a temporal or directly observable phenomenon” (p. 

111).  Thus, “father involvement” was measured as the literal direct time fathers spent with 

children (Pleck, 2010).  Not surprisingly, based on the data collected, researchers could not 

account for fathers’ indirect care or quality of father-child interactions (Hawkins & Palkovitz, 
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1999; Pleck, 2010) and could not indicate if there were a direct correlation of father involvement 

to developmental outcomes for children (Pleck, 2010).  For over three decades, fathering 

researchers have proposed and refined new ways to more accurately conceptualize and measure 

father involvement (Lamb, 2010; Pleck, 2010), including: accounting for quality of marital 

relationship (or relationship with mother if father is a non-resident father), financial support, 

psychological and emotional qualities of the father, child reports on father, as well as contextual 

factors such as cultural expectations of fathers, social support, and economic factors (Doherty, 

Kouneski, & Erikson, 1998; Hawkins & Palkovitz, 1999; Pleck, 2010). 

A generative, non-deficit perspective of fathering is a paradigm for researchers to identify 

a wide range of caregiving tasks and responsibilities (e.g., development through play, indirect 

care), and assess fathers’ patterns of caregiving.  Fathers are assumed to be concerned and 

interested in their children but may be struggling to enact these behaviours or might face 

additional barriers such as financial stress, fear of failure, or poor self-efficacy (e.g., Dienhart & 

Daly, 1997).  Indeed, the generative fathering perspective can be conducive for accounting for 

the dynamics of fathering a child with a disability.  Fathers of children with disabilities have 

historically been viewed as being on the periphery of the mother-child dyad (e.g., MacDonald & 

Hastings, 2010; Herbert & Carpenter, 1994) and fathers report being on the outside of the  

caregiving activities and from the professionals involved with their child’s medical- and/or 

school-related programs (Carpenter & Towers, 2008).  However, a father’s lack of involvement, 

as perceived by others, may be caused by a number of factors, including feelings of helplessness, 

not understanding the disability, increased financial strain, and exclusion by professionals (e.g., 

Herbert & Carpenter, 1994; Macdonald & Hastings, 2010; Nicholas, 2013). 
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1.4.1.2 Generative work/ Fatherwork.  In a four-decade long study on fathering, Snarey 

(1993) drew on generativity to examine acts of fathering.  Snarey suggested that “good 

fathering” ensues when fathers identify and meet children’s needs with reciprocal benefit to both 

children and fathers.  Dollahite and Hawkins (1998), in response to critiques of the deficit-

paradigm and building on the work of Snarey, articulated a “conceptual ethic of generative 

fathering”—defined as a “nondeficit perspective of fathering rooted in the proposed ethical 

obligation for fathers to meet the needs of the next generation” (Dollahite & Hawkins, 1998, p. 

110).  They asserted that these were guidelines and one way to conceptualize fathering, not a 

formal, rigid model.  They explained:  

By “conceptual ethic,” we mean a framework that is intended . . . to suggest what is 

possible and desirable. . . . we propose an ethically grounded, intervention-oriented 

approach to viewing good fathering as generative work that builds on our scholarly 

understandings, clinical and educational experiences, and deeply held beliefs about the 

importance of good fathering for the next generation. (p. 18)  

Generative fathering is a conceptual tool for understanding a variety of broadly defined fathering 

activities and cast fathering as a multifaceted, multidimensional, subjective, and developmental 

progression that weaves together intergenerational aspects of men’s growth and children’s well-

being (Hawkins & Palkovitz, 1999; Snarey, 1993).  The following generative fathering 

assumptions provide the basis of how I have approached and interpreted fathering. 

1. Fathering is a complex process that evolves as men navigate different stages of their 

and their children’s lives.  

2. Fathering occurs in a context of constraints and challenges, but fathers can maintain 

agency over their choices and decisions. 
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3. Men bring diverse abilities and strengths to their fathering. 

4. Most fathers desire to be involved with and responsible for their children.  

5. Fathers try respond to and meet the needs of children. 

6. Men grow by meeting the needs of the next generation through generative work. 

(Adapted from Dollahite & Hawkins, 1998; Dollahite, Hawkins, & Brotherson, 1997; Snarey, 

1993) 

The term “work”  is used to conceptualize fathering behaviour as the generative work or 

fatherwork that fathers do in response to children’s needs across their child’s lifespan (Dollahite 

& Hawkins, 1998; Hawkins & Palkovitz, 1999). The term “work” serves to reconnect family and 

labour, whereby paid and unpaid labour are not viewed separately, but rather, both recognized as 

important dimensions of fathering work (Dollahite & Hawkins, 1998, p. 122). Fathers can 

creatively—and by choice—meet the needs of, and build relationships with children (Dollahite 

& Hawkins, 1998) and while fathering requires “sustained effort” and is often routine, is not 

meant to evoke negative connotations, rather generative work is understood as a father’s “joyous 

labour” which reflects a blending of work and love (Dollahite & Hawkins, 1998, p. 112). 

1.4.1.3 Organization of the Generative Fathering Framework. The conceptual ethic of 

generative fathering is pictorially presented (see Appendix B) with seven rows and four 

columns.  Each row represents a stage of child development.  For each stage, four corresponding 

columns depict: (a) the name of the stage, (b) children’s needs, (c) the fatherwork required, and 

(d) the desired outcome for fathers and children.  There are seven kinds of generative work that 

help children resolve needs: ethical, stewardship, development, recreation, relational, spiritual, 

and mentoring.  Dollahite and Hawkins (1997) provided descriptors rather than specific age 

ranges: infancy, early childhood, play age, school age, adolescence, young adulthood, and 
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adulthood. While children’s needs and fatherwork work are pictorially associated with each 

stage, the seven stages, children’s needs and categories of work are inseparable and often overlap 

(e.g., Dollahite & Hawkins, 1997). Thus, while presented in “stages” for clarity, I want to be 

careful to not invoke linear stages of development for either children or fathers. I used the 

generative fathering framework to guide the analysis of fathers’ stories.  Accordingly, I was 

sensitized to concepts from the framework, such as father-child connection, reciprocity, father 

creativity, challenges, joy, and adaptation.  While I largely used the recreation work dimensions 

in analysis, other varieties of fatherwork were evident in the findings.  

Recreation work.  This study is largely informed by the recreation work dimension of 

generative fathering.  Recreation work holds that fathers both cooperate and challenge their 

children, with expected outcomes of “playful fathers and joyful children” (Dollahite & Hawkins, 

1998, p. 120; Mitchell & Lashewicz, 2015, p.132).  Fathers teach their children to release and 

manage stress, relax, and simply enjoy life (Mitchell & Lashewicz, 2015, p.132).  Additionally, 

recreation work is more than just fun, recreation work challenges and deepens children’s skills 

and capabilities in order to increase capacity for coping with life’s demands (Dollahite & 

Hawkins, 1998; Mitchell & Lashewicz, 2015, p.132).  

Coupling recreation and work is likewise intentional (Dollahite & Hawkins, 1998). 

Creating opportunities to teach children how to relax, eliminate stress, and increase coping 

capabilities through leisure may entail fun and enjoyment, as well as elements of effort or 

sacrifice.  Shaw and Dawson (2010) cautioned that leisure is not always successful and that 

economics, time, workloads, or finding appropriate activities may create obstacles for families.  

Dollahite and Hawkins (1998) asserted that “sustaining appropriate, enjoyable, affordable, safe, 

and challenging recreational activities for a child is hard work” (p. 120).  Fun is not always 
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natural, and many parents, given their employment and other commitments, may need to “work” 

at apprehending and incorporating the “fun” and “humour” into parenting (Dollahite & Hawkins, 

1998, p. 120).  Indeed, for families of children with disabilities, issues of cost, adequate 

supervision and safety, and/or having to remain with their child for activities are often concerns 

in leisure contexts (Thompson & Emira, 2011).  Parents of children with disabilities, including 

ASD are specifically troubled by a lack of accommodating, inclusive, or supportive activities for 

their children (e.g., Jones, 2003; Thompson & Emira, 2011).  Thus, leisure, while often 

lighthearted and fun, entails understanding and support as parents work toward finding suitable 

activities, building relationships, and teaching skills and values in order to challenge and extend 

coping skills and capabilities in children with and without disabilities. 

1.4.2 Critical Disability Studies.  The emphasis on the father-child dyad in the 

generative fathering framework can be used to understand fathering children with disabilities in 

light of particularities of behaviours, needs, and strengths that children with disability diagnoses 

may present.  Yet the experience of “disability” as a sociocultural and economic phenomenon 

transcends the particularities of individuals and dyads; thus, I drew on critical disability studies 

(CDS) alongside generative fathering in order to guide a fuller understanding of fathering 

children with ASD8. I will provide a brief history on disability studies, before defining CDS in 

more detail.  

Disability studies gained momentum in the 1970s, largely driven by disabled scholars, 

researchers, and activists who suggested that social values, law, policy, and institutional 

                                                 
8 Parts of this review were developed into a publication, where I drew together generative fathering framework and 

critical disability studies theory as theoretical basis in which to better understand fathering children with disabilities. 

Mitchell, J., & Lashewicz, B. (2016). Generative fathering: A framework for enriching understandings of fathers 

raising children who have disability diagnoses. Journal of Family Studies. 1-15 
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priorities did not address the lifestyles and problems of marginalized or disenfranchised 

individuals and groups (Devlin & Pothier; Oliver, 1996).  Nor were disability and the disabled 

experience being critically addressed within the academic environment (Marks, 1999).  The 

“social model” of disability was developed in efforts to bring focus to issues of 

power/powerlessness in the experiences of people with disabilities (Devlin & Pothier, 2006; 

Marks, 1999).  Social model theorists, in particular, challenged the “medical model”— the 

medical model functioned as trying to “fix” or “make normal” pathologies or dysfunctions 

located in the mind and body (Marks, 1999, p. 52).  Social model theorists asserted that the 

medical model inaccurately “equat[ed] disability with illness” (p. 4).  Instead, they argued that 

disability is the loss of freedom or the restrictions people with impairments face due to social and 

physical barriers that prevent them from partaking in community life (Barnes, 1997; Marks, 

1999; Oliver, 1996).  An impairment is a “limitation in a person’s physical, mental, or sensory 

functioning” (Marks, 1999, p. 80) (e.g., anxiety disorder, epilepsy).  Impairments then, only 

become disabling in particular environments (e.g., the absence of wheelchair ramps) and by 

stigmatizing attitudes. 

Critical disability studies involves a “re-evaluation” of these explanatory paradigms (e.g., 

social model or medical modle) for understanding the lived experience of individuals with 

disability diagnoses and has been increasingly used to guide critiques, explorations, and 

movements toward addressing barriers and oppression of people with disabilities (Meekosha & 

Shuttleworth,  2009).  CDS theorists move away from binary classifications of “disability” 

versus “impairment or “social model” versus a “medical model.”  Rather, CDS theorists seek to 

examine how institutions, politics, law, and language, “dis-able” people systemically and 
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socially. CDS incorporates physical bodies into the discussions of disability and disablement and 

critically account for intersectionality9 of race, gender, and class and other social identities.    

Society’s propensity for creating binaries of “normal” relative to anything that strays 

from constructions of normal, has long tangled roots.  For the purposes of this principal study, I 

will briefly discuss how the “construction of ASD” is situated historically and how the 

discourses of normal versus pathological evolved and influenced how professionals and parents 

talked and continue to talk about ASD. 

1.4.2.1 Social construction of ASD.  Disability studies scholar Davis (2006), states, “we 

live in a world of norms… To understand the disabled body, one must return to the concept of 

the norm, the normal body” (p.3). “Normal” and its’ variants (normalcy, norm, abnormal) 

entered the English language in 1800s; “normal” in 1840, “norm” in 1855, “normality” in 1849 

and “normalcy” in 1857.  Prior, the word “normal” meant “perpendicular” (p.3). However, the 

19th century was a period of industrialization. There was a growing interest in statistics, the 

labour capabilities of the “average” worker and increased surveillance of the poor. The bell-

curve standard (central arch of the curve) was established to represent the majority or “norm” – 

representing the average man or bourgeoisie (Davis 2006).  “Normal” was then only possible by 

comparing the object/person of one’s gaze to something/someone else. The construction of a 

disability, deviance or abnormality thus assumed that the person with a disability is in some 

sense impaired or damaged while the observer is unimpaired (Davis, 2006; Feely, 2016). It is 

within such comparisons that the pathological, abnormal or deviant body appears (Davis 2006).  

                                                 
9 Intersectionality is the idea we hold multiple social identities or locations which include gender, race, social 

class, ethnicity, nationality, sexual orientation, religion, age, mental and physical  disability/illness etc. Social 

identities interact with each other and intersect with systems of oppression and discrimination, Thus privilege and 

oppression are best understand by acknowledging ‘intersecting’ social locations, rather than one unitary identity 

(Hankivsky, 2014) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gender
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Race_(human_categorization)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_class
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_class
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethnic_group
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nationality
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sexual_orientation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mental_disability
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Historically and currently, individuals are diagnosed with ASD by their presumed 

deviation from “the ordinary way” of being (Kanner, 1943, p. 242).  Notions of “normalcy” and 

“normative” permeate our culture, and I will address when the concept of “normal” specific for 

children appeared in western culture.  Children were not mentioned in the history of psychiatry 

until the 19th century.  Nadesan (2005) argued that child psychopathology, and specifically 

autism, was contingent on the sociocultural and economic climate of the 19th century, which was 

one of rapid industrialization and urbanization (Davis, 2006; Marks, 1999).  Thus, in efforts to 

foster social stability, poor-, work-, and mad-houses were established to segregate people 

deemed as “threatening social and economic security,” and there were heightened efforts to 

sharpen the distinctions between pathologies (e.g., mental illness, “retardation”) (Nadesan, 2005, 

p. 31).  Concurrently, there was the “socialization mode” of children that placed a growing 

importance on rearing polite and productive children (Nadesan, 2005, p. 58).  Children came 

under greater surveillance with the introduction and proliferation of formalized education, and 

“scientific” data were collected on children to better understand the “natural” or “normal” 

development process (Nadesan, 2005) – i.e., where did children fall on the bell curve?  Theories 

emerged with efforts to link adult deviance with childhood experiences; thus, it became more 

common and necessary to identify children deemed “feeble minded” or “delinquent” when 

measured against the increasingly more common standards of “normality” and “intelligence” 

(Nadesan, 2005).   

It was into this context of burgeoning views of standardized normative development that 

Leo Kanner (1943), a psychiatrist in the United States, first identified 11 children displaying 

“disturbances” marked by “autistic aloneness,” obsession with routine, and “inability to relate 

themselves” to those around them (p. 242).  Kanner worked in an era dominated by 
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psychoanalytic theories.  Psychologists and psychiatrists used psychoanalytic theories to explain 

the psychological underpinnings of human development, including how behaviours and emotions 

might relate to early childhood.  Kanner’s observations of frigid, cold, obsessive parents were 

adopted by psychoanalysts who suggested that autism was traceable to a disturbed family system 

(Bumiller, 2009).  Among these was Bruno Bettelheim, a psychologist who “reinforced, if not 

invented the cruel and harmful portrayal of mothers of children with autism as ‘refrigerator 

mothers’” and fathers as absent or spineless (Silverman, 2012, p. 61).  Such “parent blaming” 

was popular even among parents; if they were the cause of autism, some reasoned, they might 

also be able to cure it (Nadesan, 2005; Silverman, 2012, p. 77).  While many parents accepted 

psychoanalytic theories, others resisted the framework that attributed “disordered” children to 

aloof parenting and helped to produce new ideas about the etiology of autism, including genetic 

or environmental causes. 

The socially constructed categories of normal versus pathological were, and continue to 

be, a direct reflection of the qualities valued by society (Marks, 1999).  Some have argued that 

“concerns about normality plague prospective parents from before the birth of their child” (Avdi, 

Griffin, & Brough, 2005, p. 245).  Indeed, parents are inundated with definitions of a “normal” 

child in terms of tasks children can accomplish and the timeline to accomplish said tasks.  

Against these terms of normative development parents may note their child’s deviations from the 

norm, and such deviations are identified as a “problem” or “delay” (Avdi et al., 2005).  Parents 

may feel the pressure to “normalize” their child as much as possible in order for their child to fit 

into the normative world.  Conversely, parent advocates, and many autistic people embrace the 

neurodiversity paradigm, which holds that ASD is a neurological variation in the human genome, 

not an illness or disorder to be cured (Bumiller, 2009; Nadesan, 2005; Silberman, 2015; Walker, 
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2012). Further, more researchers are approaching their research on parents of children with ASD 

(or other disabilities) from more critically oriented approaches and rooting their interrogations in 

drawing out the positives and benefits of having an autistic child and the strengths of children 

with ASD (or other disabilities) (e.g., McConnell, Savage, Sobsey, & Uditsky, 2014; Potter, 

2016). 

CDS can augment the generative fathering framework to guide examination of fathers’ 

experience of leisure with their children with ASD, all in relation to socially constructed and 

structural obstacles with the interaction with the disabled body or mind. Accordingly, while all 

fathers encounter parenting challenges, the challenges faced by fathers of children with disability 

diagnoses are compounded by the ways in which society is not fashioned for those who deviate 

from normal appearance or ability (Marks, 1999) and can further be compounded depending on 

an individual’s race, class, or gender.  Fathers are exposed to a variety of disability, medical, 

child development, and neurodiversity discourses and as such may draw on the discourses 

available to them in their telling of experiences of leisure pursuits with their children with ASD.  

1.5. Chapter Summary 

 I introduced the background of my dissertation project, reviewed the foundational study 

and delineated key terms I used in this principal study. I introduced the generative fathering 

framework and CDS which are my theoretical frameworks for this study.   

 

 

 

 



 

 

23 

 

Chapter Two 

Literature Review 

2.1 Chapter Introduction 

Multiple bodies of literature provided foundation for this principal study.  I begin with an 

overview of children with ASD and leisure (section 2.2) in terms of features of ASD that impact 

leisure (section 2.2.1).  Second, I explore the literature on fathering through leisure (section 2.3) 

with emphasis on the understandings of leisure’s role in fathering (section 2.3.1) and fathers’ 

perspectives on leisure (section 2.3.2, 2.3.3).  I then focus on fathers and play (section 2.4) and 

factors influencing fathers’ involvement in leisure with their children (section 2.5).  

2.2 Children with ASD and Leisure10 

  “Autism has been treated alternately as a psychological, neurological, behavior or 

genetic disorder, often paralleling the trends in medical research and popular interest” 

(Silverman, 2012, p. 32). In the 1950s, mirroring the popularity of psychodynamic theories, the 

cause of ASD was located within the family. Research in the 1990s then shifted to biogenetic 

and environmental connections, reflecting advances in technology and science. Important 

developments in research related to ASD etiology, interventions and accompanying family 

dynamics have resulted in increased awareness and improved understanding of ASD (e.g., 

Elsabbagh et al., 2012).  Nevertheless, ASD remains contentious and fervently debated in terms 

of: causes, cures, research, treatment and even ASD organizations (Orsini, 2012).  As one 

example, research into the prevention and possibly cure for ASD, alarms parent- and self- 

                                                 
10 Parts of this review were developed into two publications. The first, the foundational study which was informed 

by this literature review. The second publication was a theoretical paper where I drew together generative fathering 

framework and critical disability studies theory to better understand fathering children with disabilities. Mitchell, J., 

& Lashewicz, 2016. Generative fathering: A framework for enriching understandings of fathers raising children who 

have disability diagnoses. Journal of Family Studies. 1-15 
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activists who are concerned about the implications of genetic research with intent to “cure, ” 

such as genetic testing in utero – they assert that such research is a form of eugenics that 

“prevent people like themselves from being born” (Bumiller, 2009, p.886). Parents and 

advocates argue that research money could be better spent on applied research, education, 

training, and social and family services (Silverman, 2012).  

ASD is a continued focus for researchers, given the variability in how ASD manifests. 

ASD is a spectrum condition and as such every child with ASD is an individual with a unique 

personality, interests, strengths, and limitations (Coyne, 2014). For example, some children have 

limited verbal communication, while other have high verbal abilities. Non-verbal does not 

translate into non-communicative – non-verbal autistics may communicate through gestures, sign 

language or augmentative communication devices.  Children may or may not make eye contact, 

or may flap their hands, rock or use their bodies or objects in a repetitive manner. Moreover, 

parents of children with ASD are likewise unique and individual, thus there is a continued need 

to gather the stories of individuals with ASD and parents of children with ASD in order to build 

awareness and more importantly, acceptance of ASD.  

Leisure, while a common and popular component of family life, can present challenges 

for children with ASD and their families; at the same time, leisure is an important means for 

children to demonstrate their capabilities and for parents to experience pride and closeness with 

their children (Coyne, 2014). Coyne asserted that to provide appropriate leisure opportunities for 

children, practitioners and recreation/leisure programmers must understand that no two 

individuals with ASD are the same.  Furthermore, based on interviews, focus groups and 

anecdotal data from individuals with ASD, Fullerton and Rake (2014) stressed the importance of 
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listening to experiences of individuals with ASD and their families in order to garner deeper 

understanding of needs.  

 2.2.1 Features of ASD impact leisure.  Leisure for children with ASD may be impacted 

by their difficulties with flexibility, communication, as well as challenges with symbolic, pretend 

and social play11 (e.g., Coyne, 2014; Wolfberg, 2009).  Children with ASD may have difficulties 

regulating their sensory and emotional responses to stimuli in their environment which may 

result in challenging or inappropriate behaviours which may be misinterpreted as defiance, 

aggression or inattention (Coyne, 2014; Fullerton & Rake, 2014).  Additionally, due to motor 

coordination or executive functioning differences, children with ASD may struggle with 

participating in activities such as games, fine motor crafts or team sports. Brewster and 

Coleyshaw (2010) gathered data from group discussions with children with ASD (n=20) and 

found that children are at risk for spending more time alone, and more time in leisure with 

parents, than neurotypical children. Children with ASD report this is due to unpredictable leisure 

settings, difficulties making friends and anxiety in social situations. Similarly, Potvin, Snider, 

Preock, Kehayla and Wood-Dauphinee (2013), used interviews and a series of quantitative 

measurement tools to compare children with high functioning ASD (n=30) and typically 

developing peers (n=31).  They found opportunities for children with ASD to participate in 

structured or semi-structured sport and recreation were limited.  For parents of children with 

disabilities, issues of cost, adequate supervision and safety, and lack of accommodating, 

supportive or inclusive leisure activities are among the concerns in leisure contexts (e.g., Hodge 

& Runswick-Cole, 2013; Jones, 2003; Thompson & Emira, 2011).  In focus groups and 

                                                 
11 Symbolic play refers to children using an object in a manner different from the intended use. E.g., using a block as 

a car or holding a banana up to their ear as a phone. Pretend play may involve the “acting out” of scenarios such as 

pretending to be a princess or a dragon. Social play refers to the interactions with others including attending to social 

rules during games, spontaneous play with peers, turn taking etc.  
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interviews, parents (n=44)  argued that the lack of understanding and training of those working 

with children with ASD and Attention Deficit , Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), may be more 

disabling than their child’s disability (Thompson & Emira, 2011).  

 Nevertheless, leisure activities are important to the growth and development of children 

with ASD. In particular, play has been linked with social, communication, language, cognitive 

and emotional growth (e.g., Wolfberg, 2009).  Leisure can provide positive social experiences, 

build on, and increase the frequency of social interactions for individuals with ASD (Coyne, 

2014). Further, the strengths in memory, visual processing and attention to detail exhibited by 

some children with ASD can be used to develop and/or build leisure repertoire (Coyne, 2014).  

Fullerton and Rake (2014) asserted it is imperative to listen to the leisure experiences of 

people with ASD. Young autistic adults shared that as children, their behaviours, such as 

misunderstanding directions were misinterpreted as noncompliance or defiance, by leaders or 

teachers in recreation settings, resulting in children avoiding recreation (Fullerton & Rake, 

2014).  Nor were children given opportunities or space to effectivity take breaks from 

overwhelming social and sensory stimuli (Fullerton & Rake, 2014). There is a misconception 

that people with ASD are not social – they are – however socialization and interaction differ 

from the “norm.”  Sinclair (1992), an autistic author reflecting on socialization stated: 

I needed an orientation manual for extraterrestrials. Being autistic does not mean being 

inhuman. But it does mean being alien. It means that what is normal for other people is 

not normal for me, and what is normal for me is not normal for other people. In some 

ways I am terribly ill-equipped to survive in this world, like an extraterrestrial stranded 

without an orientation manual.... (p. 302) 
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Indeed, individuals with ASD, as other people, experience discomfort in unpredictable social 

situations when they are unsure of how to interpret the social behaviours of others or unsure of 

the correct social response (Coyne, 2014; Fullerton & Rake, 2014). Further, autistic children’s 

play or interests are often interpreted as “inappropriate” or “restricted” but autistic people and  

research are challenging the pathological ways in which play is conceptualized (Koenig & 

Williams, 2017). Recast in more strengths-based language, autistic people’s “niche” interests or 

“preferred interests” have been reported by autistic adults (n=80)  as helpful for their 

employment (n=69), viewed their preferred interests as strengths, and reported that parents and 

teachers should encourage, not discourage autistic children’s preferred interests (Koenig & 

Williams, 2017). 

 2.2.2 Leisure activities benefit families of children with disabilities. Mactavish and 

Schleien (2000) conducted a mixed methods study of parents of children with disabilities (n=65) 

and suggested that recreation was an enhancement to the quality of family life (e.g., satisfaction, 

health) and important for building recreational skills, interest and opportunity for children with 

disabilities. In another mixed methods study that included parents’ and siblings’ perspectives 

(144 parents, 60 children), Dodd, Zabriskie, Widemer and Eggeett (2009) found families of 

children with developmental disabilities (including ASD) had similar family functioning and 

participated in the same level of family leisure (including activities in and out of home) as 

normative families. Dodd et al. (2009) concluded that parents may require specific leisure skills 

and resources to promote regular leisure involvement, including modified home based sports 

activities, adapted games or creative assistance on “everyday simple activities” (p.282).  

 Raymore (2002) described parents as facilitators for their children’s leisure; parents 

"promote the formation of leisure preferences and encourage or enhance their participation in 
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leisure (p.46)" through educating, modeling and exposing their children to leisure.  While leisure 

is often overshadowed by the more acute educational, medical or behavioral needs, according to 

an Internet survey for parents of children with ASD (n=90), leisure, was still ranked as a parental 

priority in their child’s treatment (Pituch et al., 2011).  Family leisure has likewise been reported 

by parents to alleviate stress (Freedman & Boyer, 2000), and in a self-report questionnaire study 

that compared the stress reduction needs of fathers with mothers, fathers ranked recreation 

opportunities for their child significantly higher (Benson & Dewey, 2008). Given that fathers 

may be comfortable with, and relate to, their children through leisure, fathers may be distinctly 

situated to support leisure development in children. 

2.3 Fathering Through Leisure     

 2.3.1 Understanding leisure as an important dimension of fathering.  Considerable 

early childhood development occurs in the context of adult-child play interactions and fathers are 

often a chief playmate (Roggman et al., 2004, p.84).  Father-child play appears central to our 

“cultural mythology about fatherhood” much like caregiving is perceived to be central to 

mothering (Roggman et al., 2004, p.84).  Historically, fathers’ leisure with their children was not 

recognized as important fathering work.  In his account of the social and political history of 

North American fatherhood12, LaRossa (1997) discussed the “culture of daddyhood” of the 1920 

– 30’s (p.17) in which fathers were cast as a “pal” and playmate for their children (p.17). 

Previous to the 1920s, with the rise of industrialization, the father’s role was to be a good 

provider.  With the dawn of “the new fatherhood” in the twentieth century, fathers were still 

expected to provide, but they were also expected to help with child-rearing and spend time 

playing with their children (LaRossa, 1997).  Accordingly, LaRossa noted that in popular 

                                                 
12 United States and Canada 
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literature “dad” now replaced “father” – the culture of daddyhood framed fathers as “trivial” 

(p.18), and positioned on the periphery of the more important mothering work of feeding, 

dressing and caring for children. In the process, fathers were relegated as “the candy man and the 

bestower of toys” (p.140) – who could have “fun without any strings attached” (p. 140).  

In the 1950s, fathers were absent from child attachment research and despite evidence 

that infants may regard fathers as principals for attachment, fathers were still considered 

“subsidiary” figures for attachment (Bretherton, 2010). Fathers were the playmates of children 

while mothers were providers of “comfort” when children were frightened, and considered as the 

primary attachment figure (Bretherton, 2010). Lamb, in the late 1970s (as reviewed in 

Bretherton, 2010) did not divide parenting behaviours into binaries of “play” and “comfort” and 

researchers noted  that fathers and mothers may have different, but equally important roles in 

parent-child attachment (Bretherton, 2010; Lamb, 2010) with differing parental behaviours 

influencing child behaviours over the life course. 

Leisure researchers made similar claims about the relegation of leisure as important 

fathering work. Hutchinson et al. (2002) stated, leisure research “has neglected to show men's 

roles in the family, except as ‘big kids’ who enjoy the benefits of play time with children without 

any of the responsibilities” (p.1). Lamb (2010), a fatherhood scholar, cautioned that portrayals of 

fathers could become one dimensional and stereotyped if we focused on fathers as “only play 

partners” (p. 3). These stereotypes fail to capture the importance and influence of “paternal 

playfulness” on the development of children (e.g., language, creativity).  

 Increasing evidence points to the importance of father-child leisure in contemporary 

fathering (Kay, 2009).  Researchers working from various theoretical backgrounds found leisure 

important in the father-child relationship. The generative fathering framework includes 
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recreation work as one of seven categories of work fathers do to meet their child’s need across 

the lifespan (section 1.4.1.5). Call (2002) argued that the prosaic, “taken for granted” pieces 

(cuddling, athletics etc.,) of father-child relationships are crucial for connection between 

noncustodial fathers and children. Call highlighted “recreation” as one of four areas for 

maintaining prosaic connection between fathers and children and further argued that fathers 

actively choose to be involved with their children. Other researchers have theorized play as 

central to influencing father - child attachment, regulating child stress and activating and 

regulating child arousal (e.g. Grossmann et al., 2002; Roggman et al., 2004). Researchers 

influenced by Vygotsky’s social development theory posited that social interaction and culture 

influence child language and play development (Bjorkland, 2000).  For example, Elder, 

Valcante, Won and Zylis (2003) taught play strategies to fathers and collected data from father-

child play sessions to investigate the bidirectional influence between culturally diverse fathers 

and their children with ASD. Results included evidence that during training, fathers’ behaviours 

influence children and children’s behaviours influence fathers’ behaviours.   

 2.3.2 Fathers’ perspectives of leisure with their children.  Several researchers have 

examined the meanings fathers find through their father-child interactions. Interactions are 

studied in both, the context of sports-based leisure (e.g., football, hockey) and non-sport related 

activities (e.g., camping, play). 

  2.3.2.1 Meanings of sport based-leisure. Sport has long been associated with fathering 

and several researchers agree that sport is a mode for connection and generativity (e.g., 

Harrington, 2009; Kay, 2009).  Kay (2009) interviewed eight English fathers and found fathers’ 

comments reflected the “generative function” of sports, whereby children learned skills, 

sportsmanship, goal setting, discipline and contributed positively to community.  Through 
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interviews and analysis of 7-day leisure diaries of 28 Australian mothers and fathers, Harrington 

(2009) found sporting activities encouraged father-child bonding and were a catalyst for 

communication. Further, Harrington (2009) offered evidence of the generative work fathers do 

during leisure. For example, fathers desired to be role models for their children, to teach values 

and give leisure experiences they “hope will be remembered and repeated in the next generation” 

(Harrington, 2009, p.63). Bonsall (2014) analyzed 19 memoirs of fathers of children with 

disabilities – evidence in the memoirs demonstrated how sports based activity, such as soccer or 

playing ball, provided a space for communication and relationship building.  

Jeanes and Magee (2011) used interviews and observation and took a different approach 

by focusing on the more negative features of fathering through football, such as father’s 

aggression and bullying towards their sons.  Dollahite and Hawkins (1997) also cautioned that 

recreation with children may get out-of-hand if fathers are too competitive.  Sport, particularly in 

western culture, is interwoven with accomplishment, competitiveness and status (Jeanes & 

Magee, 2011).  Children’s athletic accomplishments are often regarded as extensions of being a 

successful father; Coakley (2009) stated “to the extent that a father’s child is successful [in 

sport], he is defined as a good parent” (p.45).  

 Given the prominence of sport in fathering, some fathers of sons with ASD reported 

feelings of loss around sports-related dreams for their sons (Long, 2005).  The fathers (n=4) 

expressed grief around missed opportunities to coach their son or play baseball. Long reveals 

that following fathers’ grief experiences, most fathers’ shifted their expectations around sports 

and found alternative activities with their child. In a narrative analysis of fathers’ memoirs (with 

children with disabilities), Bosnall (2013) found that fathers adapted around sports related 

activities. Bosnall shares the story of Hoyt, who gave up hockey but shifted into running 
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marathons and triathlons with his son (p. 511).  Some researchers reported on the creativity and 

initiative fathers demonstrated on behalf of their children, although these investigations were not 

extensive.  For example, the fathers who took part in Jones’s (2003) focus group interviews with 

parents of children with disabilities (30 mothers, 7 fathers) shared stories of how they created 

inclusive sporting opportunities for their children. In general the process of fathers’ 

adaption/shifting expectations around dreams for their children was mentioned in research 

projects, but was not thoroughly examined or interrogated in the literature I reviewed.  

 Sporting activities provide a context in which fathers may feel comfortable sharing 

experiences or learning with parents or professionals.  Traditional support modalities, such as 

support groups, may not appeal to men, who prefer “doing” rather than “emoting” and may 

prefer to engage in activity-oriented groups (Nicholas, 2013).  For example, Scholl and 

colleagues (2003) examined how learning targeted skills and participating in an overnight 

camping trip impacted families (n=24) of children with disabilities.  While findings were 

reflective of the parent, a few father specific quotes highlighted that fathers felt a sense of 

accomplishment and desired to try camping again.  Other activities for involving fathers of 

children with disabilities included morning breakfasts or weekly football games, as 

recommended by Carpenter and Towers (2008). 

 2.3.2.2 Meanings of non-sport related leisure. Non-sport related leisure activities are 

used by fathers to teach, guide and build relationship with children. The kinds of activities vary 

by fathers’ perceptions of the value of play or leisure pursuits.  For example, Turkish fathers 

(n=97), in their responses in questionnaires, were likely to have participated in more academic 

play (reading, drawing, puzzles), socio-dramatic play (pretend play) and physical play (tag, 

playground) when they believed play was a means for learning (Ivrendi & Iskiglu, 2010). 
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Harrington (2009) found fathers who valued religion identified their leisure activities as centered 

on family prayer and church activities.  Fathers emphasized the values, morality and leadership 

they believed they were passing to their children.  

 There has been some research on the meanings of non-sports related activities for fathers 

of children with disabilities. In a case analysis of one father and his child with ASD, Cornman 

(1997) found that movement/dance therapy increased father-child communication, decreased 

father stress and, by “using the relationship as a catalyst” (p.89), increased child functioning. 

Using a narrative approach, Brotherson, Dollahite and Hawkins (2005) interviewed fathers 

(n=16), who had one child with and without a disability, and found that fathers’ experience 

companionship and connection during shared activities, such as camping, carnivals, and 

picnicking. While this study provided rich information about the father-child connection, I am 

unclear if fathers engaged in the same activities with each of their children. Brotherson and 

Dollahite (1997), likewise found fathers (n=16) build relationships with their children with a 

range of disabilities (physical, developmental, illness) by engaging in activities the child enjoyed 

regardless of father preference of activity (e.g., playing dolls). In his narrative analysis of 

memoirs written by fathers of children with disabilities, Bonsall (2014) illustrated how fathers 

extend themselves to simple activities, such as cuddling, for the benefit of their child and 

themselves and find “meaningfulness of the ordinary” (p. 509) taken-for-granted activities. One 

father described “I felt that it was very important for Rachel to be held. In retrospect, I don’t 

know if holding Rachel was more for her or for me. I suspected it helped us both” (Loewentein, 

2007, chapter 6, par.13 as cited in Bonsall, 2014).  Potter (2016) examined fathers’ (n=306) 

positive experience of their children with ASD;  she was not explicitly examining leisure, but she 

reported that fathers of children with ASD point to the “cuddles,” “jokes” and establishing 
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“routines” as instrumental in father-child relationship (p. 955). Taken together, there is some 

evidence that father of children with ASD would find meaning in their father-child activities.  

2.4 Fathers and Play 

Few researchers have examined play interactions of fathers of children with ASD; 

however, a large body of literature indicates fathers’ play can be distinct from mothers’ play, 

among parents of neurotypical children (e.g., Roggman et al., 2004). For example, fathers tend to 

engage in active, physical and “rough-and tumble” play and may demonstrate play that is more 

generative by using toys in a less conventional and inventive ways and may encourage their 

children to explore new environments, whereas mothers may engage in role-playing or more 

cognitive and object-centered play (e.g., Grossman et al., 2002; Coyl-Shepherd & Hanlon, 2013).  

Researchers have illuminated the positive impact of fathers’ play on child development 

including, learning, language, socialization and self-esteem (e.g., Roggman et al., 2004).  

Following father-child activity fathers reported less stress, happiness and higher sense of self-

worth and positive effects on the quality of father-child relationship (e.g., Coyl-Sheperd & 

Hanlon, 2013; Grossman et al., 2002)13.  

 Research on children with ASD and play interactions with fathers is limited, but in one 

survey study of parents of children with severe intellectual disabilities, Simmerman, Blacher and 

Baker (2001) found mothers and fathers (n=60 couples) both perceive fathers as being the parent 

more involved in playing with their child with an intellectual disability.  These findings were 

echoed by Potter (2016) who used open and close ended survey questions, to investigate the 

                                                 
13 The focus on this literature review is on fathers, however, it is important to note that mothers also engage in play 

and facilitate leisure for their children. Additionally, mothers do engage in rough-and-tumble play which has 

correlates to lower child social stress, lower mother stress and positive child perceptions of the mother-child 

relationship (e.g., Coyl-Shepherd & Hanlon, 2013). Moreover, a household with a father is not essential for positive 

outcomes for children through play or other dimensions of interaction. For example, Golombok et al., (2003) report 

that lesbian co-mothers engage in just as much rough-and-tumble, creative and imaginative play as heterosexual 

fathers. 
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involvement of fathers of children with ASD (n=306) in their child’s daily care, play and leisure 

and education. She found that 38% (n = 114) of fathers reported being most involved in “play 

and leisure” with their children with ASD.  Only 22% of fathers believed they had received 

“enough” professional advice and/or training in the area of play (p.5). The benefits of father-

child play were demonstrated by De Falco, Esposito, Venuti and Bornstein (2008), who used an 

observational study, reported that collaborative play between fathers (n=19) and their child with 

Down syndrome enhanced the child’s symbolic play. Despite positive implications of father-

child play, the fathers (n=4) in the Elder et al., (2003) study on in home-training for culturally 

diverse fathers of children with ASD, expressed frustration in how to best play with their child. 

Fathers were taught skills (e.g., imitation, expectant waiting) and video recorded during play to 

evaluate the efficacy of in-home training and to determine changes in father responsiveness.  

Elder et al. (2003) argued that play interventions encourage father involvement, increase fathers’ 

confidence in playing with their children and facilitate father-child relationships. Childress 

(2011), in her review of parental play behaviours and children with ASD and Flippin and Crais 

(2011), in their review of fathers’ involvement in early intervention (for children with ASD), 

noted that many studies examining play interactions of children with disabilities, tend to identify 

participants using parent, caregiver, or family and are not always clear about if and to what 

extent fathers were included. Thus, we do not have a clear picture of fathers’ experiences in play 

intervention for children with ASD.  

 Play is developmentally important for children and the existing literature upholds play as 

a “key context for father-child interaction” (Flippin & Crais, 2011, p.34). Flippin and Crais 

(2011) contend that, given the challenges associated with play and ASD and the connection 

between play and areas such as language development (e.g., Toth, Munson, Metzoff & Dawson, 
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2006)  and overall social and physical development (e.g., Coyne, 2014), fathers may be uniquely 

situated to support and build on the development of their children with ASD. 

2.5 Factors Influencing Father Involvement in Leisure with their Children 

 Fathers may have distinct preferences and needs for involvement in leisure with their 

children.  While parents are encouraged to involve their children with disabilities in mutually 

enjoyable leisure activities, little is known about fathers’ perspectives on the strategies or skills 

they require in the provision or implementation of leisure with their children with ASD. Many 

studies that present parent views on leisure are often solely, or mostly, mothers’ viewpoints. For 

example, Dodd et al.’s (2009) study on family leisure with a child with a disability was 

comprised of approximately 90% mothers and 10% fathers. Certainly researchers have begun to 

imply that the types of programs/activities offered will influence fathers’ involvement. For 

example, Fabiano and colleagues (2009) compared the program, Coaching Our Acting-Out 

Children: Heightening Essential Skills (COACHES), with a traditional behavior parent training 

program. The COACHES program used soccer to teach fathers, who have children with attention 

deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), parenting and child behavior management skills. Fabiano 

et al., (2009) found fathers were less likely to drop out and more likely to implement strategies 

they learned when compared to traditional behavior parent training programs. Fabiano et al. used 

recreation/sport to frame the program as coaching children rather training parents and found this 

program was successful for encouraging and increasing involvement of fathers. 

 While existing literature on parental perceptions of leisure with their child did not 

separate mothers’ and fathers’ experiences of barriers to leisure, other studies of fathering 

children with ASD suggest possible barriers for fathers such as child behavior management and 

appropriate access to engage in personal care needs. Compared with mothers, fathers may feel 
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less equipped, express lower confidence and experience higher stress dealing with challenging 

behaviours associated with ASD particularly in public and social situations (e.g., Ornstein-Davis 

& Carter, 2008; Long, 2005). Fathering stress and challenges with their children may be related 

to spending relatively less physical time managing behaviours (Gray, 2002) or fathers might not 

be as involved in child intervention or learning strategies to manage behaviours (Flippin & Crais, 

2011;MacDonald & Hastings, 2010).  

 Fathers may be faced with unique challenges as children get older (Nicholas, 2013). 

Fathers tend to be less involved in hygiene-related care compared to mothers (Simmerman, 

Blacher & Baker, 2001); however, in community leisure, fathers of girls, for a variety of reasons 

may be required to attend to personal care needs. Similarly, male adolescent children may 

require assistance in change rooms. Given difficulties securing male aides or workers, fathers 

may find themselves the prime attendant to these needs (Nicholas, 2013). Fathers may feel they 

need tailored strategies to support their children in public, recreation/community centres or 

desire activities at locations with facilities such as family bathrooms in order to attend to their 

children’s needs. 

 Scholl, McAvoy, Rynders and Smith (2003) noted that recreation planners appeared 

“unaware” that families with children with disabilities required assistance with recreational 

activities. This lack of awareness may stem from societal beliefs that “families should be self-

reliant” and “ruggedly individualistic” (p.39). Indeed, fathers particularly, may be less likely to 

seek help or be offered help (Nicholas, 2013). Despite the increased focus on fathers of children 

with disabilities, the knowledge base, in general, is reported to be relatively small and the 

diversity of fathers has not been adequately captured (e.g., Nicholas, 2013; Parette, Meadan & 

Doubet, 2010).  
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 2.6 Literature Review Summary 

I have drawn from a diverse selection of literature to examine what is known and address the 

gaps identified in the literature.   

2.6.1 What is known? Historically, father-child leisure was not recognized as significant 

fathering work. However, a body of literature now supports that father-child leisure 

(play/recreation) constitutes important fathering work and fathers find meaning in connecting 

with and  teaching their children through shared activities (e.g., Harrington, 2009). Fathers tend 

to have distinctive physical and active methods of interaction that can differ from, and 

complement mothers’ play interactions. Fathers are situated to engage in and support their 

children’s leisure skills, thus having an impact in ways that are mutually beneficial for the father 

and child, fathering development and father-child relationship (e.g., Harrington 2009). 

Congruent with fathers of neurotypical children, fathers of children with disabilities 

(including ASD) engage in physical and active play. There is evidence in the research that father-

child leisure can be rewarding, fun and means for connection for fathers and their children with 

disabilities (Brotherson & Dollahite, 1997; Brotherson et al., 2005) however,  fathers may 

experience frustration during play (Elder et al., 2003).  ASD can create challenges for children’s 

abilities to initiate play, interact and socialize (e.g., Childress, 2011; Flippin & Crais, 2011; 

Pisula, 2008). Further, children’s sensory sensitivities, gross/fine motor challenges and anxiety 

can impede leisure activities. Nonetheless, leisure can contribute to communication and social 

development in autistic children and help children develop life skills (e.g., Coyne, 2014; Toth et 

al., 2006).  Further for families with children with disabilities (including ASD), family recreation 

can improve children’s self-esteem and provide opportunity for skill building, relaxing and 

family connection (Mactavish & Schlein, 2004; Scholl et al., 2003).  
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2.6.2 Gaps in the literature. First, there remains limited qualitative examinations of 

fathers of children with ASD compared to the research on mothers of children with ASD (e.g., 

Braunstein et al., 2013; MacDonald & Hastings, 2010).  The well-being of mothers, fathers and 

children are entwined; as a key player, more holistic explorations that include fathers’ 

experiences with their children with ASD are warranted. Second, there is little written which 

adopts a strengths-based or positive approach to interpret parents’ experiences. McConnell et al., 

(2014) observe that there is a “culturally ingrained” assumption that having a “disabled child is 

inherently negative” (p.1). Renshaw, Choo and Emerald (2014) argued that viewing disability as 

a negative can “can mask the complexity of individual identities and capabilities among children 

with a disability” (p.47).  More research is needed from non-deficit perspectives in order to 

explicate the experiences of fathers and their children with ASD.  

Third, there is little literature that examines the leisure experiences of fathers of autistic 

children. More specifically, what do fathers find significant about shared interactions with their 

children? There is little research about the positive contributions of fathers on their children with 

ASD and the nature of the father-child relationship (as pointed out by Potter, 2016). Last, we 

know little about what informs fathers’ experiences of leisure with their children with ASD. I 

found clues in the literature that fathers may require distinct support or resources (e.g., Parette et 

al., 2010), and that father-child leisure may be a source of support and stress relief for fathers 

(e.g., Bloom, 2013;  Cornman, 1997; Nicholas, 2013) but this literature is limited.  What are the 

challenges for fathers in home or community based leisure? What are fathers’ strengths and 

where have they found success in home and community based leisure? This principal study 

begins to fill some of the identified gaps as outlined in the purpose (section1.3). 
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Chapter Three 

Methods 

3.1 Introduction 

“Words, which become stories” (Smith & Sparkes, 2012, p. 119) are the data source in 

this qualitative principal study. People share aspects about their lives through stories, and 

through the telling and re-telling ascribe meaning to their experiences (Fraser, 2004; Smith & 

Sparkes, 2009a). In this chapter, I outline my principal study design and lay out how I used 

stories to examine fathers’ experiences and the meanings fathers assigned to their father-child 

leisure experiences.  I delineate the following elements, Paradigmatic Orientation (Section 3.2) 

including researcher positionality in Section 3.2.1, Study Design (Section 3.3), namely narrative 

research, participant sampling, data collection and analysis, and Study Rigor and Ethical 

Considerations in Section 3.4.  

3.2 Paradigmatic Orientation   

Paradigms are sets of beliefs that guide research actions (Creswell, 2007). Ontological 

assumptions, related to the nature of human reality guide epistemological assumptions about 

knowledge or “how the researcher knows what she…knows?” (Creswell, 2007, p. 16). In this 

section, I will describe my ontological and epistemological assumptions and make explicit my 

own position relative to this project.  

This research is anchored in ontological and epistemological assumptions common to 

constructivist or interpretivist research (Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2011). Ontologically, this 

research is aligned with a constructivist paradigm which holds a relativist view of reality in the 

sense that individuals may interpret or perceive events, circumstances, interactions, the actions of 

others or their surroundings in unique ways,  resulting in “multiple realities” and partial and 
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multiple “truths”  (Cresswell, 2007; Lincoln et al., 2011, p. 102; Mertens, 2005). Thus, there is 

no one “single identifiable reality” to be found, “measured and studied” (Lincoln et al., 2011, 

p.102).  

Epistemologically, I am aligned with a subjectivist view of knowledge (Lincoln et al., 

2011). We actively construct knowledge through our interactions with our environments, people 

in our environments, and through our interactions we create subjective meanings about our 

experience, resulting in multiple interpretations of the same experience, across individuals 

(Creswell, 2007). Our subjective meanings about experiences are additionally influenced and 

mediated by social and historical context (Cresswell, 2007). As a qualitative researcher, then, my 

focus is on the participants’ experiences and the meanings they ascribe to those experiences 

(Chase, 2011). Schwandt (2000) summarizes:   

In a fairly unremarkable sense, we are all constructivists if we believe that the mind is 

active in the construction of knowledge. Most of us would agree that knowing is not 

passive – a simple imprinting of sense data on the mind – but active; mind does 

something with those impressions, at the very least forms abstractions or concepts. In this 

sense, constructivism means that human beings do not find or discover knowledge so much 

has construct or make it. (p.197). 

3.2.1 Positionality and presuppositions. As a researcher aligned with a constructivist 

view of knowledge, I am aware that I am not neutral or value free in the research process (Frank, 

2005; Cresswell, 2007).  Thus, I make no claims of objectivity and indeed, researchers have 

noted, that objectivity is “unattainable (even if deemed desirable)” (Horsburgh, 2003, p. 308). 

However, I have an ethical imperative to account for my positioning within this research, as well 

as presuppositions I bring to the research that may impact or influence the research process or 

outcomes. I will first explore (briefly) how I came to research fathers of children with autism 
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spectrum disorder (ASD). Then I will address how my professional orientations have propelled 

me in particular theoretical directions, as well as potential biases. Lastly, I will address the 

personal loss of my father during the writing of this dissertation.  

My interest in researching fathers of children with ASD developed out of my clinical 

work with families of children with disability diagnoses (including autistic children). I have 

occupied numerous roles in my work with families, including respite worker, behavioral aide, 

team leader, program administer and psychologist. While the majority of my intervention and 

consultation work was with mothers, I recognized it was not fathers’ intent to be “absent.” When 

I spoke with fathers, they reflected they wanted to be involved, but pragmatically, appointments 

most often took place during their work hours. I wondered how as a professional, I could better 

include and support fathers in my clinical work with families. Ultimately I made the decision to 

return to school to do research on and contribute to better understandings of fathering children 

with ASD.   

The professional connection to families of children with ASD afforded me the privilege 

of access to my participants, be it through professional networks, word of mouth or knowledge 

of agencies, programs and support groups that serve families of children with ASD.  As such, 

three fathers in this study are fathers with whom I had previous contact, approximately six to 

seven years ago. The three fathers expressed interest, largely because they felt comfortable  with 

me - in fact one mother shared that she felt her husband would never have talked to someone he 

did not know.   

My professional orientation informed my theoretical choices. As a therapist trained in 

solution focused and narrative therapies, I am inclined to view fathers (and families as a whole) 

as capable and full of strengths. This grounding ultimately led me to seek out a strengths based, 
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competency driven theoretical model for understanding fathers. I wholly acknowledge steering 

away from tragedy or grief driven models, that have permeated the disability literature in regards 

to understanding the experience of raising a child with ASD. However, I am cognizant that being 

“strengths based” does not mean ignoring the real challenges and stresses fathers face, nor do I 

want to “gloss” over legitimate concerns. Further it has been a struggle to abandon my “therapist 

hat” during this dissertation process. I have wrestled with my therapist and research identities 

and spent considerable time journaling about how to best balance these two dimensions. My 

reflexive journaling post- interviews was instrumental for me to engage in self-analysis. 

Ultimately, my (counselling) skills of reflective listening and gentle probing were well utilized in 

the interview process. However, I made conscious efforts to not fall into “counselling” the 

participants.  For example, while narrative research invites an organic unfolding during the 

interview process, I was cognizant of following threads or settling into topics that were clearly 

off topic.  For example, in one interview, I might have been inclined to perform relationship 

counselling in an attempt to help a husband and wife with what appeared to be a conflicted 

relationship.  However, this was not my place. Rather I gently validated what both were saying 

and gently steered the conversation back to the topic.  

Lastly, losing my dad while in the midst of researching fathers, was both a shattering 

event and a point of departure for growth and resilience. My dad was diagnosed with 

glioblastoma, a form of brain cancer a few months before my candidacy process. Unfortunately, 

the cancer was untreatable and he made the decision to make the best of his months left. He was 

given three to six months to live and this left me (and the whole family) with important decisions 

on how to utilize our time with him. Relative to this research, I had to make a decision to move 

forward or take time off – my father was clear – I was not to do that! Despite the difficulty, I 
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have no regrets about moving forward. One, my father was still alive to see me pass candidacy, 

and two, it made candidacy less scary relative to the extremely real and ugly nature of 

glioblastoma. Thus, it helped me gain a perspective I may not have had otherwise. 

My dad passed away eight months after his diagnosis when I was in the middle of 

collecting data. I need not refer to my reflexive journals to remember the impact the experience 

had on the data collection. For example, my interview with Victor, was three days after my dad’s 

funeral – while I feel the interview was good and I gathered a lot of data, I acknowledge, in 

retrospect, that I was not present during parts of that interview. If my participant sensed my 

disconnection, this could have impacted what he chose to share with me. Secondly, my 

disconnection could have impacted my questions or ability to pick up on, or explore more 

deeply, noteworthy comments. Conversely, losing my dad heightened my awareness of father-

child relationship – notably I was drawn to fathers’ descriptions of their children. In reviewing 

my reflexive journal, I noted more comments on father-child relationship than before my father 

died. I believe this was ultimately a strength and my ability to tune in and draw out more details 

about father-child relationships was influenced by my fathers’ death.  

In accounting for my professional orientation, biases, and the personal loss of my father, I 

aim to be transparent in how I am situated in this research and that I have done my due diligence 

in addressing personal factors that can impact the research process.  

3.3 Study Design  

 In this section, I outline my principal study design by first discussing the rationale for 

using qualitative research. I then describe how a narrative approach to research was utilized 

(Section 3.3.1), including definitions of narrative and story (Section 3.3.1.1), and the uses of 

narrative in research (Section 3.3.1.2). Next, I turn attention to participant sampling and 
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recruitment (Section 3.3.2), data collection and data analysis (Section 3.3.3 and Section 3.3.4 

respectively).  

3.3.1 Narrative approach to qualitative research. Denzin and Lincoln (2011) define 

qualitative research as “a situated activity that locates the observer in the world” using “a set of 

interpretive, material practices that make the world visible” (p.3).  The richness and subjectivity 

of human experience are elements that are not captured with quantitative methods, and 

quantitative measures (e.g., surveys) may fail to capture the social and cultural contexts in which 

fathers of children with ASD are embedded.  There has been a research trend towards 

understanding fathering by examining fathers in everyday settings and activities such as daily 

routines, family rituals, leisure and recreation (e.g., Harrington, 2009; Marsiglio, Roy & Fox 

2005).  Historically, studies on fathering tended to focus on the quantifiable time spent caring for 

children or involvement relative to the mother and ignored the variety of activities, experiences 

and qualitative meanings of father involvement with their children (e.g., Hawkins & Palkovitz, 

1999). Researchers who have conducted literature reviews on inclusion of fathers of children 

with ASD in the research, reveal that in relation to father’s experiences, “descriptive information 

is limited” (Parette et al. 2010, p.387) and qualitative research is lacking (MacDonald & 

Hastings, 2010).  While qualitative research on the fathering experience of children with ASD is 

growing, (e.g., Cheuk & Lashewicz, 2015; Keller, Ramisch, & Carolan, 2014; Mitchell & 

Lashewicz, 2015; Potter, 2016) further qualitative studies will allow for more nuanced 

understandings of fathers’ experiences.  Hence, qualitative research was deemed fruitful for 

“capturing the detailed stories or life experiences” of fathers (Cresswell, 2007, p. 55) and 

exploring experiences or “phenomena in terms of the meaning people [fathers] bring to them” 

(Mertens, 2005, p.229).   
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This research is informed by a narrative approach.  Narrative methodology gained footing 

amidst, and in response to, a number of key cultural and social shifts (Riessman, 2008).  The 

“narrative turn” describes a movement in human sciences away from positivism and critiques of 

realist epistemology, which had been the dominant research paradigm up until the 1960s – 80s 

(Fraser, 2004; Riessman, 2008).  Critiques were influenced by an increased interest in 

therapeutic culture, exploration of personal life in therapies and public interest in personal 

stories,  also known as the “memoir boom” (Riessman, 2008). The emancipatory efforts of 

women, peoples of color, LGBT, and other marginalized groups also brought focus to the 

diversity of human experience (Riessman, 2008). Running parallel to these sociocultural shifts 

were technological advances in recordings and cameras being used in research, allowing images 

and words to be captured verbatim. Taken together, “personal storytelling [was] now a valid 

means of knowledge production” (Fraser, 2004, p. 180; Riessman, 2008).  

Storytelling has always existed in the fabric of our culture. Murray argued that we are “all 

storytellers and we live in a storied world” (Murray, 1999 p.47).  Narrative researchers contend 

stories imbue everyday life and are a means of “telling” about ourselves and a “means of 

knowing” about others’ experiences (Smith & Sparkes, 2008, p. 18). Stories are rooted in the 

past and all “experiences grow out of other experiences” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). The 

stories fathers shared in the foundational study about their father-child leisure experiences, 

stemmed from, and were in response to, other experiences in their life. Through my immersion 

and analysis of fathers’ stories in the foundational study, I came to appreciate that through 

participants’ stories, we can learn about lived experiences on both personal and societal levels 

(Chase, 2011; Smith & Sparkes, 2008).  Stories do not exist in a vacuum, nor are they 

constructed individually but are constructed in relation to the larger stories from which they are 



 

 

47 

 

drawn (Smith & Sparkes, 2008).  As Murray (1999) states, “narratives do not… spring from the 

minds of individuals but are social creations. We are born into a culture which has a ready stock 

of narratives, which we appropriate and apply in our everyday social interaction” (p.53). 

 3.3.1.1 Narrative and story.  There is no one single definition of narrative or story and 

definitions vary across research domains (Smith & Sparkes, 2009a).  Despite definitional 

ambiguity and variations in the use of narrative (and story), I want to strike a balance between 

neither ignoring nor being preoccupied in resolving the differences; rather I wish to carefully 

attend to how researchers have used (or not used) definitions of narrative and story and be 

explicit in my own use of narrative and story (Smith & Sparkes, 2009a).  Even with such 

explications, there may be some blurred lines; nonetheless, I have made my best efforts to define 

and correspondingly utilize the terminology of narrative and story consistently throughout this 

study. 

 3.3.1.1.1The story in narrative research.  This research is aligned with story as defined as 

a particular type of “discourse production” in which lived experiences are presented in the telling 

and retelling, organization and “emplotment” of experiences over time (Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 

7). The term “story” is “used to describe an individually constructed discourse unit” and the 

singular communicative event in which fathers articulated their experiences (Koenig-Kellas, 

2008, p. 244). People use stories to represent who they are, what they have experienced, and 

what and how they wish to share their “internalized world” with others (Smith & Sparkes, 2008). 

Based on new experiences, people may reorganize their stories or find new meanings in past 

experiences.  

3.3.1.1.2 The narrative in narrative research. There is no simple definition of “narrative” 

(Ewik & Silbey, 1995; Riessman, 2008).  Historically, narrative is often traced to Aristotle’s 
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description of the Greek tragedy as a structure containing a beginning, middle, and end, linked 

together by a plot or “life blood of the narrative” (Riessman, 2008, p. 4).  As the plot unfolds, 

enacted by characters, it evokes emotions such as fear, surprise, or horror.  As a “mirror of the 

world,” narratives told tales to teach moral lessons (Riessman, 2008, p. 4) and are situated within 

a social context.  There is no unanimity among contemporary researchers regarding the origin 

and definition of narratives, and most often narrative is defined based on the discipline of the 

researcher (Riessman, 2008).  However, there appears to be consensus that, irrespective of the 

form or content, narrative entails a “consequential linking of events or ideas” (p. 5).  In its most 

simple definition, narrative research is the collection and description of participants’ stories of 

their experiences and the researcher’s discussion of the meaning of those experiences. 

Narrative is used to encompass the broader or more general dimension and properties of 

stories, the sequences, structures, rhetoric or thematic/categorical content which comprise 

particular stories (Smith & Sparkes, 2009a, p.2).  Narratives exists within stories, and in this 

study, include the collective of multiple stories across all my participants.  While story and 

narrative may be used interchangeably, a helpful reminder from Frank (2005) and further 

articulated by Smith and Sparkes (2009a), is, people tell stories, they don’t tell narratives, “tell 

me a narrative, sounds strange” (p. 2).  The story is the actual tale one tells to another person, 

and the narratives are what researchers seek to locate – the structural underpinning, thematic 

content or performative elements used by storytellers (Smith & Sparkes, 2009a, p.2).   

3.3.1.2 The uses of narrative in narrative research.  While narratives can be the object, 

method, or product of inquiry (Ewick & Silbey, 1995) the underlying goal is to provide an in-

depth exploration of participants’ experiences.  When narratives are the object of study, the focus 

is on the story itself—how it is produced and what meanings are inherent in the production 
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(Ewick & Silbey, 1995; Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007).  For example, Riessman (2008), in her study 

of divorce stories, found “infidelity” as a theme of causation for divorce among participants. 

Within this broad theme of infidelity, she turned to analyze how the individual narrative 

structures were composed. In doing so, she identified the ways in which participants sequenced 

their narratives to share their stories in different ways, thus highlighting that the “same” event 

carried different meanings for participants (Riessman, p. 90).  Alternatively, researchers may 

choose to produce a narrative, drawing on their own experiences, such as Berube’s (1998) 

critical account of raising his son with Down syndrome.  Berube (1998) uses his personal 

experiences and provides social and political commentary as these relate to raising a child with a 

disability, including, genetic testing for Down syndrome, medically and socially constructed 

views of disability, and educational policy. 

  As a method, narratives are generated from participants as a means to examine a specific 

construct or aspect of the participant’s world or the broader society in which the individual is 

situated (Ewick & Silbey, 1995).  The focus is less on how narratives are constructed and more 

on the content of the narrative (Riessman, 2008).  For example, Brotherson and Dollahite (1997) 

gathered stories of fathers of children with disabilities to further understandings of the generative 

work fathers do with their children.  Attention was directed to content of the narratives and the 

meanings fathers assigned to their “caring activities” (Brotherson & Dollahite, 1997, p. 93).  

I present my approach in line with narrative as a method and I collected fathers’ stories, 

which are comprised of fathers’ experiences of leisure pursuits with their children with ASD. I 

was interested in the meaning fathers assign to father-child leisure, as well as factors (such as 

socioeconomics or social expectations) that inform fathers’ experiences of father-child leisure.  

As Smith and Sparkes (2009b) assert, stories are not “simply a personal production.  They derive 
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from the fabric of society and culture. Thus, stories have two sides, one personal and the other 

social.” (p.280).  Scholars increasingly use narrative approaches to generate “understanding of 

lives in context” (Josselson, 2010, p.3) and as such, this principal study will contribute to the 

growing body of research utilizing narrative methodological approaches to understanding 

fathering. 

3.3.2 Sampling and Recruitment.  To interrogate and build on the findings of my 

foundational study, I used theoretical sampling to recruit a sample of fathers from within the 

foundational study (n=4) and a sample of fathers of children with ASD who were not part of the 

foundational study (n=7). In this section, I provide my sampling rationale and recruitment for 

fathers from within, and outside, the foundational study.  Last, I provide a sample description of 

all fathers in this principal study.  

3.3.2.1 Sampling rationale for fathers from foundational study.  The foundational study 

was the impetus for this principal study. Through the reading of transcripts, analysis of data and 

writing of the foundational study, I observed there was more to learn about the experiences of 

father-child leisure pursuits.  Specifically, I had no opportunity to probe or ask questions about 

the leisure experiences fathers had shared and wanted to gain more detailed perspectives from 

the fathers’ stories I had spent so much time reading.  In particular, I wanted to re-interview 

fathers, who had relayed key information that I was seeking to expand. For example, Victor had 

made a comment in his original interview about always trying to “maximize potential” for his 

son with ASD, and I was curious on how he might expand on that in relation to leisure. Other 

fathers discussed shifting their mind set in relation to the activities they were doing with their 

children and I was curious about additional examples and exploring more about the emotions and 

meanings for the fathers around those mind shifts.  
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Of the 28 foundational study participants, there were three participants who did not share 

father-child leisure experiences; these three participants were not approached to take part in the 

principal study.  The children’s age range of 5 to 12 corresponds to the recreation work 

dimension of the generative fathering framework and is likewise theorized to be a prime age 

range in terms of leisure participation (Shaw & Dawson, 2001). Out of the remaining 25 fathers, 

seven were excluded based on the fact their children would no longer be in the age range of 5 to 

12. The remaining 18 fathers comprised my sample of potential participants for the principal 

study. 

3.3.2.2 Sampling rationale for additional fathers.  Through the foundational study, I 

found that fathers were engaging in important work with their children with ASD in the context 

of leisure. During the preliminary reading of the transcripts of the foundational study, I was 

searching for the appropriate theoretical framework in which to account for the themes I was 

seeing in the data. The generative fathering framework provided me with a guide in which to 

interpret and make meaning of the father-child leisure stories I was reading. In doing so, I was 

oriented to the developmental nature of generative fathering and additionally used this 

framework as a guide for my recruitment of additional fathers.   

I wanted to recruit an additional sample of approximately seven to 11 fathers of children 

with ASD to be interviewed in order to gather additional data in which to clarify and/or add 

depth to existing themes from the foundational study and/or contradict or add new themes and 

identify relationships between themes. To build on the foundational study, I looked for males 

over the age of eighteen who self-identified as the father raising a child(ren) diagnosed with 

ASD, aged 5 through 12 years.  This sample per age of child was theoretically driven by the 

generative fathering framework, which proposes recreation work corresponds to the school age 
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stage in child development. This age range has been posited to be the “peak” in terms of leisure 

participation (Shaw& Dawson, 2001) and this was supported by my foundational study analysis. 

3.3.2.3 Recruitment of fathers from the foundational study. I first recruited nine fathers 

from the foundational study via an email invitation (Appendix C). All fathers in this study 

resided in a large urban centre in Alberta. In the first round of recruitment, five did not respond, 

one responded that he had moved away, one individual email bounced back and two agreed to be 

interviewed. I then recruited via email nine more fathers, four responded with one who ended up 

being interviewed and five who did not respond.  

3.3.2.4 Recruitment of additional fathers. Fathers were recruited from within Alberta, 

with a poster (Appendix D), through organizations that provide support, resources and services 

to families with children with ASD and particular activity programs of agencies supporting 

children with ASD. Calls for participants were also posted in neighborhood recreation centres 

and on community bulletin boards in order to target fathers who may not be connected with 

formal ASD support services. Lastly, calls for participants were posted on websites/social media 

and included in agency newsletters and email distribution lists and through my own professional 

contact list. Of the seven fathers, five responded due to my professional contact with them or via 

other professionals forwarding them the information. One father was told about the study by his 

son’s school and I am unaware of how the remaining father heard about the study. 

3.3.2.5 Sample description. The fathers who took part in this study were forthcoming and 

enthusiastic in sharing their stories.  The fathers (both from the foundational study and additional 

fathers) in this study all resided in one of three urban centres in Alberta, Canada and one father 

was from a town in Alberta, Canada. All participants appeared to be Caucasian and all 
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participants were perceived to be in the middle to upper socioeconomic status based on the 

information shared with me. 

The fathers from the foundational study were all employed full time with the exception of 

14Randy, who worked part time and was attending school to pursue a different career. All fathers 

but one were married.  Russell, the father who was divorced, had one son with ASD. Russell’s 

son did not live with him but he spent time with his son every week. Grant and Victor, each had 

one son with ASD and one neurotypical sibling. Randy had a son with ASD and a son with 

ADHD.  

The fathers from the additional sample were all married and employed full time. Of this 

sample, three fathers (Calvin, Gus, Joel) had one son with the ASD diagnosis and one 

neurotypical sibling. Gus and Joel were the biological fathers of their children, while Calvin had 

adopted his stepson (with ASD) and was the biological father to his neurotypical daughter. Kevin 

was the biological father to two sons with ASD. Two fathers (Matthew and Daniel) had one child 

with ASD (no siblings). Matthew and his wife had adopted their only daughter who had ASD. 

Congruent with the higher male to female diagnosis ratio, all but two of the families have boys 

with the ASD diagnosis. (See Appendix E for demographics) 

3.3.3 Data Collection. I took my cue from other narrative researchers in how I collected 

fathers’ stories.  First, fathers’ narratives are not “found” by researchers; rather, researchers are 

integral in the creation of narratives, and the interview is a collaborative, mutual storytelling 

occasion (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Riessman, 2008, p. 21). Second, I conducted my semi-

structured, face-to-face interviews in a process more likened to a “conversation” than a simple 

question-and-answer session (Riessman, 2008, p. 23).  While I used a semi-structured interview 

                                                 
14 All names are pseudonyms  
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guide questions were not limited to the guide and included conversational turns, personal 

disclosure and participants’ freedom to take the conversation where they wanted, with the 

recognition that “storytelling . . . can occur at the most unexpected times” (Riessman, 2008, p. 

25).  

Consistent with researchers designing their studies to accommodate and improve fathers’ 

participation, as well as incorporate, for example, flexibility around time and place to conduct 

interviews (Macfadyen et al., 2011), I scheduled interviews at times and places convenient to 

participants.  I met with three participants at their place of work and one in the university library.  

The others I met at their homes (six participants) and coffee shop (one participant), all places and 

times chosen by the participants.  Participants were first given information about the study 

(either by phone or email) and were sent the consent form (appendix F) in order to review the 

consent form prior to the interview. They were invited to ask questions about the study 

description and consent form. Prior to starting the interview, the consent form was reviewed 

together, and I placed emphasis on the use of a recording device, as well as their right to 

withdraw from the research process at any time. While I had outlined I wanted to record 

conversations, I ensured that this was okay with each participant prior to turning on the device. 

In addition, I met with two participants, Timothy and Russell, in public spaces (coffee shop and 

open common area of Russell’s place of work) and asked if they felt comfortable with the 

recording device on the table and gave them options (I had a small pamphlet that I could put over 

the recorder) in case they had concerns about the device being seen etc. Timothy and Russell 

expressed they had no concerns. 

The interview guide (appendix G) was informed by findings from the foundational study 

and was structured in terms used by the fathers.  For example, while I have used “leisure” as the 
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guiding concept to encapsulate a variety of activities – the fathers used words such as “play”, 

“playing”, “activities” or “sports” or simply named the activity such as “biking”, “camping” or 

“skiing.”  Describing and sharing stories of their leisure pursuits was quite simple for the fathers, 

although a few needed prompting to reflect on additional activities.  The use of pictures, or cues 

from wives (wives were present at some point during four of the fathers’ interviews), facilitated 

fathers’ communication of a fuller repertoire of father-child activity.  During my second 

interview of the study, with Matthew, his wife often “reminded” Matthew of activities he does 

with his daughter Samantha, and then suggested he show me a calendar with photos of their 

family. Sharing the calendar resulted in a great dialogue about the pictures, which represented 

many wonderful father-daughter moments.  In subsequent interviews, some fathers shared 

pictures unprompted. I invited a few fathers to share pictures with me if they wished, and these 

pictures served as a catalyst for data I might not have otherwise gathered without the pictorial 

prompts. Prior to the interviews with the fathers who had participated in the foundational study, I 

re-read their original transcripts and made notes about any statements I was questioning or 

wanted clarified.  

During and after interviews, I wrote field and reflexive notes.  Field notes included 

particular phrases, general impressions, follow up questions or general comments.  Subsequent to 

the interview, additional reflexive notes were written in “journal-like” form to more deeply 

reflect on my process.  I wrote about my internal state (mood, external issues in my life), 

challenges I experienced, how I might phrase a question the next time or reflections on the 

wording of questions and dialogue.  

3.3.4 Data Analysis. Narrative analysis encompasses the range of methods for analysis of 

texts, and researchers stress that delineating a system of analysis is difficult due to the variety of 
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ways researchers can approach and engage with the narrative dimensions and elements of their 

data (Smith & Sparkes, 2008, 2009b, p. 281; Riessman, 2008).  For the analysis of my principal 

study, I drew on the works of Polkinghorne (1995), Riessman (2008); Smith and Sparkes (2008, 

2009a, 2009b) and Fraser (2004) to develop a process of analysis of fathers’ stories.  In his 

approach to analysis, Polkinghorne (1995) distinguished between analysis of narratives (or 

paradigmatic analysis) and narrative analysis.  Researchers using analysis of narratives locate 

common themes across multiple narratives.  Themes are compared within and across narratives, 

with attention to similarities and differences (Polkinghorne, 1995).  In a narrative analysis, the 

findings are presented in “storied form” and involve the synthesis and arrangement of a 

participant’s events into an explanation (or plot) – for example, how parents of children with 

ASD come to make financial decisions, or how a company became successful (Polkinghorne, 

1995).  Smith and Sparkes (2008) used the terms story analysts.  The story analyst gathers and 

uses stories as data to be analyzed, in order to infer theoretical possibilities, categories of plots or 

characters.  

In this principal study, I used analysis of narratives or story analyst approaches.  As such, 

I located and compared commonalities (and differences) within narratives and across narratives, 

as well as identified relationships between stories. Fraser (2004) outlined steps or “phases” for 

the narrative researcher, and in the following section, I have integrated her recommendations for 

analyzing fathers’ stories.  While I present the phases of analysis in a seemingly sequential 

manner for readability and clarity, the order of the phases of analysis do not “imply linearity” 

(Fraser, 2004, p. 186); indeed, there is an understanding in narrative research and probably most 

qualitative research that data analysis is an iterative process that may entail returning to the 
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transcripts, returning to my foundational study, back into the literature, circling back to reflexive 

journals or field notes and so on.  

3.3.4.1 Phase one: “Hearing the stories” and transcription.  Fraser (2004) asserted that 

analysis can begin with simply listening to and “hearing the stories narrated” (p. 186).  Fraser 

likewise provided questions to consider while listening, including: How does the interview begin, 

unfold and end?  What emotions are present and how are they experienced?  What is the overall 

“sense” of the interview?  Second, transcribing is a way to immerse oneself in the data (Fraser, 

2004).  Transcription was carried out by both by myself (six interviews) and a transcriptionist 

(five interviews).  Transcripts were first typed into a word document and then later copied and 

pasted into OneNote.  I reviewed all transcripts completed by the transcriptionist, both to 

immerse myself in the data and correct wording mistakes.  All utterances – including pauses, 

sighs, “ums” and repetitive words – were captured at this stage, but for ease of reading, many of 

these were excluded in the quotes used in the findings.  During transcription and/or reviewing 

transcripts, I made notes of any phrases that caught my eye/ears with highlighting or with a 

comment box.  For example, I made note of phrases or stories that reflected or fit with the 

themes from the foundational study (e.g., teaching through leisure; joy), theory connections (e.g., 

reciprocity evident in generative fathering, barriers due to disability) or general reflections. 

3.3.4.2 Phase two: Defining and grouping “stories.”  Next, I read individual transcripts 

to determine the chunking of “stories.”  The interview content was not segmented; rather, 

sequences of talk (i.e., stories) were the unit of analysis, rather than analyzing line by line.  With 

the aim of keeping stories intact, I followed the lead of Riessman (2008) and Fraser (2004) in 

determining “boundaries” for stories in the transcripts. 
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Demarcating a story’s beginning and end is challenging, as participants may forget, stop 

or later restart a “story.”  One way of determining the boundaries of a story was informed by 

what Riessman (2001) called “entrance talk” and “exit talk” – phrases that insinuate the story’s 

beginning or end.  Additionally, determining boundaries is subject to the researcher’s theoretical 

orientation, research question and research method and in addition to declarative phrases (Fraser, 

2004; Riessman, 2001).  For example, a participant signaled a start of his story with “there was 

this one incident,” which is both declarative and in response to being asked what he and his son 

do for fun.  Other examples included “years ago, we used to . . .” or “oh, that’s a good question,” 

prior to launching into a story.  Exit talk signals a shift or end to the story: for example, “Uh, had 

a thought and I lost it.  It was a good one, I’ll find it again,” or commenting that they have ended 

a story, as with a participant stating, “so you know that’s probably a long-winded response that it 

feels great” following telling the story about how his son is doing better at his badminton class.  

Once stories were grouped, they were named, using (most commonly) a participant’s 

words or simple description of the story.  Examples include “skateboard park story,” “skiing 

story” or “playground story.”  Beside each story were preliminary notes about if these stories fit 

with the themes from the foundational study or if they were something new or just general 

comment about what the story was about. 

3.3.4.3 Phase three: Reading for language use/popular discourse.  In narrative research, 

efforts are made to connect participants’ stories to the context in which they are situated – one 

way of doing is this is to note the language they draw upon (Fraser, 2004; Smith & Sparkes, 

2012). Not to be confused with a discourse analysis, in this reading, attention was simply paid to 

any use of popular discourse and figurative/metaphorical language.  Researchers have noted the 

use of popular discourses such as “coming out” or “falling in love” (Fraser, 2004, p. 193) are a 
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“shorthand way of constructing meanings through speech patterns that have already been 

established in popular vernacular” (p. 193). Figurative uses of discourse serve to construct a 

particular image for a listener and can inform the listener about the broader context from which 

the participant is drawing. As discussed in chapter one (section 1.4.2), I noted that there may be 

discourse of normality or pathology.  Avdi et al., (2012) noted that in reference to ASD, parents 

drew on the discourses of normal development, medical and disability discourses. Other 

figurative language that has appeared in reference to ASD include; alien; lost; a puzzle; locked in 

a shell; disease; neurodiverse; (Broderick & Ne’eman, 2014;); “he is behind a wall of autism” 

(Gross, 2012, p. 258) and kidnapping (“stolen away”), military (battling autism) and death  (“lost 

to autism”) metaphors (p. 261, 263). 

3.3.4.4 Phase four: Thematic analysis of narratives.  In this step, I used theory and prior 

research to guide the analysis of fathers’ stories (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).  I read the bounded 

stories to sort which stories related to themes generated from the foundational study, as well as 

the generative fathering framework and CDS theory.  The analysis remained an iterative process 

that included cycling back to the foundational themes, to theory and to data.  Stories that clearly 

reverberated into foundational study themes were coded as such.  Stories were additionally coded 

for generative fathering and CDS theory, as well as the research questions (e.g., What or who is 

informing this story? (the past; socioeconomics; society etc); What adjustment has the father 

made in this story?).  In each transcript, the collective codes were then collapsed into succinct 

thematic storylines – for example, the creating space storyline encompassed stories with codes 

such as “engaged viewer” or “respecting child’s space” and “facilitating independence from a 

distance.”  
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3.3.4.5 Phase five: Naming narratives.  The naming of the broad narratives is intended 

to encompass the more general dimension, properties, sequences, rhetoric or thematic/categorical 

content that comprise particular stories (Smith & Sparkes, 2009, p. 2).  The narratives exist 

within stories, and in this study, include the collective of multiple stories across all the 

participants (Koenig-Kellas, 2015).  The naming of the narratives involved both a closer look at 

the individual stories within and across participants. Sticking closely to the data, it was evident 

that fathers invoked a great deal of action-oriented language.  Indeed, fathers’ stories all involved 

some sense of physicality or movement – whether it was tangible movements or actions or 

emotional or relational movements or actions.  The stories were collapsed under two different 

types of narratives – action and emotional/relational.  At this point, I re-read a number of the 

stories and further clarified narratives would be named narratives of action and narratives of 

relationship, as emotion was embedded throughout all the stories and accompanied both action 

narratives and relationship narratives.  However, this grouping did not account for the 

“processes” fathers underwent in their renegotiation or adjustments of their expectations for their 

children and themselves.  Thus, guided by both the thematic finding of “adjusting expectations” 

from the foundational study and the research questions of this principal study (how have fathers 

adjusted their expectations), a third narrative was named – narratives of adjustment. A fourth 

narrative was named after I reengaged with the data while writing the discussion. Narratives of 

tension better accounted for the stories of the challenges, struggles and juxtapositions fathers 

experienced as they encountered structural and attitudinal features in society. Previously these 

stories had been encompassed under narratives of adjustment.  
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3.4 Study Rigour 

In this section, I account for the ethical considerations of my research as well as 

establishing the trustworthiness of my research.  

3.4.1 Ethical considerations.  This research was approved by the University of Calgary, 

Alberta Health Services (Calgary Zone) Conjoint Health Research Ethics Board (CHREB).  

Central to research is informed consent (Berg, 2001).  Fathers were informed of the purpose, 

duration and expectations of the study (Smythe & Murray, 2001).  I advised the fathers that 

participation was voluntary and they maintained the right to withdraw at any time, even in the 

middle of the interview.  Aligning with CHREB’s protocols, all fathers signed a consent form 

before participating in the study.   

Secondly, all efforts were taken to protect participants’ confidentiality and anonymity 

(Mertens, 2005).  This included assigning pseudonyms to fathers and all persons named by 

fathers, in addition to renaming or omitting names of cities, schools or programs.  I kept all 

recorded data and spreadsheet of participants’ names and pseudonyms in password-protected 

files on a password-protected computer. I engaged the password protection on each ‘page’ of 

The OneNote document (containing transcripts, notes and analysis).  My interview/ field 

/reflexive notes were kept in a notebook – although I did not use names in the notebook, this 

notebook was still kept in a locked file, along with the signed consent forms.  Only my 

supervisor and I had access to the OneNote document, and I shared three audio recordings with 

my supervisor.   

While I did not anticipate that interviews would create emotional distress for fathers, it 

can be difficult to predict how the interview process will unfold (Smythe & Murray, 2001).  

There is always a risk that participants may tread into areas that cause discomfort or grief.  I was 
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prepared with resources and referral information, should a father become distressed, and this 

information was likewise included in the consent form. 

3.4.2 Trustworthiness.  Measures of quality are required in qualitative research, and   

qualitative researchers are urged to demonstrate “trustworthiness” in their work (Williams & 

Morrow, 2009).  In addressing trustworthiness, researchers attempt to demonstrate to the broader 

research community that they have established an accurate portrayal of the phenomenon being 

researched, provided a sufficient and clear outline of how research was completed and been 

attentive in reporting findings.  The trustworthiness of qualitative research was established by 

following and incorporating the criteria and strategies of (a) credibility, (b) transferability, (c) 

dependability, (d) confirmability and (e) authenticity (Cresswell, 2007; Mertens, 2005; Shenton, 

2005; Pillow, 2005).  

Credibility is the extent to which the phenomena under study and the participants’ reality 

are represented effectively.  Credibility was achieved through prolonged engagement, peer-

debriefing and members-checking.  Prolonged engagement required spending sustained time 

with the data and immersing myself in the fathers’ stories.  I listened to audios while reading 

transcripts, and transcripts were reviewed multiple times, including during analysis, while 

establishing the findings and while writing the discussion.  Peer debriefing occurred monthly 

with my research team15.  The discussions allowed me to draw on peer experiences and input 

regarding data management, interpreting or organizing themes and consultation around 

confusing data and/or themes (Cresswell, 1997; Mertens, 2005).  The research team meeting 

environment provided a forum for brainstorming, support and asking for feedback.  Further 

                                                 
15 The author’s research team is comprised of undergrad and graduate students, the author’s principal supervisor and 

University faculty members. All members of the research team have signed confidentiality forms prior to taking part 

in a research meeting.  
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debriefing occurred with my principal supervisor.  In addition to regular meetings to discuss 

research progress, she listened to three of the 11 audio recordings, and we found we held 

common interpretations of the participants’ experiences.  Finally, I had the opportunity to present 

informally and formally on the findings of my foundational analysis.  The feedback I garnered 

from peers was integral in developing research questions for my principal study and provided 

input towards future research directions.  

Considered one of the “most important criterion in establishing credibility” (Mertens, 

2005), member checks occurred during and after the interviews in order to summarize the salient 

aspects of the interview and invite participants’ feedback or clarification.  Credibility was 

supported by first spending the necessary time to gather a rich account of the fathers’ 

experiences in the interview process. After each interview was complete, I spent time checking 

on what fathers really wanted people to know about being a father to a child with ASD. I have 

included their responses in appendix I.  Fathers were provided, by email, an opportunity to 

review the transcript. Second, they were given a list and description of themes and were invited 

to provide feedback within a four-week time frame.  Fathers did not present any concerns or 

feedback on the themes.   

Transferability is the degree to which research can be generalized to other contexts.  The 

nature of qualitative research is such that findings are often specific to particular groups or 

contexts (Shenton, 2004).  While the results of my study may be useful and relevant to various 

researchers or practitioners who are researching or working with fathers of children with ASD, 

my accounting of their experiences is one of many accounts of the phenomena.  In line with 

various narrative researchers, I recognize that there is no final, determinable truth that can be 

generalized to all experiences (Frank, 2005; Riessman, 2008).  Yet some researchers assert that if 
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sufficient context and descriptions are provided, qualitative research can inform other contexts.  

This research could inform further studies of fathers of children with ASD, as well as fathers of 

children with other disabilities or even fathers of neurotypical children, but this statement is 

tempered with the acknowledgement that no two individual experiences are exactly the same. 

Dependability refers to the degree that the findings are stable over time and research 

processes are transparent, such that the research could be replicated.  Confirmability refers to the 

degree to which the researcher is transparent with regard to biases or presuppositions.  Both of 

these criteria (dependability and confirmability) were largely ensured through ongoing 

“reflective commentary” in the form of a reflexive diary and field notes (Chase, 2011; Shenton 

2005, p. 72).  Reflexivity, the practice of self-aware meta-analysis, is used by researchers to 

account for both the other in the research and the “self-conscious awareness of the process of 

self-scrutiny” (Chiseri-Strater, as cited in Pillow, 2005).  I employed the following strategies for 

reflexivity: (a) the reflexive diary/notes included reflections during data collection, after 

interviews and throughout analysis; and (b) field notes, which were written before, during and/or 

after every interview, after and/or during informal presentations of my foundational study or in 

the ongoing process of the principal study.  My reflexive notes accounted for internal struggles 

(reflecting on the impact of my father passing away while researching fathers) and biases and 

presuppositions (preconceived ideas of what fathers might say; background knowledge I bring to 

the research process, etc.), as well as ongoing commentary on the research process (interrogating 

how I framed questions, etc.; awareness of and efforts to mediate power differentials in the 

researcher-researched dynamic).  

Authenticity is the “presentation of a balanced view of all perspectives, values and 

beliefs” (Mertens, 2005, p. 257) and is assessed in part by the meaning participants get from 
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involvement in the study.  Lincoln and Guba identify ontological authenticity, which refers to the 

extent to which participants’ knowledge of the topic being studied has progressed or has become 

more informed as a result of participation in the study.  This was facilitated in the beginning 

stages of the study by sharing the rationale with participants and allowing them to ask questions 

or share any thoughts they had on the process.  After the interviews, ontological authenticity was 

built by creating a space for fathers to provide feedback on the interview or add their own 

recommendations for what is important to know about fathers (see appendix I).  In addition, 

fathers were sent, via email, a copy of the themes, inviting their feedback within a four-week 

period. One father responded, in regards to the research process, that he “learned a little bit more 

about [himself] and dealing with [his son’s] autism.” 

3.5 Chapter Summary 

This chapter outlined the constructivist and relativist philosophies which guided this 

research, along with the narrative tools for sampling, data collection, and data analysis research. 

Considerations of study rigour (positionality, trustworthiness, ethics) were outlined. 
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Chapter Four 

Findings 

4.1 Introduction 

Fathers of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) illustrate facets of their 

relationships with their child in terms of what they are doing and what is being accomplished. I 

generated four broad narratives - narratives of action (section 4.2), narratives of adjustment 

(section 4.3), narratives of tension (section 4.4), and narratives of relationships (section 4.5), 

which capture the importance and meaning of leisure in the lives of fathers of children with 

ASD. Within each narrative are the stories that lend themselves to the naming of the narrative.  

Narratives of action are the stories of what fathers are doing in their day- to- day 

interactions with their children, whereas narratives of adjustment depict how fathers have shifted 

and re-defined expectations of their children and themselves following their children’s ASD 

diagnosis. Narratives of tensions capture fathers’ strain in concurrently having to acquiesce and 

advocate against- financial, environmental and societal constraints. Lastly, in narratives of 

relationships, fathers’ stories illustrate the relational outcomes of their involvement in terms of 

perceptions of their children’s individuality and the connection evident in the father-child dyad.   

4.2 Narratives of Action 

Fathers’ narratives of action took the form of three types of stories: (a) teaching skills; 

(b) creating space; and (c) the work of balancing. Fathers’ stories of teaching skills reflect 

fathers’ work of actively imparting knowledge or integrating learning into father-child activities. 

In creating space, fathers describe thoughtfully working at stepping back and, through engaged 

observation, carving out space and time for their child to practice independence. Lastly, in the 

work of balancing, I capture the balance evident in fathers’ stories of “pushing” their children in 
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order to facilitate learning, alongside fathers’ decisions of when to hold back on, for example, 

taking their child to organized or informal events. 

4.2.1 “Even when we’re having fun, you always keep an eye toward lessons:” 

Teaching skills. Fathers use leisure to teach concrete skills and create learning opportunities to 

cultivate their children’s capabilities.  Likewise, fathers use leisure to instruct on more complex 

skills such as socialization, problem solving, and work/life skills. While all fathers identify that 

their children have particular, and at times, restricted interests, it did not stop fathers from trying 

to broaden their children’s repertoire of activities or actively engage in child preferred activities.  

Fathers use activities or games to teach children. Joel, father to Brandon (aged 12) 

diagnosed with ASD16 was interviewed in his home.  Joel has numerous stories of father-child 

leisure activities, but asserts: “even when we’re having fun, you always keep an eye toward 

lessons and sort of exercising different parts of his brain that need it, if you will. You know, 

help.”  Joel imparts anecdotes of intentionally instructing on a particular skill or set of skills.  

Joel describes the process of teaching Brandon fishing skills. Joel set the stage for the story, by 

explaining the family was on vacation and that Brandon had never fished before:  

Well, Brandon decided that he wanted to go fishing …and I don’t know if I’d ever seen  

him quite so focused. … And I know he’s gotta work hard for that but he wanted to work 

hard for that because he wanted to catch fish.  

Joel appreciates that fishing is “hard” for Brandon. Brandon is an energetic, artistic boy with a 

propensity for daydreaming and letting his mind wander. Learning and attention can be difficult 

for Brandon, but Joel methodically walks him through the steps of fishing:  

 Joel: And so…showed him what a fishing rod was, the basic mechanics of it, what he  

  had to do, how to cast properly, how to make sure your hook isn’t anywhere near  

  anybody or yourself when you cast…., you know if he made any mistakes, they  

                                                 
16 To cut down on redundancy, the children mentioned are diagnosed with ASD unless otherwise specified.  
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  were honest ones and normal ones, if you will, but he liked sitting next to me in  

  the back of the boat… but he soon learned, you know, again, he really got it! He  

  got everything….So I did feel very together with him 

 

 I:          yeah  

 

 Joel: I think he did the same because, just cause. And he did catch a fish. He   

  thought it was fantastic and he 

 

 I:         Awh cool! 

 Joel:    pulled it in and really trying and we went fishing a lot.  

 

Joel closes the story by giving an evaluation of both his son’s outcome of the experience – “he 

thought it was fantastic” and his own evaluation of his experience – “I did feel very together with 

him.” He explains that Brandon was “really trying” and that patience in teaching had a payoff – 

as they continued to go “fishing a lot.” Calvin, father to Tyson (aged 10), shares stories of 

teaching through camping, playing baseball and watching professional baseball. Calvin 

summarizes that “seeing him [Tyson] succeed at stuff and improve. That’s all it’s about.” Fathers 

find meaning in providing learning opportunities for their children. 

Daniel and his wife, Rebecca (present at the interview in their home), use board games as 

a “learning tool” to teach turn taking and basic concepts to their son Eric (aged 11).  Eric has 

limited ‘normative’ communication and turn taking and social skills do not manifest naturally, 

however the use of games is instrumental for Eric’s learning. Daniel shares the story of how the 

game of “cariboo” evolved as a parent led activity to a peer shared activity:  

 Daniel:    And we made it into a learning tool initially when he was first diagnosed. 

 

 I:     Yes. 

 

 Daniel:   Where we took the cards out. Made our own cards and images, put them   

         on and then had him pick out a phrase. So let’s say it said the dog is   

     drinking. There would be a picture of a dog drinking on one of those cards. He  

     pops the ball and gets the reward out of the treasure chest when it opened. 

 

 I:          Right yes. 
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 Daniel:    Well he’s got typical friends now who come over. And they saw Cariboo  

                 and they played it as a kid and couldn’t understand what this [the amended                            

      version of the game] was about. So they converted it back to the original  

      game. 

 

 I:              Okay. 

 

 Daniel:    And now he’s using the original game on his own….Plays with his peers with  

                 it. He’s fascinated by the fact that it’s a totally different version. So he’s been                     

      carrying it around today even this morning. Putting the balls in and                   

      playing the game himself just to-  

 

 I:          Yeah. 

 

 Daniel:    reacquaint himself with an old friend in a new way so to speak. 

  

Fathers use everyday leisure activities as opportunities for teaching. These activities 

include snack time, cuddling, driving and including children in fathers’ hobbies (e.g., Model A 

club, Watch club).  Randy, father to Chris (aged 9) and Timothy, father to Samantha (aged 9), 

use modeling to teach self-help skills such as snack preparation. For Timothy, our discussion 

around cooking arose from Timothy’s suggestion for a community cooking class with his 

daughter, as he states that he can’t “really think of what there is in the community for dads and 

daughters.” Randy, on other hand uses food preparation to encourage his son Chris’s verbal 

requests of foods or affirming if he wants food.  Matthew encourages Sally’s (aged 6) interest in- 

and uses everyday activities to teach and connect. Matthew was interviewed in his home and his 

wife Mandy and Sally were present through parts of the interview:  

Mandy:        She likes helping you a lot in the summer. 

 

Matthew:     Yeah if I am doing yard work outside…Like cutting grass… 

 

I:                  Oh okay. 

 

Mandy:        And that’s thing with same with watering stuff as well. 

 



 

 

70 

 

Matthew:     Yeah watering flowers and yeah I didn’t even think of that but yeah                   

          she really enjoys that and obviously I like doing… my stuff outside. 

 

I:                  Outside stuff okay. 

 

Matthew:     Yeah so it is very cute to see her come and you know and try and help you  

          and she does. You know you tell her to water stuff and she does. You know     

          even that in itself is…learning how to do these things so. 

 

Mandy:        But like mixing the fertilizer she loves doing that.  

 

Matthew:     Yeah…so anything that she feels that she is helping out you know. You go     

          to the gas station she will want to like help wash the wash the windows-  

         You know you try to involve her as much as you can cause that is how she      

          learns. 

 

Matthew notes that Sally enjoys “helping out” and he enjoys spending time with her, even if it  

means, as he warmly reflects, tasks are “going to take longer” to complete. Fathers appear to be 

making a conscious effort to “clue into” learning opportunities and take advantage of the prosaic 

moments. Father-child engagement in everyday ordinary activities facilitates learning and brings 

reciprocal benefits to fathers and children, such as skill building and fun for children, and for 

fathers, building connection with their children.  

While some fathers illustrate their efforts to use leisure activities to teach a specific skill, 

Grant describes using the leisure activity of sport to teach abstract life lessons for his son Jed, 

(aged 12), such as “fair play” and “winning…[and] losing with dignity:” 

Grant: (Sigh) Ah I don’t care if he ever is a good soccer player, a hockey player, a 

baseball player. Things of that nature… And then even now as an adult, I play a 

ton of sport and I’m a very strong advocate of the life lessons you learn through 

sport. 

 

I:      Uh huh. 

 

Grant:  And so everything about winning with dignity, losing with dignity,  

the fair play, sharing, adversity. I just think sport can be a wonderful metaphor for 

life and it teaches you a great deal. I don’t necessarily think that is essential but 

it’s important and so he may not ever do as much as I did. And I don’t care if he 
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does. But I think we need to at least expose him to that and keep pushing him 

towards that… 

 

Grant is less concerned with his son playing a lot of sports, but notes the value in playing sports. 

Grant wants to prepare his son to be a better team player with his peers and in his future work 

place interactions and believes sport can be a useful vehicle for such lessons: 

Grant:    What I do care about though is when he tries to enter the work force, and he   

    needs   to understand that when he’s part of a team, this is how things work.       

 You know geez Jed we need you to stay after work a few minutes to help do 

this. It can’t be no, my shift is done at 9. We are trying to connect the dots 

somewhat for now…from a social standpoint so he finds more acceptance in 

peers and is a part of that group as they continue to age. But we’re keenly aware 

of the challenges he’s going to face at one point in time.  

 

I:           Uh huh. 

 

Grant:     And he needs to be prepared for that. 

 

I:             Yeah. 

 

Grant:     And I think myself…Sport can be a great way to introduce some of those      

    concepts. And… from a strength and motor planning standpoint 

 

In fathers’ reflections on teaching concrete and abstract skills, the influence of school 

systems and therapeutic professionals are evident. Embedded in fathers’ narratives are the 

implicit or explicit advice, direction or commentaries from professionals involved in their family. 

While Daniel mused that his choices in activities are not influenced by the professionals, he 

asserts that the voices of professionals influence how “to manage it [the activity] sometimes” and 

that their behavior therapist, “Janice lives in both [their] heads.”  Other fathers speak in terms of 

being their child’s “therapist” (David) and going “through this mental check list of things that 

you need to do in order to make this [activity] successful” (Randy).  

Teaching skills is a prominent storyline in the context of leisure activities. Fathers portray 

themselves as imparting lessons and opportunities, and influencing outcomes for their children.  
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4.2.2 “It’s just me being an engaged viewer”: Creating space. Fathers move from 

physical play and concrete teaching to a more nuanced, and perhaps less visible, form of 

facilitating leisure by creating space for their child’s learning, growth and independence. Fathers 

carve out time and/or physical space for their child in order to facilitate or help their child engage 

in an activity or accomplish a goal. Creating space entails fathers’ active mental engagement and 

reflects the care and attention fathers can take in their interactions. From the outside, it may 

appear to others that fathers are doing nothing but are in fact carefully observing their children or 

managing an activity or interaction from a distance. Fathers are acutely aware of any sparks of 

interest their children show towards activities and make themselves available for interaction.  

Conversely, fathers keep their distance and respect their children’s independence. 

Joel, Brandon’s father, and Matthew, Sally’s father, share that their children enjoy 

independence in activities, such as drawing (Brandon) and playing with toy figurines (Sally).  

Drawing was a joint activity that Joel and Brandon enjoyed, but Joel surmises that over the years, 

he has become an observer of Brandon’s drawing.  Still, Joel remains available for Brandon to 

share his drawings: 

Joel:  …But he certainly is better it seems or more interested in things that he does by 

himself but that he can show you that he’s doing it. 

 

I:   right  

 

Joel:  So often it’s a matter of simply paying attention and being an, again an engaged 

viewer…which you know sometimes I feel like I’m not doing as much as I used 

to when we used to be more engaged together especially with the drawings but I 

guess that’s just his age. 

 

Sally, according to, Matthew, enjoys her dad around when she plays with her toy figurines. She 

likes to “tell [him] what she wants [him] to do, should she chose to. Matthew enjoys simply 

being available, even if from the outside, it may appear he is doing little.  
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In a similar vein, fathers create a safe space for their children to exert independence or 

learn a skill.  Joel recognizes, especially as his son Brandon has grown, to thoughtfully step back 

and allow his son to make decisions or allow him to participate in activities. Joel explains being 

influenced by both “reading and [the] advice” of Brandon’s psychiatrist, of the benefits for 

Brandon to “let his mind wander” to “relax.” While it can be good for Brandon, Joel identifies 

potential safety issues:  

yeah and…I will let his mind wander. It is relatively safe, keeping close to him. There 

was one incident where we were walking by one of the larger ponds closer to the river 

and I had just literally said to him, “ok, Brandon, don’t go near there, the ice is thin, just 

don’t.” And I kept walking. And I turn around and he’s down there and he had slipped 

and he had actually fallen onto the ice, just, I mean, like 2 feet, but, I don’t think he was 

so much disobeying as he was– that’s the caution with letting his mind wander. He’s got 

to be in a safe place  

Joel wants to facilitate Brandon’s awareness and ability to self-monitor, and help Brandon learn 

when it is safe to let his mind wander:    

for a lot of things it’s just me being an engaged viewer and …know he’s gotta learn to 

pick his spots when it comes to letting his mind wander and explained why you can’t be 

letting your mind wander when you’re walking the dog and then the dog gets away or 

you walk across the street and get hit by a bus, there are times when you can’t do that.  

 

Joel shifts to explain how he places himself on the periphery of his son’s actions: 

 

Joel:  often times what I’m really doing is I’m just letting him go as opposed to really 

engaging with him. And I’m trying to watch out for him a little bit because it is 

important, from, again everything I’ve gathered that he has some time 

 

I:  yeah 
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Joel:  to relax and do that. Uh, um so I mean that’s, that’s sort of hands off on my end. It 

doesn’t take a whole lot of engagement on, on my end.  

 

While Joel downplays his engagement, he nevertheless constructs a story of thoughtfully holding 

space for Brandon. Joel allows Brandon’s natural “autistic” inclination to pace and let his “mind 

wander” without interference, though Joel balances it with the safety issues and knowledge that 

he can’t leave Brandon “in his mind” for too long. 

 Joel:  I’ve gotten better and I know better. And I know, I can’t leave him     

   for an hour downstairs um letting his mind wander- 

 

 I:          Right 

 
 Joel: by the time he gets up he’s frazzled! Takes ya half an hour to get him back down  

  to earth 
 

Fathers create space in physical environments, like movie theatres which have features 

(crowds; loud; smells) that may be difficult for children with ASD to navigate. Calvin facilitates 

his son, Tyson’s ability to watch a movie in theatre by creating the physical space for Tyson to 

feel comfortable: 

Calvin:    Him [Tyson] and I will go to movies or things like that…he’s big into… X Men  

                

I:             Uh huh. 

 

Calvin:    I make sure that he can go and see them and then I go with him and it’s hard for  

                him to watch. Cause they are so loud. 

 

I:             I was going to say, sometimes the loud is- 

 

Calvin:    So… with me he cuddles in and then I just put my arm around his head on the      

    other seat. And then he just tucks his ears in my armpit when it’s too loud so    

    he…gets to still watch it but it’s you know but yeah that’s kind of our thing. 

 

In a seemingly mundane action, Calvin is effecting a successful outing, using a strategy to 

counteract the built environments that are not always conducive to sensory sensitivities of 

children with ASD.  Father may adjust the brightness of lights to account for optical sensitivities 
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or, may overtly manage physical space to ensure opportunity for their child.  Joel actively works 

to fashion opportunities for Brandon’s bike riding: 

Joel: you talk about engagement. …he’s got a little, not specifically a trick bike but it’s 

one that you can use at skateboard parks. And when you go to a typical 

skateboard park there’s people skateboarding, there’s people on their scooters, 

there’s occasionally someone rollerblading and some on their trick bikes. 

And…we would go down there and what I would have to do is stand in this big 

pit at the skateboard park and try to direct traffic so that when Brandon is gonna 

try to go down this very steep thing and come up he’s, you know, and I’m 

constantly—this is work. I’ve gotta be aware of him I gotta be encouraging him. 

I’ve got to make sure that no one coming this way. I gotta keep reminding him 

that he’s gotta watch out that kids aren’t coming this way or that way 

 

I:      yep 

 
Joel:  and at the same time, encouraging him “okay buddy, you got-- now, you can do it, 

k go, you can do it, you can do it son you can do it oh please, hold on there”. And 

then talking to these kids over there, going “okay my son has autism …  would 

you please mind him a little bit he’s not as focused as he should be” and then it’s 

really intense for about ten minutes and then I pull him off  because I’ve gotten in 

the way of sometimes ten other kids …who are neurotypical… 

 
I:  but he loves it?  

 

Joel:  yes. but it takes that much work…to somehow manage all this. And then I’d go 

up and thank all these kids. We’d typically do that twice in a session. We’d take a 

break, let everyone else do their thing … 

 
J:  Awh nice 

 

Joel: and right?...that’s a different type of engagement when I am just simply    

 managing everything else to give him a little bit of time to go do his thing  
 

Joel illustrates his investment to increase the likelihood of a successful outing for Brandon. 

Daniel, likewise shares his efforts to teach his son street safety.  Daniel gives his son the space to 

practice independence:  

Daniel:    He’s had a couple of falls and taken some skin off his knees but overall he  

                really enjoys it. It’s also given him a sense of independence. 

 

I:         Mhm 
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Daniel:    Because he will go ahead of us.  

 

I:          Okay. 

 

Daniel:    And come back…And there’s times he will go ahead of us and go around the  

    corner. And we’re okay and even it’s making us more uncomfortable   

      

I:         I was just going to ask yeah. 

 

Daniel:    Years ago you wouldn’t even let him get close to the sidewalk  

    cause he’d walk right off the corner curb I mean into traffic. He’s       

    now learned and developed… I’m not even concerned about him crossing the    

    street without us there. He’ll get to the corner and he’ll stop and he’ll wait. And   

    he’ll stop and he’ll look back at us and wait for us to come. And stand there and   

    wait with his scooter.  

Creating space stories are the nuanced narratives of action – stories, that to an outside observer 

may be taken for granted as fathers doing nothing or little to engage with their child, but are 

indeed fathers’ generative executions of providing space for opportunities for their children.  

4.2.3 “I have to decide …how hard to push, when to let off: The work of balancing. 

Fathers highlight the tenuous balance of facilitating, or pushing, their child to try new activities, 

versus the reality of the consequences that might hold for their child. Whether it’s travelling, 

community outings, or day- to- day activities fathers reflect on the “pushing slash encouraging.” 

In relation to his son, Chris (aged 9), Randy invokes the metaphor of “walking on egg shells” in 

knowing how “to push it [activities] but not in a way…which makes the situation worse [i.e., 

crying].” Grant wants his son doing activities.  Grant shares his philosophy while talking about a 

variety of activities such as badminton, home activities and socialization:  

Grant: The challenge we’re starting to face now which has always been a huge 

frustration especially from a father standpoint, I would much rather pull on 

somebody’s reins, then have to kick him in the ass.  

 

I: Uh huh. 

 

Grant:  You know… it’s always been do you want to do this? Nah I’m okay. No I’d  
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rather ask you to get down off the fence than shout and get off the couch right. 

Like he’s doing more of that and we’ll talk more about the activities that we’re 

doing. But he’s doing more. Which is great. 

 

However, Grant carefully assesses how hard to push Jed: 

 

Grant: I have to decide what we are going to introduce him, how hard to push. When to 

let off. When to say you know what? We’re done here. This this dog’s not gonna 

hunt. Or you know again with Tammi (his typically developing daughter), we can 

say you know you signed up for this, you can damn well you will see it through.  

I:      Uh huh. 

 

Grant: And it might be tough and might be challenging but you know you’re not socially  

setting them back two years.  

 

I:      Right.  

 

Grant:  You bumble at program with a child with special need... You could really undo  

some great work or set them back.  

 

I:  mhmm 

 

Grant: Put him back into a shell or a place that they spent two years coming out of. So  

everything has got, in my opinion, a lot more riding on it. Then for the young 

person that’s involved they view this world differently…they don’t typically have 

the confidence or the coping skills. So it’s much more of a knife edge risk factor 

for them as well. There is no guarantee it is going to be successful.  

 

Grant holds a heightened awareness of the unknown impact of the outside world on Jed. 

 

Grant:  And then the third factor is the outside world. You go into the environment  

whether it is at a park or a playground or at school or badminton class. The kids 

can be mean and challenging and not very particularly understanding. And so any 

time that you’re different especially if you are significantly different in either how 

you talk or you play or anything else. Ah you can’t control that.  

 

I:      No. 

 

Grant:  …everything is heightened. Every time we push him out there you now lose a  

certain amount of control and you can kind of be impacted by the world around 

him. 

 

A common thread in fathers’ stories are their inevitable experiences with inconsiderate people 

who influence, them and their children’s experiences of leisure. Fathers contemplate how leisure 
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might be different or how it might be experienced, if the “outside world” were more accepting of 

differences. 

Balance takes the form of fathers holding the expectations, needs of, and limitations of 

their children with a diagnoses and their neurotypical siblings.  Fathers balance children’s needs 

in the context of family travel. Fathers want to travel with their children with ASD, but fathers 

question how much the child can handle. Concurrently, fathers need to balance the needs of their 

neurotypical children and provide all children with positive, safe experiences. Everyday play can 

present a juggling act for fathers. Randy, father to Chris has an older son, Andy who is 

neurotypical. Andy has experienced broken toys, being hit and pushed by Chris, so Andy is often 

defensive when interacting with Chris. Randy elucidates with a story about hockey in the 

basement:  

Randy: And we got a cheap little hockey net… and we’ll have hockey games in the  

 basement. 

I:         Cool.  

Randy: Chris [ASD] sometimes will come down and he’ll see us and he might pick       

up a stick and kind of push the ball around with it. But he doesn’t really get the 

concept of push the ball in this direction towards this net.  

I:         Okay yeah. 

Randy:   But the first couple of times he came down with a stick and was able to do that I  

   just told Andy,  “you know stand down, let him explore.” But of course in times   

   past, Andy’s existence has been met with a lot of slapping and pushing and   

   that sort of thing.  

I:         Okay. 

Randy:   And some of it I think stems from probably just sibling rivalry. 

I:        Uhm.  

Randy:   You know but with Chris it’s probably coming from a different vicinity that we  

               just don’t understand. So because Andy’s had to deal with a lot of his crap,  

   Andy’s guard just goes red line.  

 

While Randy is not always aware of, or understands, what provokes Chris, he acknowledges that 

Andy, has put up with a lot from Chris, and Randy understands Andy’s defensiveness.    

Randy:    He’s like oh there’s that kid. And just lean over and say some of the stuff that  
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   comes out of that kid’s mouth is just very hurtful. And we discipline him for   

    that.  

 

I:        Uhm. 

Randy:    And we’ve lectured and lectured and lectured him. He’s [referring to Chris] not  

   stupid. He’s not out of to get you. His brain is rewired differently than yours  

   [referring to Andy].  

 

I:         Yeah. It’s hard on the siblings. 

Randy:   Oh and it is. 

I:      To support them until they can understand. 

Randy:   Oh yeah.  

 

Randy’s story is not exclusive and resounds in the other fathers’ stories of balancing children’s 

needs and managing sibling conflicts in a fair manner. The work of balancing is the last storyline 

in the narratives of action. Fathers are situated in matrices and junctions of decision making that 

require a careful consideration of risks, benefits and trade-offs in the activities and opportunities 

for all their children.  

4.3 Narratives of Adjustment  

Fathers’ narratives of adjustment took the form of two types of stories: (a) adjusted 

expectations of children; and (b) fathers’ internal adjustments.  These reflect how fathers have 

shifted and re-defined expectations of their child following their child’s diagnosis. Fathers’ 

experiences of adjusting their expectations for their child result in a deeper understanding of their 

child and themselves. 

4.3.1 “It changes everything”: Adjusting expectations of children.  Fathers previously 

held expectations give way to new images of father-child activity. Following their child’s ASD 

diagnosis, fathers, like Victor, stress that “special needs changes that [dreams]…dreams change. 

Dreams get delayed.” Victor reflects on the activities he thought he would in engage with Kyle:  

Victor:    but personally…you always had a dream of when you know gee my wife’s  

               pregnant hey. Wonder what we are going to do? … What is this child going to  



 

 

80 

 

               be?  

 

I:            Yeah. 

 

Victor:   What are we going to do with this child growing up? Skiing whatever. Working  

               in the shop… The good things you did with your Dad. The things you’re not  

               going to do because you didn’t like it with Dad. You know what are we going 

               to do? Are we going to do cubs? You don’t think specifics but you have this  

               vision of what Dad is going to be like. As an experience. 

 

After the diagnosis, fathers realize that ASD is going to make an impact on father-child 

activities.  Randy, father of Chris (aged 9), shares the story of his pre and post ASD diagnosis 

thoughts: 

Like before his diagnosis I mean I just thought oh he’s just going to be a normal kid. You 

know just play with him. Play make believe and be you know the Norman Rockwell etc 

type of father that I can be and just you know bring him up not to be a screw up or 

anything like that. And then you hear his diagnosis and it’s like oh. Okay well how is that 

going to change things? And then you grow into it and you realize this changes 

everything. It changes everything. I can’t really play hockey with him. I can’t play catch 

with him. I can’t really play a board game with him… 

Randy touches on a typology of the father portrayed in the Norman Rockwell17 paintings and 

draws attention that fathers, too, are influenced by stereotyped or idealized notions of fatherhood 

and feel pressure to not “screw up” (Randy).  Likewise, for some fathers there is (in the 

beginning) sadness about the loss of some father-child activities. Yet other fathers like Joel state 

he had no real expectations, in particular around sports: “[I] didn’t really have—outside of you 

know general expectations. I certainly, my personality is not that hockey dad whose going to 

                                                 
17 Norman Rockwell was an American painter who painted and illustrated vignettes of American life. He illustrated 

the covers of The Saturday Evening Post for over 40 years. Many of his painting portrayed fathers as both the leader 

of the family and as nurturing and protector in illustrations such as Father Feeding Infant, 1957 or Freedom from 

Fear, 1943 which shows a father and mother standing by the bedside of their sleeping children. (Rockwell, 2015) 
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push my kid towards - he’s going to be the best blahblahblah…”  He drives his point home, “it’s 

distasteful… so I don’t think I had any unrealistic expectations” 

 For his part, Gus, father to Jasper (aged 5 years), acknowledges he may feel “frustrated” 

when his son plays differently. 

 Gus: We had the blocks there for 2 years and he just never. He would throw them or  

  whatever but he wouldn’t actually use them as blocks.  

 I:     Okay. 

 

 Gus: The last 3 months or so, 2 months or so he’s actually started using them as blocks  

  and engaging she [his wife] and I in the actual activity.  

 

 I:           Oh.  
 

 Gus: The other day we used every single block and made a 6 x 6 tower. But the second      

                        it was made he had to destroy it.  

 

 I:         That sounds like a boy. (Chuckles). 

 

 Gus:    Yeah (chuckling). Which frustrated me to no end and then of course me I had to    

                        put it back together.  

 

 Gus: Just sometimes I still need to dominate the play. He’s kind of telling me this is    

what I want to do and I’m kind of like well I don’t care. I just spent 20 minutes   

building this tower with you and darn it I’m going to make it again.  

 

Gus is open with me; he has not spent much time with his children in the past and has strong 

expectations about how play looks. However, as we will see in later sections, Gus is in the 

process of adjusting his expectations for himself and Jasper.  

Fathers’ wishes and dreams reflect the fathering rhetoric of “sport related” dreams, such 

as playing “catch”, and other modes of play that fathers position as “normal.” In the next 

sections, I share fathers’ stories of how they renegotiate and adjust their expectations of play and 

interaction, and communication. 

4.3.1.1 “just let him lead the way… it’s still time spent with him:” Play and interaction 

adjustments. Play or interaction initiation is a common topic for fathers. Children are not always 
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initiating play – fathers believe this is due to communication difficulties or their child’s lack of 

interest in activities or toys. Timothy will try anything once to increase Samantha’s repertoire of 

activities: “I think if she mentions or shows any inkling of interest in anything at all that we pay 

attention to that and we’ll try.”  Kevin, a father to two boys, Jason and William (aged 13 and 8 ) 

discusses his “challenge with the interactions with the boys” and how he strives “to remember 

[to tailor interactions] to their level of interest.” Joel, too, reflects on “engagement” with his son, 

Brandon and wishes at times he could connect with Brandon on a deeper level:  

I wish I was more engaged with him, because it’s hard with him sometimes. Cuz there are 

moments where if you had a neurotypcial kid, it would just be perfect and sort of engage 

on something that has some real big meaning and value but he doesn’t get that nine out 

ten times right?  

 

However, Joel simply says “I love him” when it comes to the meaning he draws from his  

 

interactions.  

 

Fathers modify and reconstruct expectations of their children. The value of spending time 

with their child was more important than the activity itself.  Randy reveals this shift in thinking: 

“I realized, well, what can I do? To interact with him…And the best thing I can do is just let him 

lead the way…because whatever it is, it’s still time spent with him.”  Randy shares how he plays 

with his son: 

 Randy:       So there’s all those complexities that come up and when you can just get him  

        to a place where you’re just playing, just goofing off, everything just kind       

            of gets pushed away. It’s all washed away and you’re just having fun. You  

        know I can’t throw a ball to him and he’ll catch it and he’ll throw it back.      

                              But I can get in do a physical play and chasing and stuff like that or puppets. I     

                              do this really stupid thing with my hand and I make it talk in a Mexican  

        accent.  

 

 I:            Chuckles. 
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 Randy:      And I will say, ‘hey man what’s going on here?’ You know and he will  

        request that and he’d say ‘what’s going on here?’ Oh like he’s requesting that, 

        so I ‘well what’s going on here?’ …You know and then he’ll start slapping  

        my arm cause that’s what he does. But we have fun doing that.  

 

While fathers may have to “hunt” for activities and activities may “cost more,” fathers 

have been successful in finding appropriate activities. Victor confirms that his family has not 

only adjusted, but “amplify[ed]” their holidays and recreational activities in order “to make up 

for the amplification of home life.”  Family vacations pose a welcome break for Victor and his 

family and he categorized these vacations as “intense family time:”  

Victor:     You know I think raising a child with special needs and not just autism       

    … is very intense. You know I think it’s parenting amplified.  

 

I:              Okay. Yeah. 

 

Victor:     Which again we joke that our holidays are very intense ‘cause they have to  

    balance the intensity of what we do for work and for family. That so when we       

    go to Hawaii every year. Why it’s expensive yeah. But it’s also intense    

    family time. 

 

Being “competitive” and having a sports history, was another thread in the stories and many 

fathers consciously shifted these “sports related” ideals into reality bound expectations. Calvin 

admits, in reference to his son playing soccer: “We find it very hard at times to sit there cause we 

are very competitive…but we always have to remember that he’s not.., Like he is competitive. 

He wants to win, but he doesn’t have that drive to push through to win.” Fathers may draw on 

particular notions of physical play (e.g., bike riding) as ‘typical’ activities, but through 

observation and learning, fathers begin to positon expectations that are more aligned with their 

child’s interest and skill set. Daniel and Rebecca, his wife, share a story about teaching Eric how 

to ride a bike, but questioned if biking was indeed “a necessary skill.” Fathers are in constant 

negotiation with societal norms and professional input. Daniel states he has been influenced by 
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“different trains of thought” on the importance of  teaching the bike, one  reason he notes, is that 

biking may encourage socialization but concludes that biking is not something really needed in 

life. Daniel, like other fathers, are countering dominant notions of play and are meeting their 

children where they are at by refraining from pushing their personal preferences or expectations 

onto their children. 

  Moreover, fathers positively construct stories about their children’s natural proclivities 

given their ASD diagnosis. Calvin shares how he observed “autism” manifest in Tyson’s play 

activities:  

 Calvin:    …he never played cars. You know like kids play cars? 

 

 I:             Uh huh. 

 

 Calvin:    And they develop a city or whatever right. He just lined them up. 

 

 I:             Yeah. 

 

 Calvin:    And it was just lining them up and then he’d get mad because you go and   

      you know him and I would play this game called Auction. Like a like a car  

      auction because  we’d line up the cars and then we okay if I give you this  

      what will you give me and that’s all we would do. It was never driving them  

      around or anything and then if you did something wrong and were not                    

                 there’s rules to this whole thing. And that’s from when he was three. 

 

 I:             Wow.  

 

 Calvin:    Years old on kind of thing and now looking back it’s like oh yeah. 

 

 I:              (Chuckles). 

 

 Calvin:    Like it was you can really see it [the autism] 

 

 I:             Yeah. And yet you went along with his play. 

 

 Corey:     Yeah 
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Kevin’s oldest son William has limited verbal communication and is hyper focused on his 

interests and activities, such as riding elevators, and engages in repetitive type play. Kevin does 

not try and change or shift his son’s attention, but rather takes joy in seeing his son happy. 

 Kevin:     I just get a kick out of watching the things that he enjoys…. It still brings a  

      little giggle to me every time how excited he can be to be in an elevator. 

 

  I:      Right. 

 

  Kevin:     It's an elevator, but I get this little giggle and smile inside of me every time    

      because he's having a good time riding an elevator. 

 

While Kevin and his wife may put a time limit on how many times they all ride the elevator, they 

do not try and re-shape Jason’s interest in elevators. The diagnosis of ASD had disrupted 

Randy’s previous expectations of play and interaction, yet he adjusts and appreciates his son’s 

play – again – without trying to change or mould it. 

Randy:    we’re seeing an increase in actual creative behaviour. Which was non-existent  

    until maybe about a year ago… Ah he took one of my balled up pairs of socks    

    and was pushing it through the air saying airplane. Airplane. I was like that’s    

    creativity right there which you know was never there. At all. Which was     

    enormous. It was huge. 

 

I:             That’s a huge thing to do that. 

 

Randy:    Yeah. 

 

I:             Pretend play or yeah. 

 

Randy:    …But recently he’s been actually finding things to do. Going and playing with  

    toys. Now he might be playing them in an autistic fashion. 

 

I:             Uhm. 

 

Randy:    That’s fine. But he’s doing something with those toys. Now sometimes he’ll  

    take those toys in an autistic manner but play with them from a point of     

    reference. Like watching Thomas shows.  

 

I:        Oh.  

 

Randy:    Where the train would fall down the hill. He’ll line up his balls on the couch  
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    but then he’ll say oh oh Thomas and push them down so. He’s kind of you      

    know there’s a point of creative reference there but he’s pulling from but in    

    an autistic way.  

 

 4.3.1.2 Communication adjustments. Fathers adapt to how their child communicates. 

Daniel shares how he became familiar with how his son Eric communicates.  “[He’ll] steal my 

hat;” Daniel chuckles as he relays how Eric initiates engagement. Further, Eric now wants to 

spend “alone time” with his “daddy”, but does not have the vocabulary to request what he wants. 

Daniel and his wife, Rebecca, share that Eric will assert “mommy leave” or “mommy going to 

friend’s house?” Both parents warmly acknowledge this is the way Eric requests his daddy time. 

Russell has a number of stories of trying to “figure” out Emmerson’s wants and needs, and gives 

an example of how Emmerson tries to get what he wants.  

 Russell:    … at Halloween he got a bag of chips. A little bag of chips and he’d never had 

       a little bag of chips of his own before. … So ah about five thirty “Daddy I  

       want to have my chips”. I said no Emerson, this is before dinner, we are not 

       having chips. “But Daddy I really want my chips. Can I have my chips?” No 

                  Emmerson, we are not having chips. I told you it’s dinner time now. Well, 

       “could I just have one chip?” No Emmerson. We are not opening the bag. We  

are  not going to have chips, because it’s dinner time in a few minutes. So he 

sat and thought for a few minutes. Daddy would you like to have a chip?  

 

 I:              (Chuckles). 

 

 Russell:    And I thought you little sssss, you are trying to get me to open the bag!     

                  (Chuckles). 

 

 I:              (Chuckles).  

 

 Russell:    And I thought wow that’s really smart. Just blew me away. 

 

 I:           That’s really smart.  

 

 Russell:    Just blew me away. 

 

Fathers adjusted to their child’s gestures, singular words or even sign language and were able to 

take up these modes of communication. 
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4.3.1.3 “It’s tough but…” Suspending comfort. Fathers shift and suspend their own 

comfort to give opportunities to their child. Matthew’s daughter, Sally, often “gets bored,” can 

“bounce off the wall,” and has sensory sensitivities to loud, busy environments. Outings are 

planned accordingly and Matthew is clear he is engaged because he wants to be:  

Matthew:  I feel strongly about obviously being involved with her and…wanting to 

to ah interact and do those things with her…It’s cause I want to do it.  

I:   Uhm. 

Matthew:  Is why I do it. It’s not because… my wife is telling me to…or that I feel 

that…well, it’s my obligation I should, but I’m kind of drudgedly doing it. 

 

However, the child-preferred activity may be less than desirable, Matthew points out: “do I love 

going to treehouse? Not really but she enjoys it.”  

 Activities such as board games or community outings may elicit more severe behavioral 

responses from children with ASD. Calvin’s son Tyson has rigidities around losing board games, 

which can prompt cessation of game play. Calvin notes that while it is often “really 

fun…sometimes he’s [Tyson] very hard to play with.” Russell engages in many activities with 

Emmerson, but explains that Emmerson has his own ideas about what should be happening or 

where they should be going. Russell shares a story of Emmerson’s behaviours during a restaurant 

outing: 

Russell:  And I take him out to the car and he’s kicking and screaming on the way 

out. And I think, fine man you’re going. And then we get out to the car 

and we have a talk about it. And then he decides okay I can behave then 

and then we come in and he usually behaves after that.  

 

I:       Oh that’s good.  

 

Russell:    But it’s a lot of extra work. But it’s worth it I think in the end. ‘Cause he 

learns that if you’re consistent and …if you [child] keep making that noise 

we are gonna go.. you’ve [the child] lost it  [the activity] 

 

Russell likewise shares a story about the difficulties of sometimes leaving the house to engage in 

activities:  



 

 

88 

 

And if it takes an hour like I’ve sat with him in in the middle of the garage because he 

was afraid to go into the car and afraid to go right back into the house. Like for some 

reason…no I can’t go in the car. No, I can’t go in the house. So we’d sit on the floor in 

the garage for fifteen minutes and just talk and calm down 

Despite challenges in leisure activities, fathers persist in their attempts to play and interact with 

their children. Fathers see the value even amid the “screaming” because of the learning that can 

occur. Russell paints a picture of calmly talking to his son, but other fathers, like Randy, admit at 

times, to not always handling his two sons (one of whom is typically developing) well. Yet 

Randy prides himself on taking responsibility when he handles situations poorly and admits he 

was a “dick” or will “just go down in the basement and just scream into a pillow or just swear for 

a while just to get that out of [his] system.”  

4.3.2 “That’s not the type of dad I want to be”:  Internal adjustments. On an 

emotional level, fathers’ grief (and related emotions) give way to a different perspective on 

father-child activities.  Daniel describes that at first “you’re mourning what would have been.”  

Fathers take on a sense of guilt as well.  Daniel explains, in relation to the “traumatic birth” of 

his son, Eric, that “there’s going to be some level of - you know what we did wrong?” While, 

Daniel on one level acknowledges there was no way to recognize the right choice between 

caesarean or natural birth, he still thinks, “but how can you not blame yourself?” Daniel 

positions this choice as the critical moment in which his son’s developmental outcomes were 

determined: “but you know what if I’d have said yeah let’s just do a Caesarian. We do a 

Caesarian everything is typical. Life is normal.” Despite describing experiences of “grief,” 

(Randy, Victor, Russell, Daniel) “being nervous,” (Randy, Grant), hesitation, and insecurity, 

fathers’ stories are full of internal reconciliations and acceptance of the ASD diagnoses with 
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ample activities they found to replace old “dreams” such as camping, skiing, walks in the park, 

hunting for bugs, going to the farmers market, movie nights. Moreover there were shifts in 

perspective; Grant describes his perspective shifts of his expectations of Jed: 

Grant:  I long ago accepted the fact that Jed was going to be a bit of a different character

 And my relationship with him would never change but just the relationship in the 

 world around us would be different. And I’ll give you an example. We have some 

 friends that we are seeing over the holidays cause …Jed loves skiing and we ski 

 as a family. 

 

I:      Wonderful. 

 

Grant:  But we were visiting some friends and they are talking about their daughter’s 

 about Jed’s age give or take and she’s in a ski team. And she’s the lowest 

 functioning on the ski team. And I’m sitting around having a couple of beers just 

 having a chat and they’re saying that you know they are both quite competitive. 

 And they’re  really struggling cause they watch all the kids go zooming down and 

 they’re kid is  lagging a little bit behind. 

 

I:      Uh huh. 

Grant:  And just kind of really frustrated or concerned kind of when they are going to 

 get caught up. And I just said to them well what is she never catches up?  

 

I:      Uh huh. 

 

Grant:   … what if she’s always the slowest? Or always has challenges? And they were 

 kind of caught off by the question. I said you know from a transparency or a 

 respect standpoint you understand that I’ve got a little guy that very likely will 

 always be the last one down the hill.  

 

I:      Uh huh. 

 

Grant:  Like this this is the world that I live in and I’m very comfortable with it. But it is 

 a shift. I mean it’s you I would never put Jed in a ski race team and expect him 

 to be in the top five.  

 

I:      Mhmm. 

 

Grant:  So you know I love skiing with him and he loves skiing but that competitive or 

 how he would rank in something like that my lens is very different than theirs 

 were. And I had to say to them you know ah I’m not a good person to ask. 

 Because I got a little fellow here that ah that ship may have sailed. Now he’s 

 doing so well I would never want to categorize it but being realistic. He ain’t 

 winning any ski races any time soon. 
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I:     Right. 

 

Grant:  And so you know to go back to your question for me. My lens is different. And 

 so what it means for me is that he’s progressing. And he’s doing things that many 

 folks thought he would never do. And it kind of opens up the future of okay it  

 takes some stress off… 

 

Victor shares how he previously grieved, but over the years, has taken a directive and action  

orientated perspective on activities.  

 Victor: You know I got over the grief of having a special needs kid. But I’m going to  

  make this as normal for us for me as I possibly can.  

I:     Yeah.  

Victor: You know I’m not going to hide this kid away. He’s he is going to reach his  

             potential. Whether it is kicking or screaming he’s going to get there.  

Victor is active and exposes his son to multiple environments through vacations and in everyday 

life. Victor assumes capability in his son and then readjusts if needed. 

Gus and I discussed expectations and the activities that fathers took for granted they would be 

doing. He shares a story about the grief he felt at Christmas:  

Gus: I was very upset two years ago… I woke up on Christmas and I was just really 

extremely sad. She [Hannah] was just born. And Logan was 3 and he should have 

been you know the kid waking up happy as hell on Christmas morning. And of 

course he’s not that way right. So I’m waking up on Christmas morning and I’m 

physically like upset and crying. My wife knows right away. She’s like you’ve 

always wanted this from a kid, from a son and she was. He’s just taking no 

enjoyment in it and it’s really hard on you isn’t it? And I said yeah cause it’s what 

Christmas was always different for my growing up like it’s a big thing and.. 

 

I:          Yeah. 

 

Gus:     So to sort of wake up and I’ve got a son that should be loving Christmas and he    

doesn’t care and so. 

 

I:        That is hard. 

 

Gus:     It was a really hard year that year yeah.  

 

I:      Have Christmas’ been different subsequently to that? Or is he still like that? 

 

Gus:     No I mean not so much usually he’s getting better but he has no excitement for it.  
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I:      Yeah. 

 

Gus:     So even now I mean he’s four and a half last Christmas or almost five… At least  

last year at the Legion party they were both able to sit on Santa’s lap and that. 

Last year it kind of felt like Christmas although I rather think we were in Palm 

Springs too and that…But at least they were opening gifts both of them. But I 

mean the excitements that you know Santa is. He still has no concept of it.  

 

Gus went on to agree that parents, himself included, often focus on what their child is missing: 

Gus:     Well and that’s the thing too. I think that parents focus. ‘Cause I mean even I fell  

into that trap. You’re so focused on what he can’t do.  

I: Yeah 

Gus:    You know. My kid’s never gonna play hockey. Like that would crush some  

Dads. They don’t even want to have a girl because the girl can’t play hockey. You 

know what I mean? Then they have an autistic kid who you know has no 

enjoyment in and then no concept of it. So of course then you know they lower 

their expectations of it and they don’t parent the kid as well as they could. 

I:      Right. 

 

Gus:    Again I fell into that trap a little bit too.  

Gus asserts he is trying to improve, be more engaged, and temper his expectations of his son 

after he “woke up a bit...” from his own expectations.   

Fathers share stories of trying harder to engage with their children, carving out time to 

play, be better and do more with their children. Gus admits to not always initiating play or 

interactions with his son Jasper and wants to spend his time on the couch versus playing with his 

children. Gus explains being “lazy” and “selfish” in the past and identified himself as a “not so 

great of a dad.” Gus’s story is complicated by the modeling his father provided, who was often 

absent or unengaged. However, Gus expresses, this is “not the type of dad I want to be...” 

I:          So when talking about your Dad. And you saying, ‘I want to be a   be a        

       different type of  Dad.’  Can you just say a bit more about that? I do   know     

            you’ve said a bit about being  more involved?  

 

Gus:     I just don’t want [to be] the Dad that you know…  like meaning my kids get  
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            older and then it’s like I love my father but-  You know the line I guess would  

            be, I love my father but I don’t really like him. 

 

I:       Hmmm. 

 

Gus:    You know my Dad we don’t have any conversations unless he’s sitting asking  

            me. Unless he’s telling me to get an oil change or ah telling me how to make  

            my career better. 

 

I:         (Chuckles). Right…So you envision it or wanting something a bit different or  

  for her [his daughter]or for Jasper you know as he gets more chatty. As he        

  grows which they do.  

 

Gus:    Yeah…I want to be a father not just the guy who helped create them.  

 

Randy also drew on, and was influenced by an absent father and explicates that despite having 

no “template” he is always trying, and his past experiences perhaps helped him define what a 

father should be: 

Randy: Ah my Dad abandoned us when I was about 10 and leading up to that I  

pretty much never ever saw him very much anyways.  

 

I:     That’s right ‘cause you talked about the pressure on yourself. 

 

Randy:     So..I have no template..to work from so I’m pulling this out of my butt 

basically. So I have no point of reference. I know what a father should be.  

I:     Right yeah. 

 

Randy continues to narrate his role of being a father with evidence of trying:  

 

Randy:    But …my role…I know where I need to be. How I need to do things. How 

I need to conduct myself. And trying to be fair with both the boys…And 

treat them equally. And it can be difficult at times because sometimes 

Andy just drives me nuts. Because he gets so angry at his brother. And 

then I want to go and be more sympathetic towards Chris because he’s 

lost. And then I have to go back and explain to Andy, blah blah blah and it 

goes on and on and on and on. So it’s a very difficult for me as a father to.. 

I know when I’m being a dick. (Chuckles). You know. 

 

I:      Yeah.  

 

Randy:     And I walk away after saying something like why did I say that? You 

know then I go back to Andy and I say you know what? What I just said 

was wrong. It was wrong of me to act like this and to say this. And do you 
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forgive me for my behaviour? And he says yes and I’m like okay cool. 

Now please clean your room.  

 

I:      (Chuckles). 

 

Randy:         … You know so being able to come back and Andy will have these  

memories of his father being brave enough in my opinion. 

 

On an emotional level, Randy shares how fathering Chris has influenced him and how the 

fathering process is dynamic and ongoing:  

Randy: I’m maybe more stubborn. Maybe men are more stubborn. And less, 

there’s that emotional give and take. . Very emotional..you have to break 

down in order to be accepting of these behaviours…I think we just have to 

break ourselves down emotionally. In order to build ourselves back up 

emotionally and realize that I don’t know it I sound like I’m completely 

full of crap here or not. I’m winging this.  

 

I:     Sounds great. 

 

Randy:    So I think that maybe we just need to um. I think once you’re more 

accepting of something like this. 

 

I:      Uhm. 

 

Randy:    I think life in general with autistic child becomes easier. And I’m still 

struggling with that. 
 

Indeed, fathers’ stories convey honesty and vulnerability in their narratives of their 

adjusted expectations. These stories show how previously held expectations of children’s play 

interaction and initiation and communication have been refashioned and entail ongoing tangible 

and emotional processes for fathers. 

4.4 Narratives of Tension 

Fathers share two types of tension stories. The first are tensions fathers experience due to 

pragmatic factors such a finances and limited leisure opportunities.  When finances or 

opportunities are not an issue, there are tensions in dealing with unaccepting or unsupportive 



 

 

94 

 

environments.  Environments include built structures (e.g., malls, movie theatres), individuals in 

environments (e.g., child peers, strangers, family members), and structural systems embedded in 

schools and recreational programs (e.g., adaptive soccer and skiing programs; community 

sporting classes; community events).  The second set of stories show fathers’ conflicting feelings 

or experiences in relation to “disability” – couched in these storylines are the ways fathers work 

within and struggle against the dominant discourses of disability as a “problem” relative to 

“normal” within a societal context. 

 4.4.1. Pragmatic tensions. Fathers note pragmatic tensions such as finances, location 

and timing of activities. Timothy, who resides in a town outside a larger urban centre, notes a 

constraint of available and appropriate activities.  The activities seem to be scheduled with the 

assumption that families have a “stay at home parent.” He expresses frustration: “two working 

parent families exist out there. And…they seem to ignore that aspect of the population when it 

comes to these sort of things.” Other fathers, such as Joel and Grant, note that due to their 

flexible schedules, they are able to take their children to, and be a part of, dance or social classes. 

They warmly note that they are often the only men observing their kids in extracurricular classes.  

The fathers comprise a fairly homogeneous, middle to upper middle class sample, but, 

finances both create and disrupt obstacles. The lack of afterschool care, government funding 

constraints influence parent’s employment decisions. Randy is in career transition, his wife stays 

home and he emphasizes it is “very stressful trying to figure out where the money is going to 

come from for living next week” let alone having money for organized activities. Daniel relates; 

his wife stays home in order to care for their son, attend appointments and manage his school and 

in- home programming resulting in a “huge financial issue.” Daniel mentions the “dollar figure” 
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frequently in his interview. In his community (small city), there are not enough services or 

activities at convenient times and the available activities come with a high “price tag.”  

Daniel: Yeah. And you know it’s at a certain time [in reference to available programs].     

 You’re paying for it. On top of it all so it’s not like it’s something that’s just     

 available in the community. I just don’t find that there’s enough stuff. Everything     

 you want to do with him has a cost associated with it. 

 

I:       Price tag. Okay.  

 

Daniel: Like if you want to do something with autistic people yeah there’s a price tag.  

 Whereas the community will have things like the summer events wagon goes   

 around in [community where they live] and you can go there and take your kid   

 there for 4 hours and they can do arts and crafts and everything else. But if it’s   

 autistic specific there’s always a dollar figure attached to it.  

 

As Eric has grown and become “easier to handle,” he has participated in community or “typical” 

children’s activities yet difficulties finding opportunities persist if a child’s characteristics do not 

conform to the norm. 

Despite financial security, Victor indicates constraints in activity choices and associated costs: 

Victor:    How do you teach your kid to ski? You know well parents do it or they put  

   them into ski school. That ain’t going to work 

 

I:             Yeah. 

 

Victor:    You know he has trouble in group learning. You know put him in a group of   

               eight kids and a ski instructor down the hill. That ain’t gonna work.  

 

I:             Yeah. 

 

Victor:    You know. It ain’t gonna work ‘cause we tried that with swimming. It didn’t  

   work. You know best intentions of the swim instructor but it simply didn’t       

   work.  

 

I:       Uh huh.  

 

Victor:    So you have to recognize it’s going to cost more. And you’re going to have to  

   hunt more to find the programs and maybe you can’t do the one you want. You       

   know if you really want to teach your kid how to play hockey, it’s either going     

   to be you but you’re not going to find it out there... 
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For “autistic specific” activities, the price goes up making it difficult for families to engage in 

some leisure activities. Fathers, likewise highlight the systemic issues of inclusivity or lack of 

educated volunteers or employees which impede participation in community activities.  

4.4.2 Tensions in the community. Fathers’ experience the ignorance of individuals who 

do not know (or care) about disability related experiences.  Calvin shares his experience at 

soccer.  

Calvin: The negatives that come back are you know when he played soccer [people] not  

understanding. And so I would well we had a harder time with the parents then 

the kids of course. Cause the parents are.  

 

I:      Yeah.  

 

Calvin: Very competitive and they’re making comments so I caught a couple of parents 

making comments. And so I set them straight, just basically tell them what he’s 

got and you know, if you want any more education let me know but you don’t  

need to sit and talk about him you know and. So I had a conflict with a few Dads 

on the team. But overall that’s our biggest concern…School that happens a lot. 

The other kids don’t know. And it’s been one of the things we’ve fought with and 

regret we didn’t you know in grade three educate all the kids on what who this kid 

is and why he’s different.  

 

Calvin’s story reverberates with other fathers’ stories of misunderstanding, intolerance or as 

Daniel claims, individuals who are too “self-absorbed” or “oblivious” to notice or take time to 

understand disability.  While Kevin has no stories of discrimination towards his two sons with 

ASD, he finds accommodation for Jason’s service dog is “where people still are ignorant or not 

knowing of the right status service the dog has in public.”   

Daniel notes that people in the community disregard or do not try to understand his son’s 

differences. 

Daniel:     We went trampolining in the north side…But the staff wants him to adhere to  

     the rules. And you know he doesn’t understand... So we sent him into the  

     kids’ area but he doesn’t understand about you know watching out for other   

     people. He’s doing his own thing and like [they - employees] coming up to  

     give him direction, I guess you would call it, as nicely as possible. He’s not  
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     processing what you’re saying and you [employees] won’t let me [dad] go in     

     there with him. 

 

I:              Oh I was going to say… 

 

Daniel:     You know but the staff will do it. But they think they’re talking to a typical  

     child and you’ve just been told that he’s not a typical child. Either you’ve got  

     to let someone assist him or you’ve got to let him do what he’s doing.  

 

I:              Yeah.  

 

Daniel:     You can’t have it. Because we’ve decided these are the rules this is the way he  

     will behave. He won’t behave just because of your rules. He’s going to behave    

     the way he behaves. 

 

 Grant has similar experiences with Jed who requires time to process language and understand 

verbal directions. Grant maintains that Jed does not need “a free pass” but wishes people would 

take the time to understand and give Jed time to respond. Timothy’s story about his daughter 

Samantha in dance class illuminates how diverse learning needs are not always managed and 

how parents in turn place the responsibility on themselves. 

[We] put her in a dance class. So my wife showed up to pick her up at the dance class, 

this is the first class. And she’s standing off over there staring at the wall or something 

like that. As punishment for you know not paying attention or not doing something right 

or something like that. And standing over there in tears. Ah so. I’m surprised my wife let 

that teacher walk out of there…We know that she has issues paying attention to these 

things and so we are little bit careful about what we go and put her in.  

Daniel attributes the “unaccommodating” response to disability as “almost our society’s rules” 

and the default ways in which the community lacks inclusivity or erases disability.  

 Incidents are not confined to recreational outlets or people in the community. Fathers 

experience struggles with being accepted by family members, which in turn impacts leisure time 

with extended family and support. Gus explains his family is no longer invited to family events, 
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or, if invited, encouraged to leave Jasper at home, despite other children being allowed to attend. 

With frustration, Randy also expresses conflict with his mother, whom he felt did not try to 

understand ASD. 

On the other hand, some fathers are satisfied with the community activities. Joel has no 

recommendations or changes to the accessibility of activities in his community.  Joel’s lack of 

recommendations may be hinting at the role of agency many families, such as his, possess. Joel 

positions himself as a father who, despite struggles, has a sense of satisfaction in finding 

successful activities for his son.  

Fathers’ stories include “understanding” people.  Daniel shares he went to a 3D movie 

with Eric. The theatre staff were “considerate” and “accommodating” when they handed out 3D 

glasses and helped Eric understand the use and care of the glasses. Timothy remarks that 

Samantha’s ringette coaching staff “were great,” thus increasing comfort levels for both 

Samantha and her parents. Fathers indicate the benefits of inclusivity in recreation and schools 

and the ensuing play opportunities. Daniel reflects on his juvenescence and notes there were no 

autistic or disabled children and celebrates how “incredibly different” his son’s schooling is:  

Daniel:    Cause he’s not kept away. He’s not shunned. He’s involved and. 

 

I:         Yeah. 

 

Daniel:     He’s got typical kids who want to come over and play with him. I’m shocked. 

 

I:              Yeah. 

 

Daniel:     Like why would they want to? You know when you’re how do you interact   

                 with him? It’s so much work for them to be his friends. 

 

There is no malice in Daniel’s comments, but an observation and recognition that his son’s 

limited verbal and social skills have the potential to impact how peers may perceive him. I take 
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his comments as a broader commentary of how children in the past have treated him or how 

diversity is generally treated in society. 

I:          Yeah. But they come over? 

Daniel:     Yeah 

 

Daniel continues that Eric’s acceptance by his classmates increased Eric’s confidence and 

willingness to try new activities.  

Daniel:     And they involve themselves…. The school went for camp…week out at  

     [the lake] and they had ziplines and all kinds of stuff. So Rebecca and his aid 

     took him out there for one day. ‘Cause they wouldn’t be able to do the  

     overnights and everything else. But she’s got a whole video of him you know    

     on the zipline. They put him in the same harness  

     and everything and they just swing it. 

 

I:              Uhm. 

 

Daniel:     But the kids are supposed to go up and try it. It’s just to build up their  

                 confidence. 

 

I:          Yeah. 

 

Daniel:     Eric didn’t really want to do it but because his friends are doing it he would do  

                 it. Not as high but. It was that peer. 

 

I:              Powerful.  

 

Daniel:    Yeah…If Jeff[classmate] will do it I’ll do it. (Chuckles) 

 

4.4.2.1 Navigating disability.  The struggles to navigate disabling barriers influence how 

fathers experience their father-child activities and relationships. Fathers discuss the pride, yet the 

emotional toll, of interacting with, and observing their children in the recreational aspects of life. 

Within environments, such as schools, fathers celebrate their child’s accomplishments while 

simultaneously noting that their child’s differences are emphasized. Joel shares a story of his 

son’s bravery on a field trip to a ranch with Brandon’s school. Joel’s pride was evident in his 

retelling of Brandon’s climb up a “60 foot tower” with the encouragement of his classmates. 
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Joel’s pride is juxtaposed with observing Brandon’s awkward “social acuity.” Joel expresses that 

it is “mildly depressing in the sense that you see how disengaged he is from the rest of the class.” 

As Joel discusses Brandon’s “dissociation from his peers” Joel may be drawing from, and 

influenced by ideals of what socialization should look like, often endorsed by school and social 

programs and mentioned by participants18. Conversely Joel accepts and relates to Brandon’s 

social dissociation and appears to be both aligning with- or at least wanting Brandon to have 

options- and resisting norms of socialization:   

I wasn’t very- I could be socialable but I mostly didn’t like having friends. And that’s 

carried on and I could understand that you know that he might get to that point but he’s 

got to find out how to have friends first before he decides that he would rather not have 

too many close ones  

Timothy observes the social disconnect between Samantha and her peers, but also “sympathizes” 

with her socialization difficulties as they resonate with his own social experiences. In reference 

to small talk, he reveals that he has a “little checklist of things… [to] spit out there to try and 

keep things going” when “conversation…stops dead.” Fathers are situated in a tension in which 

they both observe and attempt to teach and/or expose their children to opportunities to learn 

“social skills” and yet also appear to push against fitting their children into neat ‘normal’ boxes.  

Fathers’ stories tap into, and draw from, disability vernacular. In contemplating their 

responses to societal constraints, fathers touch on the provocative topic of “changing” their 

child’s ASD. Matthew ponders:  “If I could go back and change it…?” to which he answered “I 

don’t think I would…she is who she is…I couldn’t really see her any differently now.” Joel, on 

the other hand, is not so quick to say he would accept “autism”; in his conversations with other 

                                                 
18 Eye contact; emphasis on spoken language; learning to greet other; playing “normally” with others 
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mothers, the question had been posed, “What would you do to have your child be neurotypical?” 

to which Joel responded, “60/40…if I had to jump off a building I wouldn’t even take the 

elevator, I would run up the stairs….because why do you wanna put that albatross around 

anybody’s neck.” The albatross is strong imagery that represents a burden about one’s neck.  

However, Joel asserts “I love him, it’s positive, I wouldn’t change him.”   Joel’s conflict can 

tentatively be interpreted as reflecting the (the normal) struggle fathers feel as they observe their 

children in a society that may not value or understand “differences” and/or can take advantage of 

their children’s vulnerabilities. Joel is resolute that he accepts and loves his son; on the other 

hand, Joel has a keen awareness of difficulties navigating in a world not built for differences. 

While fathers accept the ASD diagnosis, they often assume a “protector” persona in response to 

the challenges their children experience.  

Randy evokes a common discourse of children with ASD being “lost.” When asked about 

the meaning he draws from his interactions with his son, he responds: “I think just connecting 

with him. Just being a father to a son who is lost and we’re trying to help him find the way.” 

Fathers, such as Victor invoke the word  “normal” relative to ASD and states his son has to “ live 

in the  normal world” and clarifies this is not about changing his son, but exposing him and 

“normalizing his experiences” as much as possible.  Gus draws on “normal” talking about future 

expectations: 

Gus: I still have full expectations that he’s going to be mostly normal by the time  

he’s older. You know she [his wife] and I kind of differ on this sometimes or she  

thinks maybe he’s gonna not end up being fully capable but I still have the 

expectation that he’s going to be fully capable you know. Eventually he’s gonna 

get out, he’s gonna like be playing hockey. He’s gonna be fully conversational 

with us. He’ll be a quirky kid of course. 

 

I:     Uhm. 

 

Gus:     He’s always going to be quirky cause of the autism. Um most autistics I’ve met  
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that are even high functioning yeah they’re always quirky kids. Quirky teenagers.  

There’s something just not quite right.  

 

I:      Uhm. 

 

Gus:     But for now I’ve got to kind of work within what he’s giving me right now. I try  

 to push you know then I’m getting the neurotypical boundaries every  

 once in a while. 

I:     Right. 

 

Gus:      But sometimes I just kind of want him to act like a normal kid. So I do. 

 

Jan:      Push it. 

 

Gus:     I push that boundary right. Like no you can change yourself now. What else do I  

 do? well just even playing with him, I go around messing with his  

 IPad. That’s what you would do with any normal kid. Play games like that. The     

 fact that he might throw a tantrum I’ve never really let that stop me. 

 

While Gus positions “normal” as perhaps a contrast to the “quirky” kid with ASD, Gus, and the 

other fathers do not appear to be expressing non-acceptance, but hinting at a more subtle or gray 

space that fathers occupy in both accepting their child while drawing on, and reacting to, the 

discourse of “normality” that permeates society. 

Fathers unanimously mentioned “education” as an important tool for dismantling 

stigmatizing views on disability.  Gus believes in educating and treating neurodivergent children, 

no differently than those who have physical or medical needs. 

Gus: Well if you had bad eyesight would you get glasses or would you sit there and?...  

Why can’t you get the kid glasses… Yeah you got a kid who sees the world 

completely differently than you and it’s a complete rewiring of the brain. Well 

screw it. Let’s not worry about educating ourselves on that. [says with sarcasm] 

 

I:      Exactly 

 

Gus:    Let’s not figure out how to make the world better for him. Let’s not put a pair of  

glasses on his brain.  

 

I:      Yeah. Yeah I really like that. Yeah glasses on his brain. Well it is. It’s not broken  

system. It’s just a different system. You know. 
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Gus:     Even that I think would be a good TV spot. 

 

I:      Yeah. 

 

Gus:     If you kid couldn’t see would you give him glasses? If your kid couldn’t walk  

would you give him a crutch? If your kid had autism would you ignore it and say  

well he’ll do better. 

 

Other fathers, including Victor, do not “hide” their child away. Victor imparts his advice for 

professionals or community to know about ASD and dads:  

Victor:     I think part of it is that they have to recognize we are not all going to be the  

    same. The line about you meet one person with autism you’ve met one person      

    with autism. 

 

I:          Uh huh. 

 

Victor:     I think you meet one Dad of a child with autism you’ve met one Dad of a child  

    with autism. I don’t think they can use a cookie cutter approach. You cannot     

    expect that every Dad to be out there trying to pretend that they know how to  

    play soccer. You can’t pretend that your Dads are just going to sit on the side. 

 

I:        Uh huh. 

 

Victor :    Um. You’re not going to have you know you can expect the parents to be there  

                more than you can with typical kids. You know you know I think that’s   

                reasonable and I think most of us recognize that. 

 

Victor is driving home a point shared earlier by Daniel about community settings (such as the 

trampoline centre) not “allowing” parents to provide support to their children and bringing 

attention to the uniqueness of children and family composition. Fathers collectively suggest 

educating about “disability” at a young age, educating community providers, employees and 

professionals.  Fathers spoke about “media” and their wish to see more realistic portrayals of 

ASD, including the challenges people with ASD face, such as misunderstanding social cues or 

sensory sensitivities. Fathers want to see society regard ASD and other “invisible” differences 
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with less stigma. Fathers want acceptance over awareness. Calvin shares how his family 

celebrates Autism Awareness by educating others:  

Calvin: I think one of the things community activities need is education. And it’s hard  

 because there are so many stigma’s out there about Asperger’s and  Autism and    

 what what is it? And where does it come from? I always said it was bad that we    

 had a spokes person like Jenny McCarthy who guaranteed that she is going   

 through the same things we do but it’s kind of bad in a way that one of their   

 theories fails or whatever because all of a sudden everybody looks back on it. I  

 just think the biggest thing is education that’s why … on Autism Awareness Day  

 we celebrate it.  

 

I:       Uh huh. 

 

Calvin: we treat it like a birthday almost. 

 

I:       Uh huh. 

 

Calvin: Um but definitely we celebrate this month and try to educate people and do  

 things like that and I think it’s a huge thing- that’s the biggest thing.  

  

4.5 Narratives of Relationships  

In narratives of relationships, fathers illustrate the relational outcomes of shared activity on 

the father-child relationship. Fathers proudly impart appreciating their child as a unique human 

being and value their child’s individuality. Lastly, I discuss outcomes in terms of father-child 

connection and relationship through fathers’ stories of simple joy. 

4.5.1 “Jed’s a good kid but he’s also a really good person”: Appreciating the child.  

Fathers appreciate and carefully discern who their children are as human beings. Fathers invoke 

language such as “I wouldn’t change him” or “accept that’s who [my] child is.”  With warm 

sentiment, Grant shares his feelings about his son, Jed: 

Grant: Jed’s a good kid but he’s also a really good person [my emphasis]. Jed’s 

an honest happy good person, to have just in this earth for anybody and 

particularly for us. He’s a good kid. He’s affectionate, he loves his dog, 

and he grudgingly loves his sister, and he loves us. 

I:                      (Chuckles) 
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Grant:      And he is affectionate and just becoming more aware and more 

comfortable with it. Right and he knows how to give a proper firm 

handshake now. And he loves giving high fives and he loves to play jokes 

and and he is a very loving person.  

For his part, Gus contends that children with ASD are perceived, even by his own family 

members, as “worthless” or “undisciplined.” He wants people to understand ASD and stresses, “I 

just want them to know my kid’s not an asshole.” Fathers share the opinion their children, like 

any child, have strengths and weaknesses and children with ASD are “different” and “maybe 

quirky” but not “broken.”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

Fathers credit their children for the lessons they learn from their father-child experiences. 

Joel expresses his son “end[s] up teaching” him much of the time.  Randy shares that father-child 

activities help him be “in the moment,” and are “good therapy” and relieve the “stresses…of the 

day.” Fathers accept ASD is present, but not always the focal point in their lives. Victor points 

out that that physical time spent together (vacations, skiing, hiking) is important for “connection” 

as a family, where “focus” is not resting on autism. In a similar vein, Matthew positions himself 

as a father who focuses on the child and not always ASD and shares his amazement of watching 

Sally grow: “just watching her grow and develop and change. And you know how their 

personalities become personalities….and you know they become their own individuals and stuff 

yeah that’s very cool to watch.” Kevin states his conclusions about what he wants other fathers 

to know about his experiences with his sons: 

Accept. If there is any one thing I can say to a father of a special needs child or a father of 

any child for that matter, but especially with parents with autistic children, or fathers of 

autistic children is ACCEPT. That’s who your child is. And once you accept him, move 

on from that. The opportunities are endless. But if you get stuck with denial or being 

upset, you can’t move past. So if anything… you accept who they are   
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4.5.2 “You came into my world..:” Simple joy of connection. While many interactions 

go unnoticed or may not be “grand gestures,” fathers shared the prosaic moments reflect the day-

to-day joyous work that fathers invest in their children. As such, the outcomes of these actions 

are generative in nature and strengthen the father-child connection. While fathers strive to 

integrate learning and skill building in their father-child interactions, fathers also highlight the 

importance of ordinary, spontaneous leisure experiences and the simple joy of their father-child 

interactions.  When it comes to playing with the boys, Kevin is conscious to ensure play is 

activities they enjoy doing. Despite some disappointment about not being able to “play cards” 

with his boys like he did as a child, Kevin states that it would feel too much like teaching and no 

longer “fun.” Kevin’s departure from not teaching card games to his children appears to be based 

on avoiding “frustration” for himself and a desire to keep it fun for the boys. This is congruent 

with how he describes himself:  “the core of who I am… I just like to see all [his two sons] of 

them happy.  It brings me happy”. Tony correspondingly points out:  “I just love those moments 

where they’re clearly enjoying it and they’re having fun. Like I love their giggles…I know he’s 

now actually enjoying it.”   

Fathers are attuned to their children and appreciate their child’s enjoyment in the present. 

Russell notes his son’s enjoyment as they observe the wind chimes on a windy day, explore the 

woods and throw rocks in the river. Kevin struggles with finding “enough time” to spend with 

his boys, but shares his enjoyment of “how excited [his son] gets at things that excite him.” 

Kevin expresses that, despite “short segments” of time, he enjoys connecting through play. He 

describes how he and his son, Jason, play out “skits:”  

 yeah, they’re short but they’re fun. The smile on his face, the genuine, you know,   

 he gets it. That’s the smile on Jason’s face that yeah you get it. You came into   
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 my world and…well we spend so much time trying to drag Jason out of his   

 world into ours right?  It’s nice to go into his world  

These moments “form the basis of the relationship” he has with Jason. Kevin expands on the 

relationship with a story about a meaningful train trip with his son Jason (and family).  

Signalling an important event, Kevin begins his story with “the “a-ha” moment for me”:  

  

Kevin:     what made the vacation worth what we're doing, was the trip to [small  

                mountain town] and I was the one who really wanted to take the train there and  

    back.  I had great childhood memories of taking the train going places and… 

 I:      Okay. 

 

 Kevin:     I wanted the boys to really experience that … So took them to there for the 

                 four days and take the train and we're not outdoorsy people, so a lot of the   

                 interactions were inside or just the shopping around [the town] or inside at the  

                 hotel just playing the games that they like to play or going to the pool in the  

                 hotel and … those were good and it went really well considering four people in  

                 a  confined space... 

 

 I:             Yes. {chuckle} 

 Kevin:     ... The train ride was, while having lots of delays was all the points that I  

                 wanted it to be. Unfortunately because of the delays, we were in the pitch dark    

                 going there and the way back.  So we couldn't look out the window to see all  

                 the sites, but Jason loved the observation car.  He called it the bubble car  

 

 I:      awh 

 

 Kevin:     and he kept wanting to go up there…we must have spent a good third to a half  

     especially with the trip back just sitting up in the bubble car and it's late at     

     night we're at like 11,  midnight, way past his bedtime and we're sitting up in    

     the bubble car, it's pitch dark and all we're seeing is the occasional dimmer    

     lights or lights for the trains going by… but he's having a blast, big smile, all  

excited, looking around everywhere and completely in his world looking       

around, and I'm sitting there with him and just commenting and enjoying that 

it's quiet, we're the only two up there. And then he stops, he looks at me with 

this big smile on his face, gives me this big hug, right?  And then he turns back 

and starts going back to looking at the outside and everything, that was, okay, 

whatever the pains of the delays of the train or anything, that all was worth it  

     at that moment, that was the key for me. 

 

 I:             Yes, oh, yeah 

 Kevin:     And that's what I'm going to remember about the trip. 



 

 

108 

 

 

 I:       Just that connection. 

 

 Kevin:     That connection and he did it again half an hour later, right?  Did the exact  

                 same thing, he was just in his world looking around and then all of a sudden,  

                 stopped, big hug and back. 

 

Kevin narrates the father-son connection that results through this experience and highlights his 

son’s capabilities both to enjoy the night sky and his son’s ability to connect with dad through 

this experience.   

Joel uses music as a medium to interact, talk and relate with son Brandon during their 

shared car rides to and from activities. Joel reflects on the love he feels for his son in these 

simple "every day” experiences. In response to the question “what’s your favorite thing about 

being dad?” Matthew refers to his average Saturday and Sunday:  

Ooohhh, morning cuddles. (Laughs heartily). Saturdays…and Sundays. 

(Chuckling). Are the days that you don’t have to get up and go to work. So Sally 

gets up and she can come in bed with you and cuddle for a while…I just always 

find that’s a big highlight of a weekend and that’s for sure. 

Randy’s son Chris “thrives on being outside” and Randy makes reference to that  being in nature 

is “transformative” for Chris:  

Randy:   And I think there is something different that happens to him when he’s away  

   from being inside of a house. There’s freedom. I think there’s that sense    

   of excitement. There’s that sense of something new. Something different. And   

   he just thrives on it. He’ll stop and look at bugs and flowers. And so like in a    

   week I went up there like 3 different times with him. And every time the boys   

   just loved it and we brought jars so we collected bugs…So I’m like let’s  

   encourage that and here’s a caterpillar.  

 

I:        Well yeah. 

 

Randy:   Here’s some spiders and wood louses and crickets and stuff like that. And made  

   Chris hold a cricket in his hand and it kind of jumped around and stuff like that.  

   Just made him like feel that or put a lady bug on his hand. 

 

I:        Yeah.  

 

Randy:   And just kind of get used to that cause again there is that sensitivity  
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   and it’s just like I don’t know what this is? So I just put his hand down and the    

               thing crawled on his hand. There’s nothing to be afraid of. You know he loves it  

 

As a result of the time and effort Randy invests, Randy is building something which is “fun” for 

Chris, but in Randy’s terms, a “stress reliever” for himself.  Within a context of both everyday 

fun and challenges, fathers are constructing themselves of men who are working hard to meet the 

needs of their children in the everyday and build relationships with their children, not despite of 

ASD, but because of who their child is, ASD included.  

4.5 Chapter Summary 

The storylines of teaching, creating space and the work of balancing, have a master 

narrative of action –the explicit “what” fathers are accomplishing in their father-child leisure 

pursuits. Second, fathers drew on narratives of adjustment. In this narrative, fathers relayed a 

perceived disruptive event, circumstances or feeling, but this initial state is renegotiated, 

resulting in a new, often more enlightened outlook. The stories encompassed fathers’ 

adjustments to their children’s play, interaction and communication and personal, internal 

adjustments within themselves.  Narratives of tension comprise the stories of fathers’ working 

within or pushing against the environments in which they and their child are embedded. The 

remaining stories drew on narratives of relationship– the stories of relational outcomes of 

fathers’ involvement in terms of insights into their child’s uniqueness and the father-child 

connection.  
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Chapter Five 

Discussion 

 “… ‘cause we’re important too.” (Joel) 

5.1 Introduction 

 One way to examine experience and the meanings individuals assign to their experiences 

is through the stories individuals share with you (Polkinghorne, 1998; Smith & Sparkes, 2009). 

The stories fathers shared in this principal study constituted a means to build on and deepen the 

foundational study findings. The purpose of the principal study was to contribute to our 

understanding of fathers’ experience of leisure pursuits with their children by examining (1) the 

meaning of father-child leisure to fathers of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD); (2) 

the factors that inform father-child leisure experiences; and (3) how fathers have adapted to, and 

changed expectations of father-child leisure in response to having children with ASD. I used the 

generative fathering framework to bring focus to the father-child dyad and used critical disability 

studies (CDS) to account for the sociocultural context. Although it is not the last word, the study 

begins to fill the gap in critically oriented, strengths-based research on father-child leisure 

experiences. 

 I first discuss the findings relative to the three research questions. In section 5.2 I discuss 

the meanings leisure holds for fathers of children with ASD. I break the section down into two 

subsections and discuss meanings in terms of the reciprocal benefits for fathers and children 

(section 5.2.1) and relationship building and connection (section 5.2.2). Section 5.3 considers the 

language of disability. In section 5.4 I discuss factors that inform father-child leisure, such as 

choices, costs, and challenges for fathers and children with ASD (section 5.4.1). Section 5.4.2 

explores how fathers are influenced by their children’s ASD and how ASD influences patterns of 
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interaction and activity choices (sections 5.4.2.1, 5.4.2.2, and 5.4.2.3). Study limitations and 

directions for future research are presented in sections 5.5 and 5.6, respectively. The conclusion 

is presented in section 5.7. 

5.2. Just Fun or Fundamental? The Meanings of Leisure to Fathers  

Fathers have a history of being branded as simply “playmates” of children and are 

thought to be positioned on the periphery of the more important mothering work of providing 

emotional comfort and daily care (La Rossa, 1997; Bretherton, 2010; Lamb, 2010). “Play” 

versus “caregiving” binaries have been challenged by researchers, who assert that fathers and 

mothers have equally important and complementary roles, in children’s lives (Bretherton, 2010; 

Lamb, 2010). This study contests the notion that father-child leisure time is only fun, without 

responsibilities or “strings attached.” I propose that fathers garner meaning through interactions 

with their children. Fathers strategically engage in teaching their children concrete and abstract 

skills through sports, games, nature studies, and many in-home and community based activities. 

In sections 5.2.1 and 5.2.2 I show that both fathers and children with ASD gain positive benefits 

from shared interactions, and that leisure activities occupy a large place in these interactions. 

5.2.1. Reciprocal benefits for fathers and children with ASD. There is limited research 

examining the subjective experiences and meanings fathers ascribe to leisure activities with their 

children with ASD.  The foundational study of Mitchell and Lashewicz (2015), which examines 

fathers’ perceptions of and experiences with father-child activities, begins to make the meaning 

these activities hold for fathers more explicit.  Building on the foundational study, my study 

findings indicate that father-child leisure has reciprocal benefits for both children with ASD and 

their fathers. Fathers can be active and intentional in their fathering choices and, accomplish 

important generative work through community and home-based activities and through the 



 

 

112 

 

ordinary experiences of day-to-day life. Fathers’ stories that reflect sports, roughhousing, fishing, 

skiing, camping, and a variety of other activities, provide an interactive context that creates 

opportunities for children to learn, experience life, and practice independence. These findings 

echo other research that found leisure, including sports and play, is perceived by fathers (of 

neurotypical children) to impart skills, values, and life lessons and to increase the social 

participation of their children (e.g., Harrington, 2009). Similar findings were noted by 

Brotherson et al. (2005) who found that fathers strategically used activities such as board games, 

baseball, or singing to teach skills (e.g., turn taking, articulation, fair play) to their children with 

disabilities. 

 The well documented benefits of leisure for neurotypical children and children with 

disabilities include cognitive gains, increased motor abilities, socioemotional well-being, and 

language and communication (e.g., Childress, 2011; Coyne 2014; McTavish & Schlein, 2004; 

Roggman et al., 2004). This study confirms that fathers perceive themselves as instruments for 

teaching their children self-help and adaptive functioning skills (cooking, chores) and for 

facilitating communication and modeling turn taking and good sportsmanship.   

 Fathers reported finding meaning and learning positive lessons from their father-child 

interactions. As Russell noted, engagement with his son Emmerson is an opportunity for him 

(Russell) “to be present in the moment” and is a “stress relief.” Other fathers (Grant, Matthew, 

Kevin, Joel) reported feeling happy, love for their child and joy when their child is having fun. 

Decreased fathering stress was an outcome in Cornman’s (1997) study on movement/dance 

therapy between a father and his son with ASD and in Bloom’s (2013) study on the physical play 

benefits for fathers of children with ASD. The benefits fathers receive, while still being 

cognizant of the challenges they and their children face is an important storyline for researchers 
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and professionals. The stress of parents of children with disabilities has been studied extensively 

and reviewed by researchers (e.g., Ornstein -Davis & Carter, 2008; Flippin & Crais, 2011; 

MacDonald & Hastings, 2010; Parette et al., 2010).  The research has mixed results; for example, 

while researchers have found that fathers and mothers of children with ASD have comparable 

levels of stress (e.g., Ornstein- Davis & Carter, 2008; Hastings et al., 2005), a bulk of researchers 

have found higher stress in mothers than fathers (Gray, 2003; as reviewed in MacDonald & 

Hastings, 2010). A number of studies found that fathers of children with ASD have higher stress 

related to the child’s externalizing behaviors (e.g., tantrums) (Ornstein -Davis & Carter, 2008), 

while others have found no significant relation to father stress and child behavior (Hastings et al., 

2005).  

There can be implication that causation of stress is the child’s ASD or features associated 

with ASD (e.g., tantrums), however, we need caution in only pinpointing the problem or source 

of stress as located within the child, and ensuring to take into account of broad array of 

contributing factors to parental stress, including: employment factors (income; work place 

flexibility; benefits), out-of-home and school support for the child with ASD, friends and 

familial support systems, sibling needs, housing, language barriers. Moreover, parental stress 

may be compounded by the medical, developmental and professional rhetoric reflected in “the 

rarely challenged mantra” of the urgency of early, intensive child intervention to capitalize on 

the “window of opportunity” for disabled children to catch up to the development of neurotypical 

children (Hodges & Runswick-Cole, 2013, p. 313-314). 

Shared activities help a father to accept his child’s ASD, help him to recognize and 

understand his child’s developmental and learning needs, their child’s strengths and increase his 

sensitivity to disabilities in general. Fathers shifted from grief, guilt, frustrations or excuses and 
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appreciated their child’s strengths. Randy abandoned his prebirth expectations of activities such 

as hockey, and simply learned to let Chris “lead the way,” appreciating the “time spent with him 

(Chris),” indicating Randy’s personal development. Joel values time spent with Brandon and 

concedes that Brandon often ends up teaching him. Such findings are analogous to research that 

found that, as a result of fathering a child with ASD, fathers reported increased tolerance, 

compassion, and identified their child’s role in their learning (Potter, 2016). Scorgie, Wilgosh 

and Sobsey (2004) likewise found that mothers and fathers attributed positive changes in 

themselves—such as confidence, being “a better person” (p. 102), and ability to focus on the 

positive aspects of life—to their disabled children (Down Syndrome, learning disability and 

deaf). However, we should use caution interpreting personal development or adjustment 

narratives within a deficit model, where a child’s disability again become the problem, insofar 

that a child’s disability is so challenging as to demand an extraordinary responses from parents 

(Potter, 2016) or to “portray disabled children as special cases who, through their impairment, 

enable others around them to become better people (Fisher & Goodley, 2007). Likewise, in terms 

of parenting, we need to take care to not group parenting “experiences” as essentialist or 

moralistic insofar that if a father (or mother) “fails either to cope or to view [fathering] as 

anything other than entirely positive risks inviting moral sanction (Fisher & Goodley, 2007, 

p.75).  Entirely concrete, positive or negative narratives may be too simplistic and not reflective 

of the day-to-day, often moment-to-moment fathering experiences and understanding of one’s 

child and one’s self (and others) that are ongoing,  relational and constantly being renegotiated. 

5.2.2 Relationship and connections of fathers and children with ASD. Researchers 

who explore fathering and leisure activities have noted that during leisure activities (e.g., 

play/recreation/sports) fathers can nurture the father-child bond with neurotypical  (e.g., 
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Harrington, 2009; Kay, 2009; Lamb 2010) and neurodivergant children (Dodd et al, 2009; Keller 

et al., 2014; Potter, 2016).  Fathers’ narratives indicated that father-child leisure provides a 

context for fathers of children of ASD to build and nurture relationships. The present study is a 

significant contribution to the growing literature that reports the positive experiences of parents 

who have children with ASD (e.g., Potter, 2016) and to the more rare work being done on the 

nature of father-child relationships (Keller et al., 2014;  Potter, 2016). Fathers find meaning both 

in everyday, taken-for-granted activities such as driving, cooking, and chores and in less frequent 

activities such as fishing, skiing, and taking part in the community.  

Everyday experiences have extraordinary potential to build the father-child relationship 

(Call, 2002; Mitchell & Lashewicz, 2015). There is little research that attends to the significance 

of everyday interactions between fathers and their children with ASD or casts these interactions 

as being theoretically and practically significant. As a narrative researcher, my focus is drawn to 

the “everyday experience itself – the taken for granted, immediate and engrossing daily reality in 

which we are all continuously immersed” (Chase, 2011, p. 421). I was attuned to participants’ 

generative work with their children in everyday environments and activities, such as making 

snacks, the inclusion of children in fathers’ hobbies and in household duties (gardening, 

cooking). Bonsall (2014) called such activities the “meaningfulness in the ordinary.” 

Relative to fathers of neurotypical children, Marsiglio, Roy, and Fox (2005) wrote a body 

of work that locates fathering within everyday social settings and physical places. Fathers in the 

present study likewise enacted fathering in the kitchen or backyard, and in community locations. 

The prosaic act of driving provided a valuable context in which the men in my study enacted 

fathering. Joel used driving as an opportunity to engage in communication, discuss music, and 
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practice social perspective taking19 with his son Brandon. The automobile as a space in which 

fathering can be enacted has been explored by Bonsall (2015), who suggested that everyday 

locations such as the automobile provide opportunities for relationship building and 

communication between children and their fathers.  

Call (2002), in her study of noncustodial fathers, explained helping professionals tend to 

focus on the “dramatic aspects” (p. 10) of divorce, such as legalities, and pay less attention to the 

fact that the father is no longer involved in the ongoing day-to-day connection with the child. 

Parallels can be drawn to parenting a child with ASD; researchers and psychologists may be 

drawn to highly visible areas such as parental management of volatile behaviours. Yet volatile or 

challenging behaviours do not comprise the whole of parents’ daily lives (e.g., McConnell, 

Savage, Sobsey & Uditsky, 2014). My findings agree with Call’s assertion that “ordinary, small, 

regular – prosaic” father-child interactions may be crucial to good father-child relationships 

(Call, 2002, p. 7). Morson explains:  

Cloaked in their very ordinariness, the prosaic events that truly shape our lives – escape 

our notice … What if the important events are not the great ones, but the infinitely 

numerous and apparently inconsequential ordinary ones, which, taken together, are far 

more effective and significant? (p. 519)  

 The narratives fathers construct hold stories of relationship and connection. While it was 

evident that the fathers in this study love their children, it was also apparent that they appreciate 

their children as unique human beings who have value to the world. Fathers can and do come to 

know their children and form loving reciprocal relationships with their children. My findings are 

congruent with Potter (2016) who found fathers of children with ASD had “rewarding” 

                                                 
19 The ability of an individual to view an event or interaction from the perspective of another person. 
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relationships with their children (p.959) and Keller, Ramisch and Carolan (2014) who found 

fathers love, connect and enjoy their children with ASD.  Such narratives challenge the 

“dominant deficit model discourse which emphasise [sic] the inability of children with autism to 

make meaningful relationships” (p. 956). An abundance of research highlights deficits in 

children with ASD relative to their interpersonal interactions and relationship formation. Indeed, 

these dimensions have been integral in the diagnosis of ASD for decades. While real challenges 

accompany visible or invisible disabilities, the fathers in the present project provided positive 

narratives that gave credence to the “social strengths” of children with ASD. Fathers’ narratives 

on the father-child relationship and their children’s ability to connect and interact reflected years 

of daily interactions (similar to fathers in, Potter, 2016, p. 959). Such attention to the narratives 

of fathers has the potential to broaden and deepen our understanding of the relationship 

capabilities of children with ASD and shed light on father-child relationships and family 

relationships more broadly.  

5.3 The Language of “Disability” 

Fathers draw on, and resist “deficit narratives” relative to their child with ASD (Gray, 

2001; Potter, 2016, p. 948). The disability experience is often interpreted through the tragedy 

model and “‘loss’ or ‘stress-reaction’ paradigms” (Avdi et al., 2000, p. 242; Fisher & Goodley, 

2007; Marks, 1999; Potter, 2016). Such paradigms suggest that a disability is a problem to be 

fixed. Through navigating healthcare and related systems, fathers are exposed to discourses of 

‘normality’ relative to ‘abnormality’ – the inherent implication being that a child’s autistic 

characteristics ought to be changed or reshaped so the child will fit better in the normative world 

(Nadesan, 2005). From the time children are small, parents are inundated with developmental 

norms and find themselves chasing those norms so their child can “catch up” (Avdi et al., 2000; 
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Hodge & Runswick-Cole, 2013). The fathers in this study shared stories of both conforming to 

and contesting deficit narratives.  

Study participants drew on available narrative resources, such as their child with ASD 

being “lost” or referencing ASD as an “albatross” around the child’s neck. The powerful imagery 

of the albatross has origins in Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. The 

mariner shoots an albatross and must wear it around his neck as a reminder of the “hellish thing” 

he has done (Coleridge, p. 34). The albatross symbolizes a burden one must carry. While use of 

the albatross metaphor is more readily accessible to educated Euro-Western populations, the 

concept of disability as a burden has deep roots in all levels of society (Barnes, 1997; Marks, 

1999).  

Participants drew on the discourse of “normal development” relative to ASD, which was 

likewise noted in the Avdi et al., (2000) study on the discourses parents used in the construction 

of the “problem” of ASD (p. 241). While fathers attempted to push against normal versus 

abnormal binaries, it appeared that fathers did not know how else to express their views. Gus 

emphasized his dislike of the normal/abnormal binary as he positioned his son’s play: “he’s 

beginning to play like a normal; I hate to use that term but I don’t know how else to put it … but 

he’s starting to, to portray those characteristics of a normal child now.” This type of language has 

a long history (as discussed in Chapter 1), and even as fathers contest labelling their children, it 

appears they have limited alternative discourses available to them.   

Fathers have acute awareness of the difficulties resultant from navigating in a world not 

built for diverse bodies and minds. However, overall, the fathers in this sample were accepting of 

the diversity inherent in their children and were able to define social awareness and act, or 

wanted to act, as advocates for their children. While I did not employ a discourse analysis of 



 

 

119 

 

language, a component of narrative research is to take note of the language used by participants 

and highlight how meanings are constructed. It is imperative that professionals working with 

parents, examine the “meanings they ascribe to disability” and how they “talk” about disability. 

Scorgie et al., (2004) point out, “disability is depicted through socially conscribed images and 

meaning. When parents are faced with professionals who view having a child with a disability as 

a catastrophe, constructing new images and meaning is made all the more difficult [for parents]” 

(p.105).  

5.4 Factors that Inform Father-child Leisure 

There has been little research that examines the factors that inform and influence fathers’ 

choices, experiences, and management of leisure activities with their children with ASD.  In this 

study, a number of factors appeared to influence father-child leisure activities. Structural factors 

such as the cost, flexibility and availability of activities, and attitudinal barriers such as 

ignorance. Child ASD characteristics tended to propel fathers toward particular interaction 

patterns and choices.   

5.4.1 Choices, opportunities and costs of leisure. Fathers’ stories reflected that their 

father-child leisure was influenced by finances, activity flexibility, available activities, and 

whether the environment (including people) were supportive or unsupportive to children with 

ASD. Fathers shared stories of both challenges and success in the leisure context.  

Emira and Thompson (2011) noted that “leisure is not equal between those who are 

enabled and disabled” (p. 44). For example, structural barriers can inhibit the access of children 

with disabilities (and their families) to leisure activities. Structural barriers include financial 

constraints, lack of wheelchair ramps, lack of communication aids/devices (e.g., braille, 

augmented and alternative communication [ACC] devices), transportation (particularly in rural 



 

 

120 

 

areas), and inaccessible bathrooms (Hodge & Runswick-Cole, 2013). The fathers in this study 

pointed to the costs associated with community outings or extracurricular activities that are 

inclusive of ASD or ASD focused. Participants lamented that ASD specific activities come with 

a “price tag” and for fathers of children with limited verbal communication or higher behavior 

needs, attending ‘typical’ or free community based activities was not an option due to lack of 

accommodation and/or uneducated staff/volunteers. Daniel and Randy, in particular, noted the 

difficulty in affording extracurricular activities in general. Financial struggles are compounded 

by the relatively high needs of their children. For example, mothers need to be at home (or work 

part-time) with the children to manage doctor, school, and home programming needs. Thus, 

fathers who desire to be involved with community based activities with their children are often 

limited by finances. 

Generally speaking, there are significant costs associated with having a child with ASD. 

Gaps in government funded programs, health care and professional costs (assessments, 

medication, therapy), not to mention recreational costs, can push parents into more traditional 

gender roles, with mothers often leaving work or working less (e.g., Dudley & Emery, 2014; 

Stabile & Allin, 2012). This may leave fathers as primary or sole providers and decrease the time 

they spend at home. In the current study, five of the mothers didn’t work or worked part-time, 

the stories fathers told about financial support pointed more toward large gaps in government 

funded support for families of children with disabilities that limited parents’ choices to what they 

can afford. However, this sample was comprised of fathers with middle to high socioeconomic 

status, and many of the fathers could afford adaptive sport activities and private swimming 

lessons. Thus, economics and class, play a role in cushioning some families from the relatively 
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high costs of raising a child with ASD. Even so, the security of money does little to nullify the 

challenges of unaccommodating or discriminatory people, places, and policies.   

Attitudinal barriers such as ignorance about disability, stereotypes or outright 

discrimination, impact the ability of children (and their families) to take part in leisure activities 

(e.g., Emira & Thompson, 2011; Jones, 2003) and can occur at societal, community, and family 

levels. ASD, like other “hidden”20 disabilities, may cause a child to be classified unfairly as 

“naughty” or “trouble” (e.g., Emira & Thompson, 2011; Hodges & Runswick-Cole, 2013; 

Thompson & Emira, 2011). This occurred to Timothy’s daughter, who was labelled as 

inattentive at her dance class, and punished (section 4.4.2). 

Two fathers (Timothy and Daniel) underlined the unavailability and inflexibility of 

community based activities. Availability and flexibility is likely influenced by where the 

participants reside: Timothy lives in a town outside a larger Alberta city and Daniel lives in a 

smaller city in Alberta. Timothy observed that activities appear to be scheduled with the 

assumption that one parent stayed home with the children, as time slots did not take into account 

homes where two parents worked full time. Researchers in the UK, the USA, and Canada have 

all noted similar parental dissatisfaction with the availability and flexibility of extracurricular 

programs for disabled children (Emira & Thompson, 2011; Jones, 2003).  

I assumed that fathers would have specific activity ideas that they would like to have 

provided for themselves and their children. Interestingly, while some fathers noted specific 

activities, such as a cooking class or activities centered on learning a skill such as skating/skiing, 

most fathers implied that the activity itself did not matter. They simply wanted to engage with 

their children and the actual activity appeared to be secondary. The fathers unanimously 

                                                 
20 Disabilities that do not manifest in outward, noticeable characteristics, or use noticeable tools such as wheelchairs, 

prosthetics, etc. 
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indicated that uneducated community workers, ignorance of the public or lack of supports in the 

community, were more of a hindrance to leisure opportunities than their child’s ASD. 

5.4.2 What does ASD have to do with it? Fathers’ choices in leisure activities are 

influenced by their children’s strengths and challenges. Children with ASD present with 

particular characteristics such as unique play patterns and challenges with social interactions 

such as reading nonverbal communication. Additionally, children with ASD often experience 

sensory sensitivities, anxiety, and challenges with gross and/or fine motor development (Coyne, 

2014). ASD plays a part in how fathers understand and interpret their children and in turn 

informs the patterns of involvement and types of activities fathers and children can engage in. 

The fathers in the present study displayed three general patterns of father-child interaction – 

action, adjustment and acceptance (section 5.4.2.1, 5.4.2.2, 5.4.2.3 respectively).  No one father 

engaged in solely one pattern and many fathers exhibited all three patterns of father-child 

interaction.   

 5.4.2.1 Pattern one: Action.  In pattern one, the father provided strong direction and 

encouragement, even pushing the child to learn the skills necessary to function in the 

“normative” world. In this pattern the father was unapologetic about the child’s ASD, and 

wanted the child to reach his/her full potential. Victor exemplified pattern one when he said, 

“You know I’m not going to hide this kid away …. He is going to reach his potential. Whether it 

is kicking or screaming he’s going to get there.” Gus also fit the pattern one father:  

But sometimes I just want him to act like a normal kid … I push that boundary, right? 

Like no you can change yourself now. What else do I do? Well just even playing with 

him? Like I go around messing with his IPad. That’s what you would do with any normal 
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kid. Play games like that. The fact that he might throw a tantrum, I’ve never really let that 

stop me. 

 Children with ASD tend to initiate play less often, take fewer turns during play, and may 

engage in play that is more object-focused and repetitive and more passive (Childress, 2011; 

Freeman & Kasari, 2013; Pisula, 2008). Fathers noted their children’s lack of play imitation and 

described their children as being passive in play. The passive play of children and difficulties 

with initiation can influence the child’s interactional partner. Past research has shown that fathers 

of children with ASD may take a directive approach during play with their child, will initiate 

more, or will overcompensate for their children’s disability (e.g. Pisula, 2008). A father’s 

directive approach to play has been hypothesized as the father’s strategy to manage the passive 

play of the child (Pisula, 2008).  

 Many fathers in my study described themselves as being action orientated, and prone to 

take a problem solver role; this echoes other research that demonstrates this pattern of response 

to having and interacting with a child with a disability or chronic health needs (Beaton et al., 

2014; Shave & Lashewicz, 2016). In many ways this pattern of involvement is a remnant of 

“society’s long standing belief that families should be self-reliant, ruggedly individualistic” 

(Scholl et al., 2003). This sense of responsibility is echoed in Shave and Lashewicz’s (2016) 

study, where a father asserted: “We, going to deal with it [autism], you know… you soldier on, 

you know you’re a dad, your, your job is to raise those kids and by God you’re going to do it” 

(p.503). 

At every turn (in schools and the community, with professionals, friends, and family) 

children are exposed to comparisons with the “norm” in an ableist society, thus professionals and 

parents may spend time “chasing normal” (McLaughlin et al., 2008 as cited in Hodges & 
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Runswick, 2013, p. 313). Fathers’ stories demonstrated their wish to see their children succeed, 

be accepted, and to a degree “fit in” with the broader world to the best of their ability. However, 

fathers navigate a complex terrain of socially constructed expectations of children with 

disabilities while disability occupies a relatively unprivileged place in society. The next two 

general patterns of father interaction with their children demonstrate fathers’ adjustment to, and 

acceptance of, their children’s communication, interaction and play.  

5.4.2.2 Pattern two: Adjustment. In pattern two, fathers adjusted to their children’s 

diverse communication and play. Almost all the fathers in the study engaged in this pattern.  I 

believe that fathers acquired a “developmental sensitivity” (Keller et al., 2014) to their children 

by being vigilant to any sparks of interest their children displayed toward an activity. Such 

developmental sensitivity made fathers available to their children for interaction or support. 

Fathers attended to children’s needs, such as sensory sensitivities, by planning around or noticing 

busy or loud environments and helped their children to cope by providing headphones, covering 

their ears or taking breaks.  

Fathers often personified pattern two by demonstrating a tenuous balance between 

pushing their children to learn skills and recognizing their children’s limitations. Community 

leisure activities can promote social skills and increase communication (Coyne, 2014), but, when 

not properly supported can be frustrating for children with ASD (Fullerton & Rake, 2014). 

Fathers negotiated how hard to push children in extracurricular activities, without “setting [them] 

back socially.” Research shows that children with ASD spend more time alone than their 

neurotypical peers (Brewster & Coleyshaw, 2010) and if left alone, can spend inordinate 

amounts of time in repetitive solitary activity (e.g., Coyne, 2014). Joel allowed Brandon space to 

relax and let his “mind to wander” (section 4.2.2) - Brandon’s mind wandering comprised 



 

 

125 

 

repetitive solitary pacing and/or the retreat into his own mind. However, Joel noted that too 

much solitary pacing could result in Brandon being “frazzled” and thus ensured alone time was 

balanced with other activities.  

Fathers considered their children’s physical limitations. For example, Daniel decided to 

stop bike riding lessons with Eric, first, because Eric was not enjoying it and second, because 

Daniel renegotiated the priority that bike riding held for his family. Bike riding is a good 

example of a “skill” often written into home individual service plans (ISP) and professionals 

recommended that the child learn the skill. Daniel understood that bike riding is a skill that is 

good for physical movement and can facilitate social interactions. However, he put Eric’s 

feelings first and decided that all children do not need to learn the same skills.   

5.4.2.3 Pattern three: Acceptance. The third pattern that fathers demonstrated was to 

attune to and either accommodate or build on their children’s natural autistic proclivities. Fathers 

demonstrated their acceptance and appreciation of their children, ASD included. The children, 

being autistic, displayed, for example, repetitive or non-normative play, and the fathers, due to 

their intentional decisions, not only entered the children’s world but also positively interpreted 

the play and refrained from moulding or changing it. These stories were positively constructed 

by fathers, not told as negatives or to highlight deficits in their children. Kevin’s construction of 

the night train ride story (section 4.5.2) with his son emphasized the capabilities of an autistic 

child to see and find joy in the night sky and was a poignant story of a father’s acceptance and 

“just being.” Hodge & Runswick-Cole (2013) explained that “just being” 

promotes the value of a space to “be” and the right to step out of “doing” for a while; 

 leisure can be  about being rather than becoming. This is particularly important for 

 disabled children as all too often their access to leisure opportunities is framed as 
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 opportunities for rehabilitation, helping disabled children to meet developmental 

 milestones. (p. 313) 

In working with or studying children with ASD, there is a tendency to pathologize non-

normative play and interactions (e.g., Hodges & Runswick-Cole, 2013) rather than accepting 

them as an “expression of human diversity which should be valued” (Potter, 2016, p. 953). It is 

likely that most parents of children with ASD have stories of their children lining up objects or 

being hyper-focused on an item or activity. Rather than using those as points of departure to 

reinforce how play needs to change, we can use these stories as springboards to inquire about 

what is meaningful? How can children’s interests be used to build their confidence? What are the 

social capabilities of children with ASD couched in these stories? How can we build on the 

unique capabilities? After all, why would we want to change a child’s pure excitement in staring 

at the night sky or shift a moment that was a memorable scene for a father-child connection?  

5.5 Theoretical Implications 

This study provides support on the advantage of using generativity to understand 

fathering (Brotherson & Dollahite, 1997; Dollahite, 2004; Pratt, Lawford & Allen, 2012).  

Generative fathering inclines researchers to seek out a broad range of father involvement 

(Dollahite et al., 1997; Pleck, 2010).  Fathering enactments include more than the literal time 

spent with children (Hawkins & Palkovitz, 1999; Pleck, 2010). For example, not all fathering 

acts are outwardly observable behaviours (Pleck, 2010). Fathers in this study thoughtfully 

planned and provided space for children to have fun, accomplish a goal or assert independence, 

but such actions were often invisible (e.g., Joel was an “engaged viewer” of Brandon’s drawing 

section 4.2.2 ; Daniel allowed Eric to ride his scooter on the street, section 4.2.2). Taking into 

account ‘invisible’ fathering enactments can aide researchers in interrogating a wider range of 
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father-child involvement. Such illuminations could counter stigmas of fathers’ being uninvolved 

with, or disengaged from their children. Deeper qualitative examinations may demonstrate 

fathers’ internal motives and reasoning’s for being on the periphery of their child’s play.  

 Informed by generative fathering, I assumed fathers had strengths, capacity and a desire 

to be involved with and have relationships with their children (section 1.4.1.4). The focus 

generative fathering brings to the father-child dyad allowed for examination of the father-child 

relationship. My focus on the strengths-based narratives of fathers’ relationships with their 

children, comprise one of the most significant findings in this dissertation. Fathers’ narratives of 

relationships actively resist pathological- or medical model discourses that have in the past, 

emphasized autistic children’s inability or lack of desire to have meaningful relationships. Such 

conceptualizations of the father-child relationship hold promise for better understandings of the 

fathers and children with ASD, and hold potential to translate into better service provision, and 

overall family functioning.  

Theoretical frameworks that support understandings of fathering children who have 

disability diagnoses, are under-developed (MacDonald & Hastings, 2010; Mitchell & Lashewicz, 

2016, p.1).  A strength of the generative fathering framework is the focus it draws to the father-

child dyad. A weakness of generative fathering is the lack of explicit attention to the 

sociocultural environment in which fathering is enacted. CDS was used to draw focus to the 

ways in which father-child leisure challenges may be compounded by rigid definitions of and 

unaccepting attitudes or structural barriers (Mitchell & Lashewicz, 2016).  Interweaving CDS in 

studies of fathering children with ASD, holds promise to contribute understandings that are 

relatively fine grained in identifying, interpreting and representing the diversity of fathering 

children with ASD (Mitchell & Lashewicz, 2016).  
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5.6 Practical Implications and Recommendations   

1. Professionals (e.g., psychologists, occupational therapists (OTs), speech and language 

pathologists (SLPs), registered social workers (RSWs), behaviour therapists, 

administrators) who work with parents of children with ASD can make efforts to include 

and communicate with fathers. For example, professionals who provide services through 

provincially funded programs such as Family Support for Children with Disabilities 

(FSCD), set up home programs for children, based on parental goals. However, goal 

setting and strategies, tend to be skewed towards the mother and may exclude fathers 

(e.g., Carpenter & Towers, 2008; Nicholas, 2013; Potter, 2016).  The inclusion of, and 

direct communication with fathers will underline their experiences and perspectives and 

will sharpen professionals’ perusal of and understanding of the family. The well-being of 

all family members is “intertwined and interdependent” (Doherty, Kouneski, & Erikson, 

1998, p.227). Such consideration and inclusion of fathers can translates into enhanced 

family-centered care.  

2. Early intervention programs that support children with ASD are meant to “enhance 

parent-child interactions in natural environments during familiar activities” (Childress, 

2011 p. 113). Fathers should be involved and intervention providers can take time to 

understand how fathers and children interact and play together in order to provide fathers 

with meaningful strategies. This study found fathers are “active” and thus may benefit 

from less didactic strategies. However, not all children, nor fathers are interested in 

similar activities. Children in the present study liked drawing, cooking, and going for 

hikes, and there were fathers with a love for sports and fathers with a “distaste” for sport 

culture. Victor stated, “you meet one dad of child with autism, you’ve met one dad of 
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child with autism.” Professionals should be cognizant of broad-stroking any population of 

persons. There is no, one-size-fits-all method of working with families.  

3. Early intervention, therapy and recreational pursuits for children with ASD often focus 

on children’s deficiencies. Professionals should use caution using problem focused or 

deficit narratives when referring to children with ASD (Potter, 2016; Fisher & Goodley, 

2007; Goddard, Lehr & Lapadat, 2000). Renshaw, Choo and Emerald (2014) argued 

medical and deficit discourses “can mask the complexity of individual identities and 

capabilities among children with a disability” (p.47). When deficit narratives persist, it 

may undermine the parent-professional relationship, which may be important for the 

schooling, program or medical needs of the child (Goddard et al., 2000).  Professionals 

who acknowledge the humanity of children (Fisher & Goodley, 2007, p.78) have been 

found to be most helpful. Providers of leisure activities, can frame questions to assess the 

child’s strengths, without erasing the needs. Sample questions might include: What does 

your child enjoy doing? What can we can do to help with his/her noise sensitivity? What 

sort of strategies do you use when you see your child is anxious? 

4. Everyday activities or ‘taken-for-granted’ acts of fathering hold merit. Researchers and 

service providers could focus on the ordinary activities and physical spaces between 

fathers and children.  First, because of what can be learned from everyday interactions, 

and secondly, for how the information could be utilized to facilitate father-child 

relationship and support children in his or her everyday routines, which comprise the 

majority of life. 

5. Education and training of community/ recreational program staff and volunteers are 

essential to increase positive experiences for children and parents. Minor 
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accommodations could be instrumental for the acceptance of children with disabilities.  

For example, community and recreational programs could provide: education on 

disabilities for staff; visual schedules; pre-activity conversations or questionnaires for 

parents to identify their children’s strengths and challenges; alter the environment 

(dimming lights) or provide a space for children to take a break from social and sensory 

stimuli; flexible policies that allow parents in parent restricted environments to provide 

support for their children with ASD (e.g., Daniel was prevented from supporting his son 

at the gymnastics/trampoline centre, section 4.4.2 ).  

6. Service providers and in particular psychologists, OT’s and SLP’s, can encourage a 

deeper father-child bond through shared activities. Fathers in this study found meaning in 

instructing their child. As such, psychologists can explore the type of activities fathers 

and children may enjoy – if scaffolding or strategies are required, these can be provided. 

A second recommendation may be to simply encourage fathers to be themselves and 

abandon their expectations on how to play right. This may be the most powerful thing for 

the father-child bond.  

5.6 Study Limitations  

The study was limited to a small sample of fathers; one father was divorced and the 

remaining were from two-parent homes. The men were of middle-high socioeconomic status and 

education, therefore, experiences of father-child leisure might not represent experiences in 

families with low socioeconomic status. Participants presented their marriages as solid and 

collaborative, and different findings might be obtained with fathers in partnerships with 

identified conflict. Although participants were self-described as “educated,” with working 

knowledge of how to get funding for activities such as ASD camps, these findings may not be 
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generalizable to parents unfamiliar with their government funding structure, with advocacy 

supports, and with community knowledge, or to parents who do not have the language skills to 

ask for what they need. Moreover, this study was focused solely on participants who identified as 

fathers and did not address the generative work of mothers or other family members in the 

context of leisure. 

The 11 participants self-selected to take part in the study, and four of the participants took 

part in both the foundational and principal study. Thus, there is a degree of self-selection bias. 

Findings are skewed towards particular fathering characteristics such as, fathers who are 

involved in their children’s lives, interested in research and had the ability to take time to the do 

the interviews or had work-place flexibility.  As Victor stated in terms of the type of fathers that 

take part in studies: “you’re going to get the dads who are active.”  The experiences of these 11 

fathers may not be generalizable to all fathers of children with ASD. 

Leisure was broadly defined, and included activities such as play, sports, and recreation, 

with no sharp distinctions between activities. As such, an in depth examination of a specific 

activity was sacrificed to account for a wider range of father-child activity. Prospective 

theoretical and empirical work might focus more closely one activity.  

I drew on CDS to highlight how fathering is embedded in and influenced by the 

sociocultural context that is somewhat inaccessible to children with ASD. However, race, 

culture, and sexual orientation were not addressed. Prospective theoretical and empirical work 

focused on intersectionality of disability, race, culture, gender, and dynamic family structure 

(single fathers, gay or transgender fathers, to name a few) would enrich the CDS literature and 

the fathering literature more broadly.  
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5.7 Future Directions 

The generative fathering framework can be used by researchers to examine a variety of 

questions. For example, there are seven dimensions of generative work (Figure 1), all of which 

could be used to research fathers of children with ASD. I have taken steps to address stewardship 

and developmental work in addition to recreation work, in a recently published theoretical paper 

(Mitchell & Lashewicz, 2016).  Future research could focus on both empirical and theoretical 

work. 

During a presentation of the foundational study at a conference, a father in the crowd 

asked if and how I knew that children were able to perceive father-child leisure benefits. 

Research on father-child leisure that includes the commentaries of children with ASD could 

potentially yield further information on the father-child relationship, and would provide a fuller 

understanding of factors that facilitate father-child involvement in the home and community. 

Additional studies on fathers of children with ASD are needed from capacity-orientated 

and strengths –based perspectives. More specifically, examinations on the father-child 

relationship and father involvement. How do fathers (and parents) view involvement? How do 

we reach fathers who are less involved? How can we encourage fathers’ nurturance of children’s 

play/recreation/leisure without pathologizing children’s preferred interests (e.g., Koenig & 

Williams, 2017)? 

5. 8 Conclusion 

This principal study of 11 fathers of children with ASD was built on and expanded a 

secondary analysis of 28 fathers of children with ASD, and contributes to our understanding of 

fathers’ experiences of leisure pursuits with children who have ASD. Anchored in the generative 

fathering framework and critical disability studies, a narrative approach was used to examine 
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fathers’ stories of these experiences. The fathers’ stories comprised narratives of action, of 

adjustment, of tension and of relationships.  

Father –child play, while fun and joyful, appears to have fundamental meaning for fathers 

and the father-child relationship. The narratives presented in this study underline the generative 

work of fathers and the explicit meaning they garner from their father-child interactions. Fathers 

built relationships with, and maintained connections with their children through shared activities. 

Further, fathers’ narratives highlighted the social and relational capabilities of their children, 

which hold promise to counter deficit interpretations of the abilities of autistic children. While 

fathers encounter tension in conflicting feelings or experiences relative to their encounters with 

“disability” they are likewise bold and unapologetic in their support of their children.  Father-

child leisure is impacted by a number of factors, including finances, availability and flexibility of 

leisure activities and the level of acceptance from people in the community. Children’s intrinsic 

characteristics (ASD included) likewise propel fathers to engage in particular patterns of 

interactions with their children, including patters of actions, adjustment and acceptance. On an 

internal and emotional level, many fathers adjusted their expectations of their children and 

themselves and found a deeper meaning in their fathering. Kevin summarized what he wished 

fathers could learn about their father-child relationship: “accept who your child is. And once you 

accept him, move on from that. The opportunities are endless.” 
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Chapter Six 

Epilogue – Reflections on the Research Process  

The purpose of this epilogue is to reflect on who I have become in this research process and 

further reflect on areas of the research which escaped/received limited scrutiny and address 

additional future directions of this research. As such, my goal is to practice and demonstrate the 

ever evolving ways in which researchers refine, remold or even outright disagree with their past 

work. 

6. 1 Who have I become? 

As a counselling psychology practitioner who transitioned into the world of academics 

and research, I have learned, grown and stretched the limits of my mind and found a 

stubbornness and persistence that surprised me at times. Coming from a practice based 

counselling psychology program, and spending years immersed in clinical work, my entry into 

the Cummings school of Medicine was a shift in culture and expectations.  I took it seriously. I 

listened to my supervisors and committee and tried to integrate their teaching and advice into my 

writing and critical thinking.  

 My most poignant shift has been my appreciation for the complexity of the disability 

experience. The introduction to critical theory, ableism and neurodiversity has been a 

cornerstone, not only for how I approach research, but also how I have come to talk with parents 

about disability. For example, while I had always tended towards a “solution focused”, non-

pathologizing therapeutic practice, I hold a new heightened awareness of my language when 

talking with the families with which I work, and in writing reports for children. The health 

records of children with ASD have, what Angell and Solomon (2014) call a “social life” which 

follow children and their families across a variety of clinical, medical and educational contexts. 
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As such, I have noticed an intensified cognizance of portraying the child and the family in ways 

that maintain dignity, while illuminating child and family’s strengths and areas of challenges, 

while being mindful of the ways my words can be interpreted and used in light of the history or 

shifts in disability meanings. 

Despite hours spent discussing and reflecting on, theoretical frameworks, findings and 

the connections between these, it is inevitable to miss, or not account for elements that get 

crowded out of scrutiny due to the vastness of literature, input from multiple people, time 

constraints and the balancing of participants’ dignity with the ways in which we, as researchers, 

may need to make definitive or even provocative conclusions and recommendations.  I will 

reflect on the areas that were not as thoroughly critiqued or explored and which will be used as 

springboards for future work. 

6.2 Reflections on gender  

While my attention in this dissertation research was on fathers and their children with 

ASD in the leisure context, research that focuses on fathers or mothers can raise important 

questions about gender relations in society.  In this section, I will discuss strengths and limits of 

the generative fathering framework relative to thinking about family and gender. Then I will 

reflect on gender and leisure activities.  

The generative fathering framework allowed me to focus on the father-child dyad and 

“fatherwork.”  In many ways this was a considerable strength as I was able to interpret stories 

from a stance that assumed strengths (eg., ways that fathers are involved; what do fathers believe 

they are doing right?) rather than deficits (e.g.. looking at ways fathers are uninvolved; what 

fathers are doing wrong ?).  I was able to bring the father-child relationship to the foreground and 

this lead to significant findings about the father-child relationship and the humanness and social 
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capabilities of children with ASD. However, in my efforts to focus on fathers and their children, 

the first element that escaped scrutiny was the potential for the generative fathering framework to 

be considered as implicitly or even as explicitly reinforcing the nuclear family as the ideal family 

composition. On the one hand, aside from Russell, all my participants’ aligned with the nuclear 

family makeup, but a limitation of generative fathering is the poor fit to diverse family 

compositions such as step-families, or individuals who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual and 

gender non-conforming individuals who are single, in partnerships or family compositions who 

have more than one or two caregiving individuals. While there is nothing wrong with a nuclear 

family make-up (most often a heterosexual, two-parent household), it is not the only family 

composition that exists.  

A further critique of generative fathering, and indeed other fatherhood definitions that 

entail a sense of defining a “good father” (e.g., involved fathering; responsible fathering) is they 

present generic idealized goals for male parenting (Marsiglio & Roy, 2000, p. 132). Even 

Dollahite and Hawknis (1998) stated that generative fathering framework may not necessarily 

mirror reality but could be held as one way to interpret good fathering. Thus generative 

fathering, and other models or concepts of “good fathering”  raise questions about measuring or 

interpreting the qualities of good parenting and the impacts of parenting on children. According 

to whose judgement is someone a good father, or a good mother? Thus at a broader level, we 

question if and in what ways we have set specific parenting behavior expectations that align with 

each gender.  As I further embark on my research career, I will return to, question and have new 

ways of thinking about parenting.  

I achieved my goal of “making visible” experiences of fathers of children with ASD and 

highlighted fathers are engaging in important work with their children in a leisure context. 
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However, whenever we tread into the research waters of mothering, fathering and parenting, we 

invoke gender construction debates. We have to be ever careful to avoid uncritically re-

inscribing narrow gender roles and power dynamics. For example, while my focus was on fathers 

(specifically, men who identified as the father of a child/children with ASD) and father-child 

leisure experiences, this by no means implies that mothers or caregiving individuals who may 

not subscribe to mother/father binary, do not play important roles in the leisure facilitation of 

their children. Moreover, not discussed fully in my dissertation are the relatively unequal 

positions women continue to occupy in society. Compared to men, women continue to incur 

lower wages, are more likely to experience distress over the ways employment infringes on 

family responsibilities, and are more likely to work part time or not work at all in order to 

accommodate the care and therapy needs surrounding their child with ASD (e.g., Gray, 2002; 

Lashewicz, Lein & Mitchell, forthcoming).  Indeed, although  more mothers are working outside 

the home and more fathers are taking up greater amounts of  caregiving and domestic workloads,  

(Doucet, 2015),  even if women are working full or part-time they continue to perform more of 

the domestic labour than fathers (Ball & Daly, 2012). Thus, by the very structural underpinnings 

of society, mothers may not have the opportunity or time to take part in play and leisure to the 

same extent as fathers. Without diminishing the important work that is being accomplished in 

father-child leisure, we highlight the importance of mindfulness about, and attempts to avoid, 

reproducing oppressive gender expectations. For example, emphasizing father-child leisure 

should not detract from, or excuse fathers’ involvement in, other domestic work/child care. 

Leisure activities tend to be constructed as gendered. For example dolls are traditionally 

associated with female children and trucks and playing catch may be associated with male 

children activity. Playing sports is often further portrayed as an idealized masculine 
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accomplishment (Jeanes & Magee, 2011). Some of my participants gave evidence of holding 

pre-birth or pre-diagnosis expectations that they would engage in sports with their children. This 

was by no means evident from all participants and in fact, some fathers, Joel in particular, was 

vocal about his distaste for sport culture. Further, the majority, if not all, participants in my 

sample expressed caring little for which  activity was pursued so long as the activity entailed 

playing or engaging with their child. Correspondingly, my participants expressed little difference 

between the activities with daughters (N=2) versus sons (N =10). Matthew played dolls without 

hesitation with his daughter and Russell, in his foundational study interview indicated his son 

Emmerson would love a doll house and Russell was “okay with it.”  The gendered nature of play 

and sex of the child was not fully examined, further work is needed to more closely examine and 

understand father-child leisure experiences according to whether fathers are raising daughters, 

sons or gender non-conforming children and examine the ways in which we can dismantle 

gender stereotypes on play for children.  

6.3 Reflections on Critical Disability Studies  

Distance from this dissertation, combined with the dissertation defense questions and 

feedback, leave me several threads for reflection and future work. A starting point will be to 

more thoroughly integrate the CDS principle of “resistance” by interpreting fathers’ narratives in 

terms of the stories that encapsulate resistance in forms of dismantling norms around autistic 

children’s play, social behavior and relationship formation.  

 The essence of CDS is the movement away from static, essentialist ways of thinking 

about disability. CDS scholars acknowledge the innate physical, neurological, sensory, mental, 

communication or emotional differences between non-disabled and disabled people. For 

example, the neurology of a child with ASD is different than a child without ASD. The “real” 
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differences are accounted for, along with structural and attitudinal features such as stereotypes 

and prejudice. Indeed the disability experience is fluid and results through the interaction of an 

individuals’ differences within a society not fashioned to incorporate natural supports, inclusion 

and access for people with disabilities. Thus, the experience of disability is complex and can 

encompass a wide range of embodied and socially influenced experiences and cannot be boiled 

down into discrete or binary categories of existence (e.g., impaired versus unimpaired). 

Campbell  (2008) explains: 

Letting go of the strategy of using the sameness for equality arguments…Ontological 

differences, be that on the basis of problematical signifiers of race, sex, sexuality, 

dis/ability need to be unhinged from evaluative ranking and be re-cognized in their 

various nuances and complexities without being re-presented in fixed absolute terms. It is 

only then in this release that we can find possibilities in ambiguity and resistance in 

marginality (p.8). 

The CDS principals could have been more deeply applied to analyzing fathers’ 

narratives. In future work, I want to highlight the overarching narrative of fathers’ stories.  

Preliminarily, this overarching narrative is one that includes dismantling normative notions of 

leisure and accepting and encouraging diverse modes of leisure and father-child interaction, that 

build father-child relationships yet in less conventional or resistance anchored ways.  Further, I 

want to move beyond the binaries and account for the various interactions of the material 

disabled body with the social and physical environment. For example, Calvin, when he used his 

arms as an instrument to shield his son’s ears in the movie theatre (Section 4.2.2) was an 

example of resistance in the sense that Calvin did not shy away from the movie theatre due to his 

son’s sensory sensitivities. However, while this story illustrated Calvin’s help in provision for an 
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experience for his son, he likewise was still a working within particular constraints and points to 

the entrenched ableist beliefs that maintain that movie’s should be experienced in a particular 

way (loud; crowded; dark etc.). Many theatres now offer sensory friendly screenings for children 

with ASD, yet may be infrequent and thus continue to confine those with sensory differences to 

take part in movies on particular days of the months.  

A second example that could use further interrogation is Kevin’s story of the night train 

ride with his son. His story illustrated father-child connection, and further invites a re-evaluation 

of what we may define as “fun” or “functional”. As previously discussed, Kevin’s construction 

of the night train ride story with his son emphasized the capabilities of an autistic child to see and 

find joy in the night sky and was a poignant story of a father’s acceptance of his son’s experience 

and moreover points to the ways in which fathers (and all of us) can garner meaning from taking 

a child’s perceptive. Autistic peoples’ “preferred interests” are often pathologically characterized 

as obsessions, rigidities or “restricted interests” (Koenig & Williams, 2017).  However, Koenig 

and Williams (2017) in their study, found that autistic adults incorporated their “preferred 

interests” into their lives through employment or as ways to mitigate anxiety and autistic adults 

emphasized that “niche” or “preferred interests” should be encouraged by parents and 

professionals. Indeed, professionals may enter into the lives of families to “help,” however, is 

our “helping” complicit in erasing elements of an autistic child’s natural play process?   

As I emphasized throughout this dissertation, although not to its full potential, and what I 

will interrogate moving forward is how normative or “appropriate” leisure was and can be 

dismantled, highlight how fathers have embraced neurodiversity (and the tensions that entails) 

and how families, professionals and policy makers can endorse and incorporate the notion that 

neurodiversity is natural, into everyday discourse, practices and attitudes. 
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6.4 Reflections on Methodology 

 My narrative methodology allowed for a rich account of stories of fathers’ experiences.  

As the human instrument, I selected fathers’ stories for inclusion in the findings chapter. Aside 

from selecting stories to fulfill the objectives of my study (meanings of father-child leisure to 

fathers, how fathers adjusted their expectations and what informed father-child leisure),  I looked 

for frequently occurring,  as well as detailed and expressive stories told by participants.  At the 

same time, I tried to include stories from all participants, and further, from all participants at a 

“comparable” level.  As such, given that not all fathers told the same number of stories, I tried to 

represent each father’s stories proportionate to their overall data.  Going back to all stories 

looking for evidence of resistance will constitute a next step in revisiting, and critically 

interrogating, my decision points and processes about which stories I included in the findings 

section. 

6.5 Conclusion  

In summary, the crafting and immersion of one’s self in a dissertation results in many 

poignant and rich findings, discussion points and conclusions. However, it is challenging to see 

one’s work from all angles, and elements may escape scrutiny.  In this epilogue I have briefly 

outlined some of the elements of this dissertation which escaped or received insufficient scrutiny 

and addressed future directions of this research.  
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Appendix A Foundational Study21 

                                                 
21 Copyright permissions can be found in Appendix J. 
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Appendix B Conceptual Ethic of Generative Fathering 

  
Challenges of the 

Human Condition 

Attendant Needs of the 

Next Generation 

Types of Generative Work—Fathers’ 

Capabilities and Responsibilities 

Desired Results of Generative 

Fathering 

1 DEPENDENCY 

Vulnerability 

& 

Uncertainty 

(infancy) 

SECURITY 

& 

CONTINUITY 

ETHICAL WORK 

Commit 

pledge to ensure child’s well-being 

Continue 

be an enduring presence in child’s life 

INVOLVED 

Fathers 

SECURE 

Children 

2 

SCARCITY 

Necessities 

& 

Aspirations 

(early childhood) 

RESOURCES 

& 

OPPORTUNITIES 

STEWARDSHIP WORK 

Consecrate 

dedicate material resources to child 

Create 

provide possibilities for child to achieve 

RESPONSIBLE 

Fathers 

CONFIDENT 

Children 

3 

CHANGE 

Development 

& 

Transformation 

(play age) 

ATTENTION 

& 

ACCOMMODATION 

DEVELOPMENT WORK 

Care 

respond to child’s needs & wants 

Change 

adapt in response to child’s needs 

RESPONSIVE 

Fathers 

PURPOSEFUL 

Children 

4 

STRESS 

Tension 

& 

Demands 

(school age) 

RELAXATION 

& 

CAPABILITIES 

RECREATION WORK 

Cooperate 

relax & play together on child’s level 

Challenge 

extend child’s skills & coping abilities 

PLAYFUL 

Fathers 

JOYFUL 

Children 

5 

PERPLEXITY 

Apprehension 

& 

Confusion 

(adolescence) 

ENCOURAGEMENT 

& 

MEANING 

SPIRITUAL WORK 

Confirm 

affirm belief & confidence in child 

Counsel 

guide, teach, advise, impart meaning  

FAITHFUL 

Fathers 

PEACEFUL 

Children 
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6 

ISOLATION 

Aloneness 

& 

Misunderstanding 

(young adulthood) 

INTIMACY 

& 

EMPATHY 

RELATIONSHIP WORK 

Commune 

share love, thoughts, feelings with child 

Comfort 

express empathy & understanding to child  

LOVING 

Fathers 

CARING 

Children 

7 

OBLIGATION 

Complexities 

& 

Burdens 

(adulthood) 

WISDOM 

& 

SUPPORT 

MENTORING WORK 

Consult 

impart insights & suggestions when asked 

Contribute 

sustain & support generative work 

GENERATIVE 

Fathers 

GENERATIVE 

Children 

Note. From “A conceptual ethic of generative fathering,” by D.C. Dollahite, and A.J. Hawkins, 1998, The 

Journal of Men’s Studies, 7, p. Copyright 1998, by SAGE Publications. Copy right permission can be 

found in Appendix J. 
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Appendix C Participant Recruitment Email 

Hello, my name is Jennifer Mitchell and I am working on my PhD at the University of Calgary 

in the Community Rehabilitation and Disability Studies program. 

 

As you may recall, you took part in an interview in 2011/2012 for the project: Building parenting 

capacity in families of children with disabilities: Understanding and resourcing fathers of 

children with ASD, 2011 - 2013. This “building parenting capacity” study was designed to 

contribute to understandings of successes and challenges of fathers raising children with ASD. 

 

My interests are in the experiences of fathers and their child with ASD in the context of leisure, 

such as play, recreation, sport and other activities. Based on your interview from 2011/2012, I 

would like the opportunity to ask you a few more in depth questions about the activities you do 

with your child. Below is some additional information: 

 

BACKGROUND 
Leisure activities are among the most prevalent ways in which fathers connect with and support 

their children of all abilities. Fathers’ distinct ways of interaction during leisure and play are 

significant to child-father relationships and positively influence the cognitive, language and 

physical development of children with and without disabilities. Engagement in leisure promotes 

recreational skills, facilitates socialization and language and broadens interests for children with 

ASD. However, there is little research focused specifically on fathers of children with ASD in 

the context of shared leisure activities. We are interested in hearing your stories about leisure 

activities with your child(ren) with ASD and what sort of issues/obstacles/successes you have 

encountered in engaging in leisure with your child(ren). Leisure includes recreation, play, sports 

or any activity that you identify as doing with your child that is non work or school related.  

 

What is the purpose of this study? 
The purpose of this study is to gather fathers’ stories of the free time activities they do with their 

children with ASD in order to, 1) better understand fathering experiences of children with ASD 

and 2) better understand challenges and success fathers experience in home and leisure activities. 

What do I have to do? 
If you agree to participate, you will take part in a face-to-face, private interview. The interview 

will be audio recorded and later transcribed. Interviews will be approximately 1 – 1.5 hours, but 

may also vary in length at your discretion. We will complete interview at a time and place of 

your choosing. Approximately two – four months after the interview you will be invited to give 

feedback on findings, and provided with a handout summarizing findings.   

 

If you are interested in participating, you can respond to this email or call  

Participation is completely voluntary. If you choose to participate, you can also withdraw your 

participation at any time. 

Thank you 

Jennifer Mitchell 
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Appendix D Recruitment Poster 

 

 Are you a father of a child or children diagnosed with 

autism spectrum disorder? 

 ______________________________________________________ 

Are you interested in participating in a research study? 

I am looking for individuals who identify as the father raising a child with ASD. I am 

looking to gather your stories and experiences of leisure activities with your child. 

To be eligible you must…  

 Be at least 18 years of age  
 Identify as the father raising a child/children with ASD 
 Have a child diagnosed with ASD, between the ages of 5 - 12  

 Live in the Calgary or Edmonton area  

What will you have to do? 

 You will be invited to take part in a face-to-face interview lasting between 1 – 2 hours max.  
 You can choose an interview place and time. 
 Within a month of your interview you will be asked to review interview 

information you gave and provide feedback  

Please contact the researcher to find out more info 

Jennifer Mitchell, M.A                         

This study has been approved by the University of Calgary Conjoint Health Research Ethics 

Board
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Appendix E Participant Demographics 

 

Participant Demographics 

Father 

Pseudonym 

Mother 

Pseudonym 

 

Child(ren) 

Pseudonym 

Diagnosis Child 

age 

Employment 

Status 

Marital 

status 

Interview 

Length 

Interview  

Location 

Part of foundational 

study 

Joel 

 

Sarah Brandon 

Ella  

ASD¹ 

none 

12 

9 

Full time Married 1:21:08 Home No 

Matthew Mandy Sally  

 

ASD 6 Full time Married 1:21:56 Home No 

Russel  Emmerson 

 

ASD 7  

 

Full time Divorced 1:48:58 Work Yes 

Timothy Abigail  Samantha  

Morgan 

 

ASD 

None 

9 

5 

Full time Married 1:24:54 Coffee 

Shop 

No 

Kevin Kathy Jason  

William  

ASD 

ASD 

12 

8 

Full time Married 1:01:17 Home No 

Calvin  Susan Tyson  

Corrine 

ASDADHD² 

None 

10 

6 

Full time Married 1:04:03 Work No 

Grant Jill  Jed 

Tammi  

ASD 

None 

12 

8 

Full time Married 1:06:13 Home  Yes 

Randy Melody Chris  

Andy  

ASD 

ADHD 

9 

7 

Part time/school Married 1:22:29 Library  Yes 

Gus Mandy Jasper  

Maryam  

ASD 

None 

5 

2 

Full time Married 1:04:45 Home   No 

Victor Jessica Kyle 

Nathan  

ASD 

None 

10 

7 

Full time Married 00:59:03 Work  Yes 

Daniel  Rebecca Eric  ASD 11 Full-time Married  Home No 

 

 

¹Autism Spectrum Disorder 

²Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 
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Appendix F Consent Form 

TITLE: Fathers’ experiences of leisure pursuits with their children with Autism Spectrum Disorder 

(ASD). 

 

INVESTIGATOR: Jennifer Mitchell, M.A 

                       

This consent form is only part of the process of informed consent. It should give you the basic idea of 

what the research is about and what your participation will involve. If you would like more detail about 

something mentioned here, or information not included here, please ask. Take the time to read this 

carefully and to understand any accompanying information. You will receive a copy of this form. 

 

BACKGROUND 

Leisure activities are among the most prevalent ways in which fathers connect with and support their 

children of all abilities. Fathers’ distinct ways of interaction during leisure and play are significant to 

child-father relationships and positively influence the cognitive, language and physical development of 

children with and without disabilities. Engagement in leisure promotes recreational skills, facilitates 

socialization and language and broadens interests for children with ASD. However, there is little research 

focused specifically on fathers of children with ASD in the context of shared leisure activities. We are 

interested in hearing your stories about leisure activities with your child(ren) with ASD and what sort of 

issues/obstacles/successes you have encountered in engaging in leisure with your child(ren). Leisure 

includes recreation, play, sports or any activity that you identify as doing with your child that is non- 

work or school related.  

 

What is the purpose of this study? 

The purpose of this study is to gather fathers’ stories of the free time activities they do with their children 

with ASD in order to, 1) better understand fathering experiences of children with ASD and 2) better 

understand challenges and success fathers experience in home and leisure activities.  

 

What do I have to do? 

Interview. If you agree to participate, you will take part in a face-to-face, private interview. The 

interview will be audio recorded and later transcribed. Interviews will be approximately 1 – 1.5 hours, but 

may also vary in length at your discretion. We will complete the interview at a time and place of your 

choosing. 

 

Feedback 1. Within one to two months of your interview, you will be sent (via email) initial conclusions 

I have drawn from your interview. You will be invited to provide feedback within two weeks. You may 

choose to add, delete, or clarify any of the findings that are sent to you. If I do not hear from you within 

two weeks, I will understand this as your agreeing with the conclusions I have drawn.  

Feedback 2. In addition, within three to four months of your interview, you will be sent a handout that 

has been prepared for local agencies/recreation and/or community centers to provide practical 

recommendations based your interview and the interviews of other fathers. You will be invited to provide 

feedback within two weeks and again, you may choose to add, delete, or clarify any item on the handout. 

If I do not hear from you within two weeks, I will understand this as your agreeing with the 

recommendations I have developed.   

What are the risks? 

Participation in this study entails minimal risk.  In my written reports, I will camouflage specific 

information from interviews by assigning pseudonyms to participants and people identified by 

participants.  Yet there is a risk that in my writing about your experiences, you may be identifiable, 

especially by people who know you.   
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Sharing experiences about parenting may produce emotional reactions specifically if you are describing 

challenging experiences.  Correspondingly, you may find some of the questions upsetting, if memories of 

negative or challenging experiences are associated with the questions. Your participation is entirely 

voluntary and should you become upset during the study you have the right to refuse to answer questions 

or you may withdraw entirely from the study.  

 

If you feel distressed or become upset during the interview, please inform me so I may suggest 

appropriate services. While I am unable to provide you with any form of counselling service, I can 

recommend counselling agencies in the Calgary Area.  

 

Following is a list of resources that may be useful if you require support:  

 

Calgary Counselling Centre                                        

Suite 200, 940 6th Avenue S.W.  

Calgary, Alberta,  

403-691-5991 – Intake Inquiry 

403-265-4980 – General Inquiry 

www.calgarycounselling.com  

 

Distress Centre  
Suite 300, 1010 8th Avenue S.W.  

Calgary, Alberta,  

403-266-HELP(4357)  

 

Please note, if it becomes evident during the interview that a child has been abused or neglected, I am 

legally obliged to report this matter to the appropriate authorities.  

 

Will I benefit if I take part? 
There are no direct benefits to participating in this study. I hope you will enjoy sharing your experiences 

with an interested, respectful listener.  By sharing your experiences of leisure activities with your child, 

you may contribute to a better understanding of the father-child relationship, as well as shed light on the 

obstacles and successes in leisure pursuits with children with ASD.    

 

Do I have to participate? 

 Participation in this study is voluntary.  

 If you do participate, you may decline to answer any questions. If new information becomes 

available that might affect your willingness to participate in this study, you will be informed as 

soon as possible. 

 As a participant, you have the right to withdraw from this study at any time for any reason, 

without penalty or consequence.  

 If you choose to withdraw, participation will end immediately, and any information that you have 

provided up until that point will be destroyed. 

 

Will I be paid for participating or do I have to pay anything? 

This study should have no cost to you, nor are participants paid for participating.  

 

Will my information be kept private? 

Should you agree to participate, personal information may be requested such as:  marital status, ethnicity, 

education, occupation, household income, age/gender of your child diagnosed with an Autism Spectrum 

Disorder, and age/gender of other children at home. This information is used for descriptive purposes 
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only and will not be linked with your name in any reports. All recordings, notes, and transcribed 

interviews are kept strictly confidential in a locked cabinet and password protected computer files. Your 

full name and signature will appear on this consent form. This form will be kept separate from the 

interview data, both of which will be kept in a secure location to which only the researcher and her 

supervisor have access. The University of Calgary Conjoint Health Research Ethics Board will have 

access to the records.  

 

What Happens to the Information I Provide? 

 The information collected from this study will be used in the primary researcher’s dissertation project. 

The intention is to publish the information for the public (i.e., local agency’s supporting families to 

children with ASD) and participate in scholarly activities to disseminate findings (i.e., conferences, 

academic journal). If you would like to receive a copy of the final dissertation or articles published based 

on this project, please indicate this by providing your contact information below.  

 

Name:___________________________________ 

You can choose mail or email: 

Address:______________________________________________________________________ 

Email address:__________________________________________ 

 

SIGNATURES 

Your signature on this form indicates that you have understood to your satisfaction the information 

regarding your participation in the research project and agree to participate as a participant. In no way 

does this waive your legal rights nor release the investigators or involved institutions from their legal and 

professional responsibilities. You are free to withdraw from the study at any time. If you have further 

questions concerning matters related to this research, please contact:  

Jennifer Mitchell:                       Or Dr. Bonnie Lashewicz:  

If you have any questions concerning your rights as a possible participant in this research, please contact 

the Chair, Conjoint Health Research Ethics Board, University of Calgary at  

Participant’s Name  Signature and Date 

   

Investigator/Delegate’s Name  Signature and Date 

   

Witness’ Name  Signature and Date 

   

The University of Calgary Conjoint Health Research Ethics Board has approved this research study. A 

signed copy of this consent form has been given to you to keep for your records and reference 
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Appendix G Interview Guide 

1. What do you and your child do together for fun? 

Probe if needed for both home and community activities 

2. How is the play or recreation with your child the same or different from your experiences 

growing up? 

3. How have your expectations changed or stayed the same with regards to the activities you 

and your child do together? 

4. What impacts the activities you do with your child? 

Probes: What stands out as being successful? Has there been challenging activities? 

Are enough opportunities in the home and/or community to do the sort of activities 

that you and your child enjoy? Who else is involved in your child’s recreational 

activities?  

5. What do you recommend to make community activities more successful/more accessible? 

6. What would you like to see come from research findings? 
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Appendix H Themes sent to participants for member checking 

As a review: The purpose of this study is to contribute understandings of fathers’ experiences 

of leisure pursuits with their children with ASD.  

As with any large project, there will be lots that does not make it into the dissertation, however, 

will be used in other papers or presentations. This is pages of transcript condensed down to 

themes. I’ve included some descriptions in italics on ones that might seem confusing, so that 

they make a bit more sense! Please remark or feel free to ask questions 

Themes - All participants 

Narratives of Action  

 “Dad chase me:” Physical Play 

 “Kick over the rock, look at the grub:” Teaching Skills 

Active teaching, cultivating skill, concrete teaching, as well as more abstract teaching 

(sportsmanship; losing with dignity etc.) 

 “It’s me being an engaged viewer:” Creating Space 

Fathers describe thoughtfully working at stepping back and, through engaged observation, 

carving out space and time for their child to practice independence 

 Facilitating versus Refraining in activities  

delicate balance evident in fathers’ stories of  “pushing” their children in order to facilitate 

learning/giving opportunity, while at the same time, knowing when to hold back and 

understanding the “stakes”. 

Narratives of Adjustment 

 Adjusting expectations of children 

Expecting more; shifting understanding on what to do and how to do it; modifying and 

reconstructing dreams for their child 

o It's tough but….. - persevering in the face of challenges 

Outings planned with sensory challenges in mind; continually trying activities;    

 Adjusting the environment 

Shifting expectations of environment…i.e. learning to work around/plan for the physical and 

social environment yet advocating/pushing against particular barriers 
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Narratives of Becoming22 

Simple Joy (connection and building relationship) (reciprocity evident here – good for the 

child and dad to engage in activity) 

 “Jed’s a good kid but he’s also a really good person”: Appreciation of the Child 

 Fathering Growth/ Father Identity  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
22 This narrative was later renamed narrative of relationships 
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Appendix I Participant Feedback 

Participant feedback on the ¹process, ²what they want others to know about being a father of 

child with ASD and ³feedback to transcript/and or themes 

Grant ¹I’ve enjoyed being a part of the process and I’m sure lots of the other Dads have as 

well. We don’t talk to our buddies the same way that a lot of our wives would. 

There’s very limited books about Dads of special needs and so it’s nice to have a 

chance to talk about it and have someone interested in it.  

 

³All the best…good luck with writing it all up! 
 

 

Joel ¹It’s research. It’s all valuable information. I follow enough of the science journals 

when it comes to autism in particular and there is a lot of research going on and the 

more the better. 

  

²In general all of this is really valuable and when it comes to dads because like you 

said there’s a lot more about the moms stereotypically and as society evolves there’s 

a heck of a lot more dads like me. Especially if it can get some of those dads off  the 

thought that their child is disappointing them in some way  

 

Calvin ² If you are targeting the agencies they’re one of the biggest groups that need to get 

educated 

Randy ¹ If you guys want to do a follow up with me by all means. I’m cool. 

¹Thanks for the time spent chatting, think I learned a little bit more about myself and 

dealing with Elijah's autism. 

take care and feel free to contact us in the future. 

 

³I don't have any questions or comments but feel free to contact me or include me in 

any related studies down the road. I wish you all the best in the next stages of 

this process. 

 

Kevin ²How can you educate the decision makers to better understand what the reality 

is.  Because if they better understood what it was on a day to day basis to live it, then 

they could take that back and influence the programming that they do, influence the 

funding that they do from government.  If you understood it better, you can make 

more logical decisions?  I don't know how you do that teaching.  If you bring more 

parents like us right to speak to these people and talk about it, right? 

Then we raise that understanding bar just a little bit 
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APPENDIX J Copyright Permissions 

Copyright permissions for “More than a pal: The generative leisure work of fathers raising 

children with autism spectrum disorder.” 

Dear Author: Date: August 22, 2015 

The Men's Studies Press is pleased to undertake the publication of your contribution to 

Volume: 13 Issue: 2 

FATHERING: A Journal of Theory, Research, and Practice about Men as Year: 2015 

Fathers, tentatively entitled:  More Than a Pal: The Generative Leisure Work of Fathers Raising 

Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder 

We ask you to assign the copyright, thus granting us all rights for the Contribution, so that you as author 

and we as sponsor of the journal may be protected from the consequences of unauthorized use. You will 

have the right, however, after publication in the journal, to reprint the Contribution without charge in any 

book of which you are the author or editor. You also agree to abide by the General Terms of Publication 

for Journals published by the Men’s Studies Press, which you have been provided with. Accordingly, the 

following terms of publication are submitted for your consideration: 

Copyright Assignment: Whereas the Men's Studies Press is undertaking to publish the Contribution in its 

journal, and whereas you desire to have the Contribution published, now therefore you grant and assign 

the entire copyright for the Contribution to the Men's Studies Press for its exclusive use. The copyright 

consists of any and all rights of whatever kind or nature now or hereafter protected by the copyright laws 

of the United States and of all foreign countries, in all languages and forms of communication, and the 
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