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ABSTRACT 

Adolescents continue to be presented with sport based physical education. Whether these 
curriculum models respond to their needs in the post-modern world is problematic. This 
paper draws on extensive survey and interview data in an attempt to determine the needs 
and perceptions of adolescents with reference to sport and how sport providers in schools 
and the community can better meet these needs to promote participation in physical activity. 

The 2,230 12-18 year old students indicated that while sport was a desired activity it would 
be better positioned if it was offered at different times and in different formats. Students 
indicated that the major reason for involvement in sport were liking the sport, keeping 
healthy and being competent. Thirty-five percent of students surveyed had dropped out of 



sport in the past 12 months and indicated that times schedules, boredom and study 
commitments were the major factors causing drop-out. 

These findings are considered with particular reference to the establishment of effective links 
between school and community, provision of alternative forms of sport (especially social 
sport) and different time structures for participation. How physical education can respond to 
these adolescent perceptions are compared with current and preferred strategies for 
teachers and other sport providers to engage adolescents in the movement culture. A series 
of recommendations for sport-based physical education is presented. 

  

BACKGROUND AND REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

There is a world-wide acceptance that physical activity programs have much to offer 
individuals and communities and as a result national initiatives are now foregrounding their 
goals for increasing involvement in physical activity. (U. S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, 1997) 

Federal and State Governments in Australia have agreed in principle with the Active 
Australia goals. 

¥ to increase and enhance lifelong participation in sport and 

recreation. 
¥ to develop quality infrastructure, opportunities and services in sport 

and recreation. 
¥ to realise the social, health and economic benefits of participation 

in sport and recreation. 
(Australian Sports Commission, 1996, p. 4) 

While the perceived benefits of participation in physical activity and sport are frequently 
extolled by organisations which have vested interests, in reality many adolescents and their 
parents confront barriers to participation and either reject, do not understand, or do not value 
the ascribed benefits of participation in physical activity.  With one third of all Australians 
over the age of 15 involved in sport and participation levels highest in the 15-24 age group 
(ABS, 1993), the sporting community has a foundation on which to grow if it can provide 
quality sporting experiences for children and adolescents. If sport can respond to key issues 
of inclusivity, meaning and enjoyment then sport will continue to impact positively on the 
social cohesion and health of our community. 

With governments at all levels committed to an Active Australia, it is crucial that ongoing, 
systematic research be conducted in order to provide a sound basis for the development of 
programs. Participation in programs founded on the principles of access and equity, lifelong 
involvement, diversity and choice, quality, safety and enjoyment will contribute to the health 
and well-being of the community. 

In 1990 the Australian Sports Commission completed a major study investigating sport for 
young Australians with a focus on widening the gateways to participation (Australian Sports 
Commission, 1991). The results indicated that most 13-18 year-olds wanted to play sport.  
While sport was seen as a positive social experience by adolescents and their parents 
barriers to participation were reported. These impediments included lack of ability, an 
excessive ‘win at all costs’ ethos, and a limited pleasurable social experiences associated 
with sport. The primary recommendation of the study was the need to provide young people 
with a greater opportunity to play with friends in a social competition. 



The recent WA Child Health Survey (Zubrick et al., 1997) emphasised the effect of social 
change on children and adolescents and the need to target services, including the provision 
of physical activity, to promote optimal outcomes for young people. The important place of 
physical activity in promoting health and well-being of individuals is reinforced in the survey 
and substantiates the potential contribution that sport can make to community well-being. 
The WA Child Health Survey findings provide evidence that for adolescents, the benefits of 
regular physical activity include not only the physiological benefits but also improved mental 
health, self esteem and self-efficacy. The survey also pointed to the ‘the value of 
participation in organised sport at school and in the community in encouraging students to 
develop more active lifestyles.’ (p. 48) 

Applied research and development initiatives are needed if we are to better understand the 
barriers to participation, the opportunities for involvement and the provision of quality 
outcomes. Adolescents, like all other sub-groups in society, interact with the changing 
technological, economic, social and lifestyle factors so it is important that we better 
understand why adolescents do or don’t participate, when they want to and don’t want to 
participate, and how they wish to participate. Reliable data in this regard can inform policy 
developments at local, regional, state, and national levels. 

Adolescents and Sport 

To put it plainly, we adults do not see the building of healthy, emotionally sound, well-
informed, competent human beings as the central project of our lives. We have lost sight of 
the kinds of persons it is important for society, to make if it is to work well.  (Monti, 1994, p. 
156) 

Adolescence is seen by some as a period of storm and stress and by others as a period of 
relatively smooth transition into adulthood.  Although this range of views exist most 
adolescents confront a number of adjustment problems as they progress from childhood to 
adulthood (Violato & Holden, 1988). Participation in physical activity in general, and sport in 
particular, are public sites where adolescents confront challenges that relate to their future 
and their physical and mental health particularly in relation to the use of drugs and feelings 
of personal and social self worth. 

While the health benefits of participation in physical activity and sport are well founded 
(Karch, 1995), the potential psycho-social benefits, particularly with at risk youth, have only 
recently gained attention in the literature related to adolescents (Hellison, 1995; 

Lawson, 1996). Prokhorov et al. (1993) in a study designed to understand the lifestyle 
values of adolescents showed that physical appearance was the most important lifestyle 
value and needed to be targeted in future health programs for youth. 

The need to improve strategies to gain and maintain adolescent involvement in physical 
activity and sport has been highlighted recently in WA. Barriers to participation in sport have 
been recently investigated with Wedgewood (1995) advocating special measures to actively 
encourage girls to play sport and James (1995) indicating that girls prefer to use sport and 
recreational spaces when boys are not around. Embrey and Drummond (1996) have 
stressed that there is a need for increased understanding of adolescent boys who dislike 
school physical education and fail to participate in community sport while Lockwood (1995) 
indicated that for people with and without disabilities, integration is highly successful. 

Kirk (1996) examined children’s participation in sport and stressed that family income and 
structure are key factors in determining the likelihood of a child’s involvement in junior sport. 
Understanding the barriers to participation appears to be a relatively new and fruitful area of 
research for those promoting community sport involvement. This recent research, along with 
Tinning and Fitzclarence’s (1992) work, emphasises the very complex nature of why 
adolescents do or do not participate in community sport and physical education. In 
discussing the claim that there is a crisis in Australian secondary school physical education 



they point out that “a contradictory and ironic, aspect of the crisis is that many of the 
adolescents bored with school physical education see physical activity as significant to their 
lifestyles outside the school context.” (p 287) 

Declining levels of participation, peripheral involvement and fluctuating commitment 
characterise adolescent engagement with sport.  These characteristics emphasise the tribal 
nature of adolescents and remind sport providers that a variety of strategies is needed to 
meet the various needs, wants, and aspirations of adolescents choosing to participate in 
sport. For adolescents deciding not to participate, we know very little. 

Sporting Programs for Adolescents 

Sport involvement ranges from engaging in highly structured competitive sport to 
participation in less structured adaptations designed by individuals and groups developed to 
meet their own needs and interests.  This broad range of sporting involvement has rarely 
been investigated, and therefore our understanding of the key issues for participants and 
providers are unclear. This is particularly true for the social sport end of the range. 

Children’s entry into organised, competitive sport programs evolve through both personal 
and situational factors. A substantial amount of research has shown that children who have 
supportive parents, peers, siblings, teachers and coaches are more likely to initiate and 
continue participating in sport than individuals for whom support is much lower (Kirk, 1996). 

The reasons children and adolescents give for participating in sport are numerous and fall 
into several major categories (Weiss; 1994): (a) Competence - learning new skills and 
achieving personal goals, (b) Affiliation - to be with or make new friends, © Team aspects - 
to be part of a group focussing on the achievement of a shared goal, (d) Competition - to win 
and be successful and (e) Fun - including excitement, challenge and action. Meanwhile 
motivation to stay in sport varies with developmental stages and participation phases.  
Petlichkoff (1995) found that all primary school aged children cited an over-emphasis on 
winning (40% because they did not play and 60% because they were not successful) 
whereas the majority of high school aged/adolescent drop outs withdrew because of 
conflicts of interest (eg. time decisions and personal priorities). 

Adolescents from seven WA High Schools when discussing their views on competitive sport 
highlighted access and the organisation of the competition as areas of possible changes that 
would make sport more appealing (Ministry of Sport and Recreation, 1996). Key issues 
raised included the overemphasis of winning, poor quality of umpiring, the significant role of 
parents, the need for program variety in primary schools, and a supportive environment for 
low skilled and low interest adolescents. These findings, coupled with those of The Western 
Australian Sport and Recreation Council (1997), which investigated the community and sport 
industry’s views on increasing participation and improving services, highlight the fragile 
nature of adolescent involvement and the need for a “participation” rather than a 
“competition only” model. The importance of developing school-community links was also 
stressed. 

Physical Education & Sport Education in Schools 

One of the major concerns expressed repeatedly by the delegates at the 1991 
Confederation of Australian Sport, National Junior Sport conference, was the reduction in 
opportunities for children to receive effective physical and sport education within the school 
system (Moore, 1994). The Senate Standing Committee Report on Physical and Sport 
Education (1993) was critical of the support for and the provision of physical education in 
schools particularly with its delivery. Similar findings emanated from the Ministerial Review in 
Western Australia (House Report, 1994), with particular emphasis being given to the 
development of school community links. It is of interest that these reports identified some 



confusion between what constitutes physical education, sport education and school sport. 
With the growth of community-based sport Evans (1990) suggested that the place of sport in 
schools is increasingly being questioned which again highlighted the need for effective links 
between school and community. 

Underpinning the concerns of these inquiries and reviews are accusations that physical 
education as a cultural practice is out of touch with contemporary youth. The challenges for 
school physical and sport education remain as we grapple with understanding what young 
people want from school physical activity programs (Tinning & Fitzclarence, 1992; Taggart et 
al., 1995). Embrey and Drummond (1996) similarly emphasised that numbers of adolescent 
boys who did not participate in sport saw physical education as ‘boring. . . good to get out of 
work’ (p. 11). Sloper (1996) found that while 70% of adolescent girls made strong positive 
links between sport participation and health only 34% saw their physical education programs 
as being relevant to their future. Program concerns were raised by large numbers of girls.  
Thus, there is a paramount need to continually monitor recent initiatives supposedly 
addressing the unique physical activity and sporting needs of adolescents. 

Sport Education in Physical Education Program (SEPEP) Many leaders in the field are 
calling reform in school physical education (Locke, 1992). He claimed that replacing the 
dominant curriculum model, the multi-activity program, was needed to rescue secondary PE 
from marginality and demise. Tinning and Fitzclarence (1992) referring to the post modern 
youth culture advocated a ‘rethinking of the nature of school PE, which is informed by an 
understanding of the nature of the post modern world and the place of education, schooling 
and physical activity in it.’ (p 287). 

Tinning and Fitzclarence (1992) point out that students who participate in community sport 
and recreational activities often find the same subject matter in physical education boring. 
Evidence from the youth sport forums (MSR, 1996) and Fruin (1994) support the suggestion 
that school physical education is out of touch with youth today. The sport education 
curriculum (SEPEP) is a different way of teaching physical education which brings genuine 
skill, knowledge and social development within reach (Alexander, Taggart & Thorpe, 1995). 
SEPEP appears to respond to some of the concerns expressed by the reformists.. While the 
extent of the real benefits of this model requires further examination there is evidence that 
low skilled students in physical education are finding that SEPEP better meets their needs 
than traditional PE (Carlson, 1995). 

SEPEP, unlike other curriculum models, sees student involvement in community sport as a 
measure of program effectiveness. Sport-based physical education for adolescents can not 
justify itself through an exposure philosophy, outcomes must go beyond the bell times. 
SEPEP, as a student-centred learning model, has the potential for its program outcomes to 
be seen by students, teachers and the wider community as impacting on the post-modern 
world of adolescents. It takes some of the ‘hoped for’ outcomes of lifelong physical activity 
resulting from quality physical education out of the ‘never to be held accountable for’ 
program goals that continue to dominate high school physical education. 

  

The Be Active School and Community Project 

Roberts (1996) while recognising the importance of school physical education has stressed 
that changes in community sporting structures, rather than school-based programs, are 
making gains for adolescent involvement in sport in England. The report highlights the 
potential of community sporting groups to more effectively meet the needs of adolescents. 
The U.K. based Active School project (Almond, 1996) recognises that ‘despite evidence that 
physical activity can promote numerous health benefits, activity among young people 
appears to declining.’ (p. 1) 



In Western Australia the Be Active School and Community Project (BASC) which began in 
July 1995 aims to improve the quality and quantity of physical activity in schools by 
establishing links with the community.  BASC, in response to the findings of the House 
Report (1994) and the Senate Standing Committee (1992) particularly the criticism of the 
support for and the provision of physical education in schools, focuses on the establishment 
of better links between school physical education and community sporting and physical 
activity programs. 

According to Watt and Richards (1996), the allocation of resources for physical education 
has been significantly improved in BASC schools.  This includes increased funding, 
additional time allocation to physical education and provision of professional development 
for staff (and community members), to enable them to be more confident in delivering quality 
physical education. 

Networking between schools and community sporting and recreation groups is another 
important part of the BASC project. In BASC schools, students, parents, staff and the local 
sport/recreation community have a greater awareness of one another’s physical activity 
programs and in many instances are working together to compliment one another. This has 
encouraged students to become involved in after school physical activity programs 
(Richards & Watt, 1996). It would be interesting to ascertain whether these programs are 
catering for increased participation by students who are already active, or they encourage 
non-participants to be involved. 

Hopefully, the success of these and other initiatives will not be limited to schools and 
communities where there is already strong parental and community support for physical 
activity. The very nature of the socio economic climate that often precludes opportunities for 
participation in community sport, may also limit the success of BASC and similar initiatives. 
Kirk (1996) suggests there is compelling evidence that club and representative sport is 
realistically available only to the children of parents who are financially secure. This is an 
important area that must be considered in evaluating the success of the school-community 
programs in improving the participation opportunities for all adolescents. Too often 
academics and administrators who authorise the evaluation of sport programs sit in positions 
isolated from those who they are trying to advantage, namely the children and adolescents 
who do not participate and the communities that do not or can not support sporting 
participation. 

Policy Implications 

Recent evidence from England suggests that government policies related to young people, 
schools, sport have been developed based on assumptions that are contrary to available 
findings (Roberts, 1996).  The policies in ‘Sport: Raising the Game’, a key Government 
policy document, assumed that schools were cutting back on their sports teaching and 
facilities, that young people are playing less sport than in previous decades, adolescent 
drop-out rates were increasing and that school-club links were likely to increase 
participation. On the contrary, survey research suggested that these assumptions were 
incorrect and that social class and gender account for much of the difference in participation. 

Policy directions in sport are now informed by research-based studies that recognise the 
complex nature of adolescent life and the range of variables that have the potential to impact 
on participation in sport.  Regrettably it is even more complex and difficult to ascertain the 
effect of policy on lives of adolescents. Nevertheless for those who accept the social, 
physical and personal values ascribed to sport the need for the application of strategic 
thinking should be welcomed. 

  



Conclusion 

Clough, McCormack and Traill (1993) found that 80% of adolescents highly valued the social 
aspect of sport. Being with a group and making new friends is a strong motivator for 
adolescents engaging in sport. While sport providers have given much attention to the 
playing of the game and resultant equipment, rule and playing area modifications, little 
systematic focus has been given to why adolescent do and don’t participate in community 
sport. 

The challenge for those involved in adolescent sport is to make it a positive experience that 
maintains long term involvement. There is no one model that will ensure positive outcomes 
for all adolescents.  Nevertheless we have a great deal to learn from research that regularly 
asks adolescents to reflect on their sporting experiences. Such research can guide sport 
planners and deliverers in their quest to design mutually reinforcing school and community 
sport programs. It is time that sport providers pooled their collective talents and energies to 
support adolescents in their desire to be physically active. 

  

FOCUS OF THE STUDY: Key Research priorities 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the why, how, and when of adolescent’s 
participation in sport. The study focussed on investigating the influences on adolescents’ 
participation, the times and days they prefer to play sport and the barriers/priorities regarding 
their involvement in sport. The research questions were considered with respect to age, 
gender, type of school attended, socio-economic status and the level of participation in 
sport. 

The key priorities of the study were to determine: 

1. Those activities which metropolitan students prefer over participation in community sport 
2. When students would prefer to play community sport - in terms of which days of the week 

and what times of the day. 
3. How aware are students of their options for participation in community sport and how they 

can become involved. 
4. The degree, extent and manner of variation between students, based on year level, 

gender, degree of participation in sport and school attended. 
5. What the experiences and perspective’s of relevant community sport agencies are with 

respect to the promotion of sport to metropolitan students. 

  

Key priorities 1-4 were addressed in phase one (survey) and two (interviews) of the study. 
Priority 5 was investigated in phase three where preliminary findings were discussed with 
the key sporting agencies in a research forum. 

  

METHODS AND PROCEDURES 

The study incorporated questionnaire survey and focus group interviews of students. This 
two dimensional approach enabled data to be considered in a variety of ways in order to 
facilitate an optimal understanding of the research questions. Sport providers were also 
interviewed in a workshop forum following exposure to preliminary findings so that they 
could develop their sector specific recommendations. 



The data were collected during terms three and four of 1996 with the sport providers 
research forum being conducted in June 1997. A 27 item questionnaire and a 16 item 
interview schedule were administered to students in 14 schools. The questionnaire was 
completed by 2,230 students and the interviews were conducted with 228 students in years 
7, 8, 10 and 12 in seven of the schools. 

Schools were chosen from a range of discriminating criteria which considered year levels 
taught, government or non-government designation and socio-economic status based on 
Australian Bureau Statistics data indicating Index of Disadvantage by postcode (ABS, 1994). 
A stratified random sample was selected from a list of all secondary schools in the Perth 
metropolitan area. Once a sufficient number of schools had agreed to participate in the 
study, the feeder primary schools were identified for the year 7 sample. The feeder primary 
schools selected were matched to the ABS Index of Disadvantage for the corresponding 
secondary school (see Appendix C for school demographics). 

The questionnaire data were entered into a data base and analysed using the EdStats 
(Knibb, 1995) and Microsoft Excel program for Macintosh computers. Data are presented in 
tables and figures and expressed as percentages for year level, gender, socio-economic 
status and high and low level participants. Data generated through the group interviews was 
audio taped, transcribed, and then analysed to identify emerging.  These data were then 
analysed for participants and non-participants.  The research forum data were collected by 
group facilitators and transcribed for analysis by sector; school, sport association and local 
government. 

  

Ethics procedures 

School Principals were initially contacted to gain access to the selected school. They were 
provided with full details of the study, including a statement outlining the purpose, method, 
and anticipated applications of the results of the study. Following approval from the 
Principal, contact was made with individual teachers who taught the required year level. 

All students who were to be involved in the study were given a disclosure form asking them 
to return a signed parental approval form to the school. In two schools the Principals used 
existing practices, notification through school newsletter, to allow parents to remove 
students from the study if desired. The study had the approval of the Committee for the 
Conduct of Ethical Research at Edith Cowan University. 

Survey by questionnaire 

The survey part of the study was undertaken during school term three of 1996. A 27 item 
questionnaire was developed following formative evaluation of several trial versions with 
year 7 and year 10 students and discussion with the Project Consultative Committee. The 
final questionnaire was administered by four trained research assistants.  They ‘walked’ the 
students through the definitions of sport (school, community and social) used in the survey, 
and remained in the room to answer any questions that arose. 

The questionnaire was administered to physical or health education classes in secondary 
schools and to intact year 7 classes in primary schools. The questions were closed and 
required nominal responses.  Students typically completed the questionnaire in 20-35 
minutes with the younger adolescents taking up to 35 minutes. 

 

 



Interviews 

Following the return of the questionnaires a preliminary data analysis was conducted to 
guide the further development of the interview questions. The interview data enriched the 
survey data and enabled alternative directions to be pursued. 

The face-to-face interviews were conducted with a sub-sample of schools and of students 
within them. Interviewers were trained not to offer leading questions but to allow students to 
discuss their views freely.  Interviews were arranged so that two groups, participants and 
non-participants, were interviewed separately. 

All interviews were tape recorded, following approval from the participants, and were then 
transcribed. A protocol for analysing the transcribed data was established to ensure that all 
researchers were familiar with the generation of the emerging themes. These data were 
presented as emerging themes by question with key quotes added to emphasise common 
findings or ‘stand-out’ comments. 

  

  

  

QUESTIONNAIRE FINDINGS 

The results are presented in two sections. Data from the questionnaire are presented first, 
then the findings from the interviews. 

1. Overall Participation 
Eighty-nine percent of the students surveyed had participated in a form of sport in the 
past 12 months. Sixty-five percent of the population surveyed were participants in some 
form of sport at the time of the survey (nearing end of winter sport) and 24% of students 
had participated in the last 12 months but were not currently involved.  Eleven percent of 
students had not participated in any form of sport during the past 12 months. 
Figure 1 Participation in all Forms of Sport in the last 12 months by 
Gender 
The current participation rate of boys (73%) was higher than girls (58%). Participation 
rates decline with age. Fewer older adolescents than younger adolescents participate. 
The trends indicate a marked decline in participation between years 7 and 8 and more 
gradual declines after the primary to secondary school transition. 
Fifty-three percent of students indicated that they had played community sport in the last 
12 months while 11% of the sample had never played community sport. Some 16% of 
students had played sport the year before but were not currently engaged in sport. This 
drop-out rate (recent absence from sport) gradually decreased with 10% of students not 
having played sport for 2/3 years and 6% having dropped-out 4 or more years ago. 

Figure 2 When Students last Played Community Sport for a Club 

There were few differences in participation rates over the past 12 months based on place of 
birth, race and ethnic background. While Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders comprised 
9% of the sample they participated at slightly higher rates (93%), than others born in 
Australia (89%) and those born outside Australia (86%). 

Figure 3 Participation in Sport in the Last 12 Months by Gender and 

Year Level 



At year 7 boys (80%) and girls (81%) participate in sport at almost identical levels. Transition 
from year 7 to year 8 coincides with a decrease in participation of 8% for boys and 17% for 
girls. This decline in participation continues after year 8 and by year 12 69% of boys and 
45% of girls are currently participating. By year 12, 10% of boys and 26% of girls have not 
been involved in sport for the past 12 months. 

Summary 

Adolescent participation in all forms of sport varies by age, gender, socio economic status, 
type of school and disability. A decline in participation occurs with increasing age for boys 
and girls, while boys are more likely to participate in a form of sport than are girls. This 
decline in participation is particularly marked over the year 7-8 transition. Students from 
lower SES areas are less likely to participate than students from high SES schools. 

2. When do they want to play?: Preferred times for involvement. 
Students were asked to identify their preferred times for playing sport. Fifty-nine percent 
of students wanted to play sport in the afternoon (after school) on weekdays. Weekends 
were less popular although they were seen as the most preferred time by 40% of the 
students. There were few differences between playing sport on weekend mornings and 
afternoons, however Saturday (45%) was more popular than Sunday (35%). 

Figure 4. Preferred times to play sport 

With increasing age students indicated that afternoon sport was somewhat less appealing. 
Older students saw weekday evenings as more viable times than younger students (Year 
12, 36%; year 7, 25%).  Playing sport on weekend evenings was a preferred time for less 
than 20% of students with age and gender factors not significant. 

Girls and boys generally preferred similar times for participating in sport. Specific year levels 
however show unique needs in terms of preferred times to participate. For example, 47% of 
year 12 boys saw weekday afternoons as a preferred option compared with 68% of year 10 
boys. Preferences for weekday evenings was also as a high priority for year 12 boys (48%) 
whereas year 10 boys (20%) and year 12 girls (17%) were much lower. In contrast girls at all 
year levels shared remarkably similar preferences. 

Reasons for these preferred times 

Seven reasons were proposed to justify the choices of preferred times.  Students indicated 
that there were competing aspects of their lives that impacted on when they could play sport. 
The most important factors that determined preferred times for playing sport were 
‘interference with other activities’ (86%), ‘interference with school work’ (81%) and ‘suits 
home and family schedule’ (77%). Availability of facilities were also foregrounded as an 
important reason (63%). 

Figure 5. Reasons for time preferences 

Girls consistently saw school work (86%) as more important than boys (75%). Girls also 
recognised family schedule as being more important than boys (80%; 72%). Interestingly 
boys gave more importance to the fact that their friends played at the preferred time (57%) 
than did girls (47%). The importance of school work increased with age for both boys and 
girls. In contrast concerns with family schedule gradually decreased with age for both boys 
and girls. 

  



  

3. Why they play: Reasons for involvement in community sport 

  

Students considered a list of 18 reasons that related to their involvement in community 
sport. Apart from the catch-all reason ‘I really like this sport’ (97%) the two most important 
reasons were that ‘This sport keeps me fit/healthy’ (90%) and ‘I am very good at this 
sport’ (79%). 

Figure 6. Reasons for involvement in community sport 

Sixty-nine percent of students believed that starting the sport at school was very 
important/important while 66% saw encouragement by friends already in clubs as being 
important. Cost was seen as an important/very important reason by 37% of the students.  
Further analysis here by SES indicated that 40% of low SES students saw this as 
important/very important reason compared to 35% of high SES students. 

Some gender differences specific to reasons for involvement were apparent. Being 
‘fit/healthy’ was a strong motive for both girls (93%) and boys (85%). Boys (84%) saw ‘being 
good at the sport’ as being more important than girls (76%). Girls saw the school as being a 
more important influence on their entry to sport than boys. Girls indicated that ‘starting the 
sport at school’, ‘school entered a competition’ and ‘teacher gave me information’ as more 
influential than boys (76% / 61%; 

51% / 41%; 38% / 22%). 

4. Getting started: How to get involved in community sport Understanding what information 
or strategies students see as important in getting started in a new sport was investigated. 
‘Contact with friends’ (84%)was clearly the most important strategy for helping to get 
started in a sport. ‘Asking at the local recreation centre’ was another strategy that was 
highly rated (73%). Sixty-six percent of the students saw their parents as a key support in 
seeking out new sports.  Local councils (38%) and teachers (37%) were seen as less 
important sources for accessing new sporting involvement. 

  

Figure 7. Factors which generate participation 

When getting started was considered by age further differences evolved.  While asking 
friends was the dominant strategy employed across all year levels this increased for girls 
with age and boys from years 7-10.  The increased importance of friends was marked during 
the year 7-8 transition, particularly for boys (71-81%). 

5. I’ve had enough!: Why they drop-out 
Adolescent drop-out from sport has been a contentious issue for the past decade. 
Students in this survey indicated that this phenomenon is continuing. Thirty -five percent 
of the sample have decided not to play a sport in the last 12 months. While some of this 
group may have changed sports the figures correlate well with the 24% of students who 
are currently not participating together with the 11% who had not participated in the past 
12 months. 

 

 



Figure 8. Student drop-out from community sport 

Sixty percent of the students who have decided not to play a sport are girls. The drop-out 
rate is greatest for both girls and boys in the year 7-8 transition. Only 11% of girls have 
dropped a sport in year 7 with 35% by year 8. Boys have a similar change with drop-outs 
rising from 15-33% in the transition from primary school to high school. The drop-out rate for 
girls remains stable in year 10 and declines in year 12. Boys rate of drop-out from a sport 
continues more uniformly to year 10(40%) and then a dramatic decrease in drop-out occurs 
(12%).  Older students, presumably more experienced in a particular sport by age 17, are 
less likely to change or drop a sport than their younger counterparts. 

Reasons for dropping out of a sport 

There were many reasons for dropping out of a sport that students selected and all variables 
affecting this phenomenon need close examination. The most common reasons for not 
continuing to play a sport were that sport times clash with other activities (68%), the sport 
was boring (64%), other activities were more fun than this sport (51%) and that study 
interfered (48%). 

Thirty-eight percent of those students who had dropped out of a sport indicated that 
selecting another sport was an important/very important reason. Changing sports may lead 
to premature drop-out though data from this study can not determine this phenomenon. 
Surprisingly 33% of this group (n= 770) indicated that an injury stopped their participation 
while the same number indicated that the sport clashed with their job hours. A dislike of their 
coaches, although not a major reason, was seen as a reason for drop-out with 37% of 
students seeing this as an important/very important reason. 

Figure 9. Reasons for dropping-out of community sport 

Year 8 girls saw sport ‘clashing with other activities’ (71%) as far more important than year 8 
boys (44%). Study was always a more important reason for girls than boys (54% cf. 48/22%) 
however it became increasingly more important as the students moved through school. Year 
7 and 8 boys see study as relatively low level of importance (18%) however this increases 
with age to year 10 (34%) and year 12 (59%).  Girls gave study more importance than did 
boys and by year 12 75% of girls saw study as an important/very important reason for 
dropping a sport. 

6. Different types of sporting participation 
Social sport was seen by 93% of the students as being important/very important while 
76% shared a similar preference for organised sport.  The very strong support for social 
sport (e.g., fun with friends ) is indicative of the high level of acceptance of sport in the 
lives of adolescents. Through years 7-10 girls viewed organised sport with reduced 
importance (88%- 66%) while boys showed remarkably little variability over these years 
(83%-76%). 
Figure 10. Importance of different sporting participation by year 
level and gender 

  

INTERVIEW FINDINGS: STUDENT VOICES 

Girls and boys in years 7, 8, 10 and 12 were interviewed to develop greater understanding 
about their participation and non-participation in sport. The students self selected as 
participants or non participants in sport with the criteria for selection being whether they 
were currently playing a sport at school (not including PE) or in the community. The students 



were interviewed in year levels with non participants and participants in separate groups. 
The interviews took approximately 40 minutes and incorporated a structured interview 
schedule. 

The findings are presented in table form and descriptions which outline the most prevalent 
and pertinent issues raised in the interviews by both groups of students. 

1. Playing sport: Attractions to and maintenance of participation 

Participants 

Students were asked : What was it about their current sport that attracted and maintained 
their participation? 

  

Table 1. Summary of participant responses. ‘what attracted me to participate in sport?’ 

7_8_10_12__What attracted you to the sport you play 
Family connections 
Looked fun 
The game itself 
Started at school 
Started with friends Non contact 
Like team sport 
Started early liked it and stayed 
Friends 
I’m good at it 
Family 
Getting fit 
Something to do 
Fun/friends 
Social aspect 
Liked it 
Teamwork 
I’m good at it 
To learn 
Stress release 
Competition 
Enjoyment 
Team 
Friends 
Getting better 
Interesting sport 
Sociable 
Winning 
Fun 
Love of game 
Excitement 
Yes, definitely 
Always 
Depending on job or study__ 
Non-participants 
Non participants were asked why they were not playing sport? While there were many 
reasons offered such as ‘not enough time; too many family responsibilities and work 
commitment’ being responses from most year 10 and 12 students, common to all the year 



groups was the response ‘I’m not good at it’. This lead to other responses such as being 
lazy, not interested, can’t be bothered and don’t like it. Not being good at the sport was the 
common underpinning reason for non-participation.  ‘Cost’ and ‘parents wont let me’ were 
also common responses from year 7 and 8 students. Some students also appear to have 
been socialised out of sport by peers, coaches and parents. 

Table 2. Summary of non-participant responses.. ‘why I’m not 

participating in sport’ 

7_8_10_12__Not good at it and I don’t like it 
Coaches 
Can’t afford it 
Not good enough_Can’t afford it 
No teams available 
boring 
Other activity 
Too old for previous sport_Not enough time 
Lazy 
Other commitments 
Not interested 
Not enough time x 3 
Study x 3 
Too much work at home 
Can’t be bothered 
Not good at it 
Work commitments 

2. Sport can be fun: Why is sport fun? 

  

Participants 

Interestingly when the word fun was associated with sport the responses emphasised both 
the collaborative and competitive nature of sport.  Team aspects such as being in a ‘nice’ or 
‘good’ team, working together/teamwork, ‘the people are nice’ and ‘sportsmanship’ were 
very common responses. The importance of the social aspect and being with friends were 
also frequently mentioned. With apparent contradiction all year groups mentioned that their 
sport be ‘not too competitive’, and ‘not too heavily organised’ even though the organisational 
aspect was an attraction of the sport for them in an earlier question.  Younger students 
made more of an issue of learning the game and playing the game as the fun aspects of 
their sport. 

3. Sport as a social activity: Student perceptions of social sport. 

  

Participants and non-participants 

The following descriptors were used by students to describe the meaning of social sport. 
‘Being with friends; and making friends; not too much pressure; non competitive; common 
goals and fun.’ All year groups indicated that making new friends was an important aspect of 
social sport. 

Table 3 Summary of participant responses about the social nature of 



sport 

Year 7 Year 8 Year 10 
Year 12_____What do you think of as social sport?_____More enjoyable 
Friends 
Lots of people 
Not too much pressure 
Fun_With friends 
Getting out of the house 
Doing something physical_More enjoyable 
less competitive 
Friends playing together 
More fun 
Interactive_Fun 
Not serious 
Friendly 
Non competitive 
Common goals__What makes sport social for you?_____Friends 
In the community 
Making friends 
Fun_Friends 
Not competitive_Teamwork 
Meet new friends 
Communication 
Friends 
Recreation_Adrenalin rush 
Friends 
Fun 
Meeting new people 
Lots of people involved__ 
Non participants responses were very similar to the participants in regard to their 
perceptions of social sport. They stressed the non competitive nature of social sport, with 
comments such as ‘. . .  winning not important; more relaxed and interactive; no training; not 
strict; no cost’ being commonly used descriptors. 

Table 4 Summary of non participant responses about the social nature 
of sport 
Year 7 Year 8 Year 10 
Year 12_____What do they think of as social sport 
Being with friends 
Organised self 
No umpire bias 
Sport for fun 
Not strict 
No cost 
Lots of people playing 
No training 
Fun not competitive 
Winning not important 
No cost 
Being with friends 
Fun 
Not competitive 
More interactive 
With friends 
Not competitive 



Fun 
Winning not important 
More relaxed 

  

What makes sport social for you 
No arguing 
Fair umpires 
Friends 
Few rules 
Not highly competitive 
With friends 
Have Fun 
Not having to win 
People same age 
Mixed gender 
Like to play both sexes 
Fun 
Not competitive 
Friends 
Same age 
Not too serious 

4. The Health Message 

Participants and Non participants 

The survey indicated that keeping fit and healthy was an important reason students played 
sport. The response to the interview question, do you think sports people are healthy 
indicated that in the lower age groups while responses were positive the focus was on the 
physical side of fitness with stronger muscles, healthy, strong and good heart /lungs the 
main responses. Older students however indicated a more holistic health benefit from sport 
and along with the physical benefits mentioned they saw sport contributing to stress release, 
encouraging healthier eating and other lifestyle habits (e.g. no smoking/drinking) and 
contributing to better concentration, better focus, confidence, mental health, self discipline 
and a generally positive attitude to life. 

When asked are sports people healthier the common responses from non participants 
indicated that they had the image of sports people having healthier lifestyles but this was not 
motivation enough for them to value participation for themselves. 

5. The question of after school sport 

Participants and non participants 

After school sport was indicated as a very popular preferred time to play sport by all age 
groups in the survey. This was followed up in interview and the students were asked if they 
would play after school sport if it was available. The younger students indicated that they 
would if it was available with the amount of homework being the main qualifier. The main 
reasons for wanting after school sport for all age groups was to keep the weekends free to 
socialise with friends.  Students saw time, parents home to pick them up, transport, and 
amount of homework, other activities with friends and the weather as the main barriers to 
after school sport. 



Almost all students indicated that if sport was offered at the same time as other activities 
they are doing they would be willing to rearrange their schedules where possible, to play 
sport. Other students indicated that they are happy with playing their sport on the weekends 
but this question prompted a discussion on the provision of more school sport, particularly 
interschool sport. Others indicated time after school is important. Most indicated the best 
place to hold after school sport was close to their home or school. Younger students 
indicated the most suitable time would be from about 4-6 while older students wanted it later. 

Non participants were less enthusiastic about after school sport and it seemed that factors 
such as homework, not being interested, parents not letting them and that this time would 
clash with other activities were seen as barriers to playing after school sport. 

6. Workshop findings: What the school sport providers told us 

  

The following is a summary of the issues and recommendations arising from the group 
discussions with the sport providers in response to the findings of the study. 

The providers raised several questions and key issues that needed to be addressed. The 
major questions highlighted the willingness of the group to work collaboratively to provide 
‘better’ sport for adolescents. Particular challenges focussed on the needs of adolescents 
(e.g. year 7-8 transition; boredom associated with sport; social sport) and effective 
communication and resource management. 

Teachers and Education Department officers advocated the need for teacher’s work to be 
reconsidered and the continued development of school-community links: create pathways 
for students into community activities by changing the role and job description of PE 
teachers teachers to develop a role as facilitators, between school and community as a step 
to changing the school culture in favour of more open links with the community pilot a school 
within a community in order to develop a new model include a unit in PE teacher training for 
community involvement based on the SEPEP model target the Youth Education Officer and 
Principals in order to encourage and develop greater flexibility in schools to facilitate 
community links. 

  

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 

Overall participation 

The sample group provides evidence that large numbers of adolescents currently see sport 
as a meaningful activity. Clough and Traill (1992) found similar results. Even given the 
generous definition of sport in this study boys still outnumber girls as participants in all forms 
of sport. Initiatives in promoting girls’ participation have had some successes but the nature 
of sport appears to have a greater impact on decisions by adolescent girls to participate. 

While previous research (Australian Sports Commission, 1991) showed that ‘36% of (13-18 
year-old) students are outside the orbit of organised sport.’ (p. 14) this research suggests 
that there are other forms of sport that maintain an adolescent’s interest in sport. Given that 
only 11% of students in this study had not participated in some form of sport in the past 12 
months there is scope for reversing early drop-out trends particularly with students in years 7 
and 8. Although comparisons between this and the 1991 study are difficult it is clear that 
levels of participation in community sport in 1991 at 38% were lower than the 53% of 
students who had participated in club sport in 1996. This result of course is unique to WA. 



The results point to the fragile nature of adolescent participation with nearly 35% of the 
students not participating in any form of sport during the 1996 winter season. The transitory 
nature of participation is strengthened with 16% of students dropping-out of a community 
club sport in 1996. Perhaps it is these students who need to be targeted as potential 
participants rather than the 11% of students who have engaged in no form of sport for the 
past 12 months or who have never played with a club. Schools, through their physical 
education programs should be conscious of the long term non participants, while community 
providers focus their energies on those who played last season. 

Organisational structure of sport 

Students participated in a range of structures for their sport. It is clear that provision needs to 
continue to be broad and varied with the potential for growth possible in all forms but 
particularly with school teams participating in community competitions. The preference for 
social sport was foregrounded however little is known about this structural arrangement for 
sport. It appears that links between the more traditional forms of sport and social sport 
should be considered.  Effective transition between the different forms of sport may indeed 
facilitate greater levels of participation. The social dimensions of sport inherent in a season 
of sport within a SEPEP framework appears to meet some of the expressed needs of 
adolescents for changes to the organisational structure of sport. 

Preferred times and frequency of involvement 

A majority of students saw after school as the best time to play sport.  Given that most sport 
is played on weekends the potential for after school competitions or after school social sport 
to be developed appears to be a distinct option for adolescents. This may present problems 
for community clubs and their volunteer base nevertheless more flexible scheduling of sport 
through school-community links or the breaking of the weekend only view that pervades 
much of junior sport would seem to be an area worth pursuing. This flexible scheduling 
coupled with the potential of adolescents to organise their own sporting experiences, 
another planned for outcome in SEPEP, could provide more opportunities for adolescents to 
be involved in sport. 

The importance of peer group and friends for adolescents deciding to play sport is also 
emphasised in this study. The benefits likely to accrue to the adolescents and the chosen 
sport with more sustained and committed involvement with the club, because it supports a 
social agenda, is seen as a crucial variable in supporting participation.  Consistent with the 
work of Embrey and Drummond (1996) this now appears to be even more important for boys 
especially those who may be indifferent to maintaining involvement through concern about 
the enshrined masculine traits ascribed to sport. 

An interesting related issue is that while girls consistently see school work as being more 
important than boys physical education curricula in schools could utilise sport as a medium 
to promote cross-curricular outcomes thus promoting sport and physical education as of 
school related importance for girls. Recent evidence from the sport education curriculum 
model, particularly at the year 7 level, is supportive in this regard (Taggart et al., 1995). 

Reasons for involvement in community sport 
The reasons why adolescents decide to play sport are many and varied. 
What the data from this study emphasise is the importance of the 
personal needs and interests that drive adolescent this 
decision-making. Liking the sport and perceptions of personal 
fitness/health together with being skilled are powerful variables in 
the deciding to play sport. While the importance of the health 
benefits of participating need to be highlighted in attracting 
adolescents to sport however the mixed messages that adolescents 



receive in this regard, that is, the powerful media links between 
sport, alcohol and fast foods, need to be explained and discussed. The 
enlightened implementation of the health and physical education 

  

learning area is crucial in this regard. 

Traditional forms of advertising to promote involvement are not valued highly by 
adolescents. It appears that the health and social outcomes are more powerful in shaping 
adolescents’ decisions to engage in sport.  It is somewhat strange that elite sports, that have 
the benefits of sponsorship, appear to fail to use the media to promote the direct and indirect 
benefits of playing the game. Television ratings and sell-out crowds are apparently more 
important than enticing adolescents into being active participants in sport. Promotion of the 
health and social development outcomes that come from participation in just, equitable and 
enjoyable sport should be foregrounded in advertising programs. 

Drop-out 

Drop-out continues to be a reality for adolescents involved in sport.  What this study has 
shown is that drop-out, even if it may be transitory, occurs to different degrees at different 
age levels. The most significant finding is the high level of drop-out that is associated with 
the year 7-8 transition. Of the drop-outs (35% of the sample in the past 12 months) 42% 
leave a sport between years 7 and 8.  There are many variables that impact on this 
phenomenon with the shift from primary school to high school clearly being of prime 
importance.  However variables that can be controlled/changed to a degree (e.g., age 
groupings for sports; rule modifications; formal competitions with finals and subsequent team 
selections based on ability) also proliferate at the age levels 11-13 years. Herein lies 
potential for providers to reconceptualise how these variables can be changed to enhance 
participation levels. The issues associated with competitive and social sport loom large in 
this regard. 

The most common reason for dropping out of sport was that sport times clashed with other 
activities. Given the earlier findings specific to preferred times to play sport (ie., after school 
on weekdays and weekends) the ability and willingness of sport providers to structure sport, 
both the competitive and social dimensions, at times other than weekends appears an 
avenue worth pursuing. Offering sport in the evenings with appropriate facilities (e.g., 
lighting; use of school facilities) or in summer with the incorporation of daylight saving would 
better meet the needs of adolescents and perhaps generate a cadre of new volunteer 
helpers. 

Large numbers of drop-outs indicated that the sport was ‘boring’. We suspect, and some of 
the data from the interviews of non-participants tell us, that boredom is symptomatic of low 
skill level, lack of opportunity to get an equitable share of the game time and uneven 
competition. School physical education programs should address these needs while many of 
the elements of social sport can address these concerns at the community sport level. 
Whereas structured competitive sport frequently perpetuates these outcomes community-
based semi-structured sport appears to be an alternative form of sport that could address 
the needs of adolescents. 

  

Different types of sporting participation 

The willingness and capability of sport providers to offer different forms of sporting 
participation is an area of opportunity for increased participation and reducing Ninety-three 



percent of adolescents told us that social sport is important or very important. Their 
expressed need for alternative forms of sport, that emphasise the social dimensions, need to 
be addressed.  Sport has a high level of acceptance among adolescents in WA however the 
current mode of delivery does not meet the needs of 20-30% of the students surveyed. Girls, 
in particular, highlight the need for alternative forms of sporting involvement. 

  

  

Recommendations 

1. Know your clients: Recent drop-outs and long term non-participants Some involvement 
strategies are unlikely to impact on adolescent drop-outs and non-participants. Schools 
should focus on ways to engage long term non-participants (e.g. monitor PE program 
outcomes)and 

re-establish school-club links for drop-outs. Key sub-groups include 

girls and students in year 7 and 8. 

2. Design a balance of programs that offer highly competitive and less competitive sport. 
Different forms of competition can provide for ongoing competitive involvement but can 
de-emphasise the restrictions inherent in formal community sport. Alternative and flexible 
forms of scheduling and competition can provide adolescents with choices for their 
sporting involvement. However, participants value the organised and competitive nature 
of sport so these existing structures must remain. 

3. Explore and revitalise the social aspect of sport. 
Schools need to explore and revitalise the social dimensions of their sport offerings. More 
sustained and committed involvement with the sport may result. 

4. Employ friendship and health messages to promote involvement. 
Messages about the social aspect of sport and the associated health and fitness benefits 
are meaningful to adolescents. Teachers should foreground these messages. 

5. Recognise the complex nature of adolescent decision-making. 
Being skilful, liking the sport and recognising the health benefits impact on decisions 
adolescents make in deciding to play sport. The importance of the health benefits of 
participating need to be foregrounded but the mixed messages that adolescents receive 
from the media which positions sport, alcohol and fast foods as complimentary, need to 
be explained and discussed. School physical education has a crucial role to play here. 

6. Target the year 7-8 transition period as the crucial time when an adolescent decides on 
future participation. 
The high level of drop-out that is associated with the year 7-8 transition emphasises the 
need to monitor the sporting involvement of students in their first year of high school. Of 
all drop in our sample 42% left a sport between years 7 and 8. Age grouping,; rule 
modifications; degree of competition; and team selections based on ability, need to be 
sensitively considered in all forms of sport for 11-13 year-olds. 

7. Develop alternative models for adolescent sport participation. 
The most common reason for dropping out of sport was that sport times clashed with 
other activities. Given that students wanted to play sport after school on weekdays as well 
as on weekends, schools need to restructure sport, both competitive and social, at 
varying times. 

8. Understand the adolescent view of sport 



Large numbers of drop-outs indicated that the sport was ‘boring’.  Boredom is 
symptomatic of low skill level, lack of opportunity to get an equitable share of the game 
time and uneven competition. Many of the elements of social sport can address these 
concerns whereas structured competitive sport frequently perpetuates these outcomes.  
School-based semi-structured sport appears to be an alternative form of sport that could 
address these adolescent concerns. 

9. Continue to develop gender-based views of adolescent sport As boys value sport more 
highly than girls the need exists for gender based strategies to be developed to promote 
participation. 

10. Implement new curriculum strategies for teaching within the health and physical 
education learning area The WA Curriculum Framework offers an opportunity for the 
reassessment of student outcomes in physical education. If skills for physical activity 
(sport) are taught from a student centred and cooperative learning perspective then the 
integrated outcomes of the learning area can be achieved. Quality teaching of sport can 
effectively link the outcomes related to knowledge and understandings, attitudes and 
values, skills for physical activity, self-management skills and interpersonal skills. 

11. Design, develop and evaluate innovative school-community link programs By 
accepting a view that physical education moves beyond the bell times teachers will build 
on current initiatives to more effectively link schools and community sporting clubs. 
Schools and their local communities, including clubs, government authorities and 
recreation centres need to rationalise and consolidate their sport-related resources for 
their mutual benefit and the development of socially responsible, physically active 
adolescents. 

  

Final comment 

Adolescents have much to gain from participation in just, equitable and enjoyable sport. 
Communities will benefit from young people being meaningful engaged in physical activity. 
The findings from this study will hopefully encourage the adults who control adolescent sport 
to widen their vision in order to develop innovative programs that will meet the needs of 
more adolescents, more often not only for the duration of their turbulent adolescent lives but 
also their adult lives to follow. Physical educators who implement sport-based curricula need 
to be held accountable for promoting adolescent involvement in community sport. 
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