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WHO WANTS TO SWEAT? 

Influences on competitive sports participation for Primary school children in 

Wodonga, Victoria 

 

Lipscombe, N., Robinson, L., Sadler, J.,  

Johnson Centre, 

Charles Sturt University, 

PO Box 789, 

Albury, NSW 2640. 

 

ABSTRACT 

Despite the many initiatives in recent years that have been actioned by decision-

makers to improve fitness in youth, recent research has indicated that Australia has 

one of the highest percentages of obesity in the world (Webber, 2001). 30% of 10-15 

year olds are obese or overweight, and 50% did not exercise regularly (Spring, 1993). 

 

 Whilst the debate of developing fitness policies and programmes for children 

continues, their voices and preferences have been curiously quarantined. This paper 

examines, through the use of research undertaken by Charles Sturt University, the 

attitudes of children towards competitive and social sport, and socio-demographic 

factors affecting participation. All schools in the city of Wodonga participated and 

500 children from Years 3 to 6 were selected to complete a questionnaire. Parameters 

for the study included school and location, gender, year level and the type of leisure 

participation and the relationship with participation in extra-curricular competitive 

sport (ECCS).  

 

Schools recorded vast differences in participation, with gender affecting the type of 

sport played, the frequency of and times of training and playing, and motivations. 

Year levels were most significant in determining the motivations for ECCS and social 

sport, which together were also found to be by far the most preferable leisure 

activities. 

 

It concludes that there are many paradoxes in attitudes and preferences towards 

physical activity.  It was found that the motivations for one individual, in particular 



the family, peer group and the nature of organised sport, are the barriers for another. 

Nearly three quarters of the children participated in competitive sport, and although 

only approximately one-fifth did not value the inclusion of it in their lives, only half 

have a preference for playing.  

 

From the child’s perspective, the findings question the assumed expediency of adult 

managed, value-laden competitive sport.  They suggest the need for further research 

into both the structural aspects of provision and the socio-psychological aspects of 

motivation in sport and recreation for primary school children. 

 

RESEARCH METHODS 

The study commenced soon after the Manager of Recreation Services at Wodonga 

City Council invited Charles Sturt University to be involved in the collection of data 

that would explore the organised sport participation of the primary school population 

of children aged 8 to 13 years. 

 

The research commenced in September 2001, following approval by the University’s 

Ethics Committee for Human Research and the Victorian Department of Education. 

Questionnaires, including pilots were distributed and administered by the class 

teachers.  

 

Data was collected in the form of numbers, through questionnaires. Scott (2000) has 

suggested that conducting quantitative research with children is different to 

conducting research with adults, because a child’s capacity for language, action and 

self-reflection is qualitatively different for different age groups of children.   
 
With this in mind, two main factors influenced the study design: 

 

1. that children think differently from adults  

Research suggests that at 7-12 years of age understanding is still dependent on 

concrete experiences of events and objects rather than abstract or hypothetical ones 

(Greig & Taylor, 1999).  Therefore, to address the reliability and validity of the 

research, representative sample groups were used to test the reliability of questions, 



format, and wording, to ensure that concepts would be understood by Year 3 students 

through to Year 6; including those students who might have difficulty learning. 

  

2. the understanding of concepts varies among children  

Research suggests that the child’s learning, understanding and thinking may be 

influenced by environmental conditions, social relationships and cultural conventions 

(Vygotsky, 1978).  Therefore, the research instrument required a design that would 

allow an understanding for all children within the study population. The study 

population was unique, as it contained many different age groups, as well as children 

from varying backgrounds and education levels.   

 
KEY FINDINGS  

Overall 

 73.4% of children were found to participate in ECCS. However, overall only 

53.4% expressed a preference for playing competitive sport. Although the 

majority (61%), participated only once a week or less, 11% played 4 times or 

more a week. 

 

 The length of participation in ECCS, for those children responding to the question, 

tended to be for two years or more (56%). 

 

 The majority of students who participated in organised sport, during 2001, 

participated in social sport outside of school (94%), while 61.1% of non-

participants were involved in social sport. 

 

Location 

 The geographical catchment area of study to some extent epitomises regional 

Australia. Wodonga is a substantial city of 40,000 with a large growing 

hinterland. Consequently, 21.5% of the children who go to school in the city live 

outside of it.   

 

 There was no significance, in terms of differences in participation, between 

children in the city and those living outside of it. However, reasons for non-

participation varied. The main reason stated for this was other interests (30%), but 



children who lived outside of Wodonga did not participate because they did not 

have enough time (22%), whereas this figure was 11% in the City.  

 

 Less than half of the children took some form of physical exercise in getting to or 

from school to home; 27% walked and 21% rode their bike, although 

approximately a quarter of the children gave multiple responses. 70% of the 

children (73% of girls) were driven to school.  

 

 ECCS in schools varied from 88% at the appropriately named Victory Primary 

School to 49% in Christian College. 

 

Year 

 The overall participation in sport decreased from Year 4 to 6, from 80% to 69% in 

2001; although the mixed gender ECCS increased markedly from Years 3 to 6, 

from 8% to 17%. 

 

 Year 5 and 6 had the most children that were motivated by competition, which 

steadily increased from Years 3 to 6; whereas motivation for making new friends 

decreased from years 3 to 6 (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Motivations for participation and year level 



 In terms of ceasing participation, Year 6 had the most students who had ceased 

participation because of other interests, while Year 3 had the most students who 

ceased because they were not good at the sport. 

 

 Other interests included going out with friends that increased from 13% to 23% 

from Years 3 to 6. 

 

 Ironically, Year 6 had the highest percentage of children (29%) who wanted to 

participate in sport, as opposed to 21% in Year 3. 

  

Gender 

 There were similar percentages of boys and girls participating in sport during the 

year (2001). Interestingly, more girls participated in years 3 and 4 than boys. This 

trend was reversed in Years 4 and 5 (see Table 1).  

 

Table 1: Participation, gender and year level 

 
Year Sample Male Female 

Year 3 74.7% 59 31.6% 25 43% 34 

Year 4 80.4% 86 37.7% 40 43.4% 46 

Year 5 74.1% 109 38.1% 56 36.1% 53 

Year 6 68.9% 115 36.4% 60 32.1% 53 

 

 Generally, participation in competitive sport by females decreased as from Year 4. 

Year 4 had the greatest number of girls participating (84%). For boys, Year 5 had 

the most participants (75%).  

 

 Girls appeared to be more motivated than boys by the chance of making new 

friends (43% and 39% respectively), than by competition (28% and 42% 

respectively), (see Table 2). 

 

 

 



 
Table 2: Motivations for  gender 

 
 

Motivations Male Female 

Competition 42.4% 104 28.2% 71 

Playing against different teams 40.4% 99 27% 68 

Making new friends 38.8% 95 43.3% 109 

Because my friends play 36.7% 90 22.2% 56 

Because my parents wanted me to 17.6% 43 18.3% 46 

My brother/sister plays with the club 8.2% 20 17.5% 44 

 

 Boys had a wider choice of readily available activities to participate in. Australian 

Rules Football was the most popular sport (with 16% of the survey respondents 

playing), followed by cricket and basketball (14%) and soccer (12%). For girls, 

the homogeneity of sport played was illustrated with netball predominating at 

24%, with the next most popular sports being athletics and tennis at 9%.  

 

 Boys tended to play and train with the club more than girls. Boys also tended to 

practice skills more than girls, whereas girls tend to train more by themselves (see 

Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: How students train by gender 

 



 Training times also tended to vary, with girls participating at different times 

during the week to boys, preferring after school and boys weekday afternoon. 

Weekend mornings were the frequent training times for both sexes. 

 

 More males preferred to spend time in physical recreation (31%), watching 

TV/Videos (8%), and playing computer games (7%). Females preferred to spend 

time on hobbies (16%), and going out with friends (23%).  Equal numbers of males 

and females preferred to play sport, although more males preferred this leisure 

activity (see Table 3).  

 

Table 3: Preference for leisure and gender 

 
Activity Sample Male 

(245) 

Female 

(252) 

Physical 

Recreation  

26.8% 134 31% 76 23% 58 

Hobbies 11.8% 59 8.2% 20 15.5% 39 

Going out with 

friends 

15.4% 77 7.8% 19 23% 58 

Watching 

TV/Videos 

4.8% 24 7.8% 19 1.6% 4 

Computer games 3.8% 19 6.5% 16 1.2% 3 

Sport 35% 175 35.9% 88 33.7% 85 

 

 
Leisure Lifestyles 

 The main influence for commencing ECCS was from the parents (46%), followed 

by friends (36%). Parents were also more likely to be sports persons themselves. 

42% of those who participated had parents who participated, whereas non-

participants had only 15% of their parents participating in sport. Those children who 

had their parents as their main motivators were also more likely to persevere with 

the sport for longer.  

 



 The overall motivation for continuing ECCS came from making new friends (41%), 

followed by competition at 35% (see Table 4). 

 

 

 The importance of social sport was indicated by the non-participants, over half of 

whom (56%) expressed a preference for it.  

 

Table 4: Motivations for participation  

 

 Sample 

Competition 35% 175 

Playing against different teams 33.4% 167 

Making new friends 41.2% 206 

Because my friends play 29.2% 146 

Because my parents wanted me to 17.8% 89 

My brother/sister plays with the club 12.8% 64 

 

 More children who did not undertake ECCS preferred to spend leisure time on 

physical recreation, hobbies, going out with friends, watching TV/Videos, and 

playing computer games, while participants preferred to play sport during their 

leisure time   (See Table 5). 

 
Table 5: Preference for leisure and participation 

 
Activity Sample 

 

Participants 

(73.8%, 369) 

Non-participants 

(26.2%, 131) 

Physical 

Recreation 

26.8% 134 23% 85 37.4% 49 

Hobbies 11.8% 59 11.4% 42 13% 17 

Going out with 

friends 

15.4% 77 14.4% 53 18.3% 24 

Watching 

TV/Videos 

4.8% 24 4.3% 16 6.1% 8 

Computer games 3.8% 19 2.2% 8 8.4% 11 

Sport  35% 175 43.1% 159 12.2% 16 



 

ANALYSIS & DISCUSSION 

Research has suggested that the influence of sporting activity on the child, whether it is 

positive or negative, has everything to do with the values and attitudes that the child has 

for it (Boss, Edwards & Pitman, 1995). This research indicates that those values and 

attitudes are inculcated in children from those of influence: parents; schools; and 

significant others,  who determine participation levels in ECCS in primary school 

children. However, whether the motivation and preferences of the child are in 

synchrony with those who influence has been brought in to question by this study. The 

extent to which a child should be directed towards what’s good for him or her is beyond 

the scope of this research, but there are several issues that require further study: 

 

 Although almost three quarters of the children participate in ECCS, only just half 

have a preference to it. The influence of parents and significant others, and their 

‘re-inventing themselves’ (Smith, Smoll & Smith, 1989; Tinning, 1999) in their 

children is evidenced. Also children may be motivated to play ECCS to make their 

parents happy (NSW Department of Education, 1997).  

 

 The higher percentage of children ceasing ECCS or wishing to at Years 3 and 4, and 

the fact that 60% of those children in Year 3 cease sport because they are ‘not good 

at it’, ‘don’t like it’ or ‘bored’ of it suggests that the younger years may not be ready 

to learn or understand (Branta, Haubenstricker, & Seefeldt, 1984). 

 

 A significant percentage of children (25%) want to participate in new sports. 

Tinning, (1999), suggests that there is a desire for the ‘smorgasborg’ approach; that 

is participation in a variety of sports is more important than performance in one. 

 

 Contrary to previous research indicating a reduced participation of girls in sport 

(Mackenroth, 2001),  participation levels for girls and boys in ECCS in primary 

schools are similar. However, their motivations are quite different, with the need  to 

compete for boys becoming particularly prevalent in Years 5 and 6. This coincides 

with a decrease in girls’ participation.  

 

 



 The vast majority of students who participated in organised sport, and the majority 

of non-participants were involved in social sport. This fulfils the motivational 

attributes notified by much research such as the opportunity to make friends and 

socialise (Clough, McCormack & Traill, 1993; Weiss 1994; Parker & Paddick 1990; 

Taggart & Sharp 1997; NSW Department of Education 1997; Mackenroth 2001); 

peer support (Rowland 1990), co-operation (FEPSAC 1995); being part of a team 

(Weiss 1994); and family participation (Rowland 1990). 

 

The findings indicate that children do like to sweat. ECCS has been viewed as an 

environment for positive growth, (Clough et al., 1993; Weiss, 1994; Taggart & Sharp, 

1997; NSW Department of Education, 1997; Mackenroth, 2001). However, the question 

of how and when it is to be administered to primary school children requires further 

research.  
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