
 

 

 

 

 

Advancing a Youth-Centered Pedagogy that Fosters Physical Literacy by Working with Youth 

and YMCA Recreation Providers 

 

 

 

 

 

Jennie A. Petersen, MSc. (Public Health), BKin. 

 

 

 

 

 

Faculty of Applied Health Sciences 

 

 

 

 

 

Submitted in partial fulfillment 

of the requirements for the degree of 

 

 

 

 

 

Doctorate of Philosophy (Social and Cultural Health Studies) 

 

 

 

 

 

Faculty of Applied Health Sciences, Brock University 

St. Catharines, Ontario 

 

 

 

© Jennie A. Petersen, 2022 

 

  



Dedication 

~ To my Mom ~  



Abstract 

 Participation in sport and physical activity declines in children at approximately 11-14 

years of age. Efforts to support long-term participation in physical activity have focused on the 

promotion of physical literacy, which offers a holistic view of the factors affecting youth 

participation. Limited research has explored pedagogical approaches that can support youth 

physical literacy and engagement in recreational sport and physical activity contexts. This 

dissertation investigates pedagogical approaches aimed at supporting youth physical literacy in a 

YMCA recreation context using action research. An important objective was to support change 

in YMCA organizational pedagogical practices. Practical implications for the implementation of 

physical literacy are discussed throughout.  

 Interviews with 10 youth and eight coaches involved in YMCA recreational sport and 

physical activity programs were conducted in the first study of this dissertation. Factors that 

supported youth engagement included sense of enjoyment, learning and accomplishment, and 

comfort with peers in the program. Youth described feeling disengaged when they felt a low 

sense of autonomy, excluded, or if there was potential for embarrassment. Gender stereotypes 

were identified as a contributing factor leading to lower levels of participation and engagement 

in girls. Coaches who had previously taken physical literacy related training perceived 

improvements in their instructional ability to engage youth. 

 In the second study, 31 youth participated in a series of focus group meetings exploring 

what approaches to physical literacy resonate amongst youth. During a wrap-up meeting with 

YMCA stakeholders, youth participants shared their ideas and courses of action. Findings 

demonstrated that the presence of a caring adult, interacting with peers of a similar age, 

opportunities to have input and co-create their programs, games-based approaches, and the 



flexibility of their program structures were important factors for enhancing youth involvement in 

sport and physical activity.  

 In the last study, a youth-informed recreation instructors training was designed, 

developed, and co-created with six YMCA stakeholders over the course of seven focus group 

meetings. A key outcome was the development of a recreation instructor training, called Working 

‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity. Findings provide insight on the challenges that 

recreation organizations face with implementing physical literacy concepts. 

 Keywords: physical literacy; youth; adolescence; pedagogy; action research; recreation; 

sport; physical activity 
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Chapter 1: General Introduction 

Although numerous movements aiming to increase participation in physical activity, 

sport and fitness have been initiated in recent years, physical activity levels begin to decline 

during adolescence (Colley et al., 2016; Comte et al., 2013). Many adults can still recall negative 

experiences where they were bored, embarrassed, shamed, bullied, or developed anxiety through 

their childhood participation in physical activity and sport (Ladwig et al., 2018). Regardless, 

there is a widespread assumption in western society that participation in sport and physical 

activity (SPA) is inherently good and contributes to positive youth development (Coakley, 2011). 

This assumption leads us to believe that the contextual climate and pedagogical approach 

guiding SPA experiences are unimportant and have minimal impact on the youth engagement. 

Gaining depth and understanding of the pedagogical approaches that effectively engage youth 

and enable them to want to participate in physical activity and sport, is crucial for supporting 

their long-term participation. Perhaps even more critical, is challenging institutionalized belief 

structures that operate under the universal ‘youth sport produces positive developmental 

outcomes’ assumption to support change in pedagogical practice (Coakley, 2016).   

Declines in Physical Activity During Adolescence 

Data from the 2014-2016 Canadian Physical Activity Levels Among Youth Study 

demonstrates that declines in physical activity participation amongst Canadian children begins at 

age 11-14 years (Canadian Fitness and Lifestyle Research Institute (CFLRI), 2017). Children and 

youth who participate in organized sport are more active on average than those who do not 

(CFLRI, 2018). There is a distressing trend of more girls than boys choosing to discontinue their 

participation in sport or physical activity as they move into adolescence (Canadian Association 

for the Advancement of Women and Sport and Physical Activity (CAAWS), 2016). Reasons for 
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this decline in youth participation in physical activity and sport include changes in interests and 

shifts from organized to unorganized physical activity types during adolescence (CFLRI, 2018). 

However, research has also demonstrated that childhood memories of physical education are 

associated with attitudes and intentions related to physical activity, and sedentary behavior in 

adulthood (Ladwig et al., 2018). Moreover, there is evidence that participation in physical 

activity and sport can lead to detrimental development outcomes in youth, including negative 

body image, eating disorders, injuries, lowered self-esteem and self-confidence, burnout, and 

increased acts of violence and aggression (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005).  

Issues in SPA often intersect with privilege and oppression to produce inequities and 

reinforce health disparities (Dagkas, 2019). Declines in youth SPA may be exacerbated by 

existing disparities by gender (CAAWS, 2016), race and ethnicity (Dagkas, 2019; Hyde et al., 

2020), and socioeconomic status (Hyde et al., 2019). For example, traditional physical education 

practices may marginalize girls and those with lower skill levels due to its emphasis on 

competition (Baker, 2016; Gibbons & Humbert, 2008), thus privileging boys and those with 

higher levels of strength or skill. The socio-cultural contexts in which youth move and play exist 

within long-standing social institutions upon which ideological beliefs around masculinity and 

femininity, sexism, ableism, racism, heterosexuality, and homophobia are often deeply 

embedded and even reproduced (Azzarito & Macdonald, 2016).  

Physical Literacy 

Efforts to support participation in SPA in Canada have shifted in recent years to 

promoting physical literacy, defined as “the motivation, confidence, physical competence, 

knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical 

activities for life” (International Physical Literacy Association, 2017, para. 1). Physical literacy 
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offers a more holistic understanding of physical activity and sport participation, with 

development of the concept providing a renewed way of thinking that has united practitioners 

across various disciplines (Whitehead, 2010). Positive relationships with physical activity over a 

lifetime can not only support health and wellness (Warburton et al., 2006), but also make 

contributions to development of the whole person (Jefferies et al., 2019; Mandigo et al., 2009; 

Whitehead, 2010). Margaret Whitehead, the British scholar credited with popularizing the term, 

contends that physical literacy is about shifting away from contemporary thinking where the 

body is solely an instrumental object useful for achieving goals of the mind, toward a more 

holistic view, where the body and mind can become intertwined in an embodied dimension 

(Whitehead, 2010). Holistic models of human development; including physical literacy offer a 

deeper understanding of how environments influence lifelong interests, motivations, and 

behaviours related to SPA.  

Numerous conceptualizations of the term, ‘physical literacy’ exist (Hyndman & Pill, 

2017; Jurbala 2015; Lundvall, 2015; Mandigo et al., 2009; Physical and Health Education 

Canada (PHE Canada), 2011). Different definitions have primarily emerged to clarify the term 

on a practical level and support practitioners in their particular contexts, including physical 

education and high performance sport (Mandigo et al., 2009; Hyndman & Pill, 2017). However, 

the variety of ways that physical literacy can be conceptualized has also led to confusion 

amongst practitioners (Jurbala, 2015). Monist conceptualizations of physical literacy emphasize 

“experience-oriented action; exercise is not undertaken for the sake of winning a game or for 

fitness goals, but for the sake of living in a fully human way in the body” (McCaffery & 

Singleton, 2013, p. 11). A holistic view of physical literacy is underpinned by a monist 

philosophy, which values the experience and process of movement, including the joy, 
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playfulness, and exhilaration it can bring (Chen, 2015). The holistic view of physical literacy 

opposes the traditional dualist, reductionist view where the body is inferior to the mind and acts 

primarily an instrument that can help the mind achieve its goals.  

Pedagogical practices in SPA based on a dualistic philosophy can be traced back to the 

origins of physical education in Canada that adopted military activities designed to promote 

youth fitness in preparation for war (Forsberg & Chorney, 2014). These pedagogical practices 

have pervasively shaped our movement culture and emphasized the use of drills and fitness 

activities during SPA. Practitioners that have adopted simplified notions of physical literacy tend 

to operate using this traditional reductionist view, thus prioritizing fitness and physical skill 

development while ignoring the multifaceted nature that holistic views of physical literacy 

espouse (Roberts et al., 2019).  

Whitehead’s motivation in promoting physical literacy as a holistic philosophy is to bring 

this often neglected, subconscious element of the embodied experience to the forefront, and shed 

light on how movement is importance for reaching human potential, including its contributions 

to quality of life (Whitehead, 2010). An underlying objective for physical literacy educators, 

researchers, practitioners is to catalyze change in pedagogical practices across the physical 

education, sport, and recreation sectors to support broader and more holistic understandings of 

how to support long-term participation in SPA. Motivation in this regard becomes the foundation 

of physical literacy, as “embodied physical literacy will not exist if the individual is unable to 

motivate self to engage in physical activity through regulating their own behavior” (Chen, 2015, 

p. 129). Embodiment according to Whitehead (2010), is when the body and mind operate 

together to both achieve conscious goals, while also functioning at a subconscious level to, 

“manage the majority of our everyday functioning” (p. 19). In considering the rationale for the 
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selection of the term ‘physical literacy’ Whitehead (2010) suggests that it “seemed to 

encapsulate the way that our embodied dimension contributes to our humanness, through playing 

a key role in our interaction with the world and thus the realization of our individual potential” 

(p. 78).  

 Whether physical literacy is a theory, metaphor, process, or outcome is not entirely clear 

(Jurbala, 2015; Hyndman & Pill, 2017). Jurbala’s (2015) describes a physical literacy framework 

where the development of physical literacy is a process that is analogous to a “continuously 

moving spiral escalator” (p. 377). In this framework, physical literacy is an innate, ongoing, and 

iterative process with the world, expressed through movement (Jurbala, 2015). This process 

starts with an enriching movement environment. Emphasizing the quality and the experience of 

movement, in addition to providing social support and connection to others through a shared 

experience helps create an enriched movement environment, resulting in enhanced self-efficacy 

(Jurbala, 2015). How enriched movement experiences are designed, created, and delivered thus 

becomes foundational to supporting physical literacy development, as well as creating and 

sustaining one’s motivation to want to participate in physical activity and sport.  

For this dissertation, a monist, experience-oriented perspective of physical literacy was 

embraced as it is reflective of my own view of physical literacy. The studies in this dissertation 

also used meaningful engagement (Almond, 2013; Chroinin et al., 2018; Fletcher et al., 2021) as 

a simple, practical way to describe what programs based on physical literacy concepts could 

mean for participants. Physical literacy may be perceived as an abstract term to practitioners 

(Jurbala, 2016) thus, it was important for this research that I could easily articulate to 

practitioners what it means to implement physical literacy into programs. Alongside describing 

the definition of physical literacy, highlighting ideas of meaningful engagement (Beni et al., 
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2017) were helpful when communicating with practitioners. Efforts to support meaningful 

physical education have emerged and emphasize pedagogical principles of inclusion and 

autonomy-support, which are aligned with monist perspectives of physical literacy (Vasily et al., 

2021). In physical education contexts, Fletcher et al. (2021) have defined meaningfulness as 

supporting “students in coming to value physical education through experiencing meaningfulness 

(i.e., interpreting an experience as having personal significance) and recognizing ways 

participation enhances the quality of their lives)” (p. 4-5). Beni et al. (2017) have identified five 

main themes important for creating meaningful experiences, including social interaction, fun, 

challenge, motor competence and personally relevant learning.  (International Physical Literacy 

Association, 2017). The concept of meaningful physical education can be transferred to other 

physical activity contexts, including recreation. Instead of providing a definition for each 

physical literacy construct explaining them as isolated variables for my dissertation studies, 

meaningful engagement offered additional insight in explaining physical literacy that was 

simpler and more holistic.  

Physical Literacy in Canada 

The Canadian sport, physical education, and recreation sectors have adopted physical 

literacy as a strategy to improve program quality and enhance SPA experiences, particularly in 

their work with children and youth. The current Canadian Sports Policy 2012-2022 (Sport 

Information Resource Centre, 2021) highlights physical literacy as a cornerstone, calling on 

governments, institutions, and organizations in sport to work together in increasing the number 

and diversity of Canadians participating in sport. Canadian Sport for Life (CS4L) has taken a 

strong lead in the sport sector as the developers of the Long-Term Athlete Development Model 

(LTAD) also identifies physical literacy as the foundation for supporting long-term participation 
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in physical activity and athletic excellence. The LTAD model led to many of Canada’s National 

Sport Organizations creating their own versions of the LTAD to support development of their 

sport (Sport for Life, 2021). Within the education sector, PHE Canada (2020) has driven the 

development of resources and tools for educators that support the uptake of physical literacy 

within provincial education systems. To encourage uptake across the education sector, Mandigo 

et al. (2009) developed an expanded definition of physical literacy that creates linkages with 

physical education curricular outcomes. Finally, the Framework for Recreation in Canada 2015 

lists physical literacy as a key priority area for supporting its vision, “in which everyone is 

engaged in meaningful, accessible recreation experiences that foster: individual wellbeing, 

community wellbeing and the wellbeing of our natural and built environments” (Canadian Parks 

and Recreation (CPRA), 2015, p. 18). To support recreational SPA practitioners with 

implementing concepts of physical literacy, Active for Life (2021), has also developed numerous 

resources and training materials.  

Although physical literacy has been adopted by many Canadian organizations as a 

guiding policy, there appear to be some gaps in implementation. A thematic review conducted on 

the progress to date in achievement of the Canadian Sports Policy 2012 goals reported lower 

levels of progress in specifically the introduction to sport and recreational sport goals in 

comparison to the competitive sport goals. The review discussed barriers to achieving those 

goals, including the need for more cohesive policies and strategies that bind different 

organizations and sectors together. It also suggested that municipalities and non-government 

organizations may lack training systems and capacity, don’t have a clear understanding of the 

importance of physical literacy or lack buy-in at decision making levels (The Sutcliffe Group, 

2016). In Canada, municipalities, non-profit organizations, and commercial groups all deliver 
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recreational SPA programs. Although, many organizations have become actively engaged in 

adopting physical literacy to support recreational SPA programs, the way that physical literacy is 

implemented depends on many factors, including the funding structure, organization culture, 

leadership values and commitments, and training and education opportunities for coaches and 

instructors (Coakley, 2016). Compared to the high-performance sport and education sectors, 

which are regulated by national or provincial level governing bodies, the recreation sector lacks 

leadership, including resources, training systems, tools, and curricula to support organizations 

with implementing physical literacy (Sheehan et al., 2015).  

Sport and Physical Activity in the Recreation Sector 

Recreation programs and services come in many shapes and sizes, including drop-in 

fitness classes, sports leagues, arts and theatre programs, leadership development and various 

other recreation services delivered by municipalities, non-profit organizations, and commercial 

providers. The CPRA (2015) defines recreation as, “the experience that results from freely 

chosen participation in physical, social, intellectual, creative and spiritual pursuits that enhance 

individual and community well-being” (p. 4). Recreation organizations also tend to support, 

“strengthening of community identity, the development of place and belonging” (Burton, 2011, 

p. 17). Community-based recreation organizations tend to emphasize participation and leisure, 

basic skill development, inclusion, lower levels of formalization and commitment, over elite 

level sports, characterized by formalized competition, intensive preparation and involvement, 

and an emphasis on competition over participation (Trudel & Gilbert, 2006; De Martelaer & 

Theeboom, 2006). For the purpose of this dissertation, the term recreational SPA programming 

will be used to describe programs in which youth are participating that are organized outside of 
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the school environment, with a local club or recreation centre that is not focused on elite-level 

sport performance. 

Neoliberalism and Shifting Structures of Recreation 

In Canada, recreation has historically been recognized as a ‘public good’, where 

governments are mandated to ensure the provision of public services, such as recreation for its 

citizens (Burton, 2011). Substantial cuts to government spending over the last four decades have 

significantly altered the landscape of recreation in Canada, shifting more delivery of recreation 

programs and services into the hands of non-profit organizations and commercial groups 

(Burton, 2011; Whitson, 2011). The offloading of social services to non-profits has led to the 

decentralizing of recreational programs and initiatives, leaving a dispersed array of programming 

and initiatives offered by non-profit and commercial organizations to pick up the pieces (Evans 

et al., 2005). The devolution of the public recreation system and massive cuts to spending on 

social programs has laid the groundwork for how non-profit recreation providers deliver SPA 

programs (De Martelaer & Theebom, 2006; Simmons, 2011). Evans et al. (2005), discuss how 

cuts to social programs delivered by non-profit organizations have been directed at reducing 

employee benefits, decreasing financing to support core organizational operating costs, resulting 

in a “hollow core approach to funding, where funders provide financing for programs but fail to 

pay for the necessary administrative components of the job” (p. 82). The increased dependence 

on donors and sponsors has influenced how non-profit organizations determine their agendas. 

Their power to ‘pull the purse strings’ can create a shift in the accountability structures of an 

organizations toward donor interests over the needs of the community members non-profit 

organizations aim to serve (Pitas et al., 2021). Furthermore, non-profit work is now structured as 

much of the private sector which has increased their emphasis on efficiency (Evans et al., 2005). 
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In contrast to municipal governments which administer and deliver recreation services, 

recreation practitioners in non-profit organizations have greater accountabilities toward ensuring 

revenue targets are met as their services are not subsidized by taxpayer dollars.  

Pedagogical Approaches to Physical Literacy Development  

While there has been a high degree of proliferation of curricula, training and materials 

developed by different organizations intended for recreation organizations and coaches (Active 

for Life, 2021; Graham & Pask, 2013), there is very little peer-reviewed literature available on 

the types of pedagogical approaches used to encourage youth physical literacy in recreational 

contexts. There is also a lack of clearly established pedagogical principles for supporting holistic 

views of physical literacy (Dudley, 2015; Jurbala, 2015; Roberts et al., 2019) that could assist 

practitioners working in recreational SPA contexts. In her doctoral dissertation, Van Wyk (2016) 

highlights the potential that exists within the recreation sector to better support physical literacy 

through training and education for coaches and instructors. Supporting instructors and coaches 

with integrating physical literacy concepts into their programs is critical for supporting youth 

engagement in SPA over the long-term. However, research has demonstrated that changing 

pedagogical practices is challenging (Casey & MacPhail, 2018) and that coaches tend to stick 

with traditional methods of instruction (Harvey et al., 2010). Moreover, most recreational SPA 

programs operate based on historical structures, which can be extremely resistant to change. 

Efforts to promote physical activity are also often intertwined with positive youth development 

goals in recreation and sport, where organizational actions are largely determined based on their 

alignment with long-standing institutional goals, values, and missions (Coakley, 2016). 

Numerous individual recreational organizations have undertaken efforts to support youth 

physical literacy, although structures for coordinating large scale efforts are lacking in 
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comparison to high performance sport or education sectors that are governed at national and 

provincial levels.  

Pedagogical models and theories that have gained traction in physical education for 

supporting physical literacy outcomes have potential to transfer to recreational SPA contexts. An 

important distinction between physical education and recreational SPA is the difference in 

education or training required. Physical education teachers are required to complete post-

secondary education to teach in Canadian school systems. In contrast, training and education 

requirements for recreational SPA administrators and coaches is determined primarily on an 

organizational basis. In considering pedagogies that can foster physical literacy in recreational 

SPA contexts, it is critical that such approaches be useful and practical for a wide range of 

practitioners with varying levels of education and experience. Dudley’s (2015) framework for 

supporting physical literacy outlines a system of assessment aligned with different physical 

literacy constructs intended to provide clarity for physical educators. Although useful for 

encouraging advancements in philosophical and pedagogical underpinnings of physical literacy, 

this framework lacks details that would support its workability in recreational SPA contexts. 

Furthermore, the transfer of best practices created in academic and physical education contexts is 

rarely passed onto recreational contexts. For example, in my own experience, physical literacy 

evaluation frameworks are rarely considered and much less applied within recreational SPA 

contexts as they lack practical application and instructors often lack training and knowledge to 

support their implementation. Regardless of these issues, there are other pedagogical frameworks 

and theories often used in physical education to support physical literacy that could be useful 

within recreational SPA programs focused on physical literacy. This includes the Teaching 

Games for Understanding (TGfU) model and Self-determination theory (SDT).  
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Teaching Games for Understanding 

The TGfU model is a learner-centered approach to teaching sports and games. Based on 

constructivist principles of learning, TGfU teaches students modified versions of games to 

encourage problem solving and decision-making, while also supporting skill development  

(Mandigo et al., 2007). Bunker and Thorpe originally created the TGfU model in 1982, when 

they observed that a traditional, skill focused approach was relatively unsuccessful due its 

overemphasis on ‘doing’. The resulting TGfU model is rooted in constructivist epistemology, as 

well as a humanistic approach to teaching physical education (Mandigo & Corlett, 2010). A 

central feature of the TGfU approach is the focus on developing an understanding of the game or 

the tactical strategies at the same time as learning technical skills (Mandigo et al., 2007). In 

traditional instructional styles of learning (i.e., focus on drills and skills), the learner is a passive 

recipient of information. Traditional approaches to physical education may marginalize ‘lower 

skilled’ and ‘less experienced’ students (Baker, 2016). In contrast, with the TGfU model, 

actively engaging all learners in reading the games environment is encouraged through use of 

modified game structures, small groups, and intentional questioning from the teacher or coach, 

resulting in an enhanced appreciation for how the game works (Doozan & Bae, 2016; Mandigo 

et al., 2007).  

Studies have demonstrated significant improvements in performance of skills, problem 

solving, autonomy, perceived competence, and intrinsic motivation in students exposed to TGfU 

and related games-based approaches in comparison to the traditional instruction styles focused 

on skills and drills (Alison & Thorpe, 1997; Doozan & Bae, 2016; Mandigo & Corlett, 2010; 

Mandigo et al., 2008). An earlier study by Mandigo and colleagues (2008) examined use of a 

TGfU approach in a physical education class with students from grade four to grade seven. The 
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boys in the class demonstrated higher levels of perceived competence, while the girls reported 

higher levels of enjoyment, autonomy-support, and optimal challenge. In a more recent review of 

TGfU and related approaches, Doozan and Bae (2016) concluded, “students who are taught 

using the TGfU model are found to be more autonomous, critical thinkers… they also have a 

better understanding of themselves and have developed stronger intrinsic motivation: in short, 

they become physically literate” (p. 482). Adopting TGfU can not only support physical literacy 

outcomes, but also provides a clear alternative for educators wishing to shift away from 

traditional physical education practices that can marginalize and alienate lower skilled 

participants (Baker, 2016).   

Self-Determination Theory  

Self-determination theory is based off the idea that when one is autonomous, feels competent 

in their abilities, and are able to relate to others, their intrinsic motivation is enhanced (Mandigo 

et al., 2008). The SDT has strong alignment with physical literacy constructs (Kwan et al., 2019; 

Mandigo et al., 2008; O’Brien et al., 2015; Wainwright et al., 2018; Weiss, 2012). For example, 

in the Youth-Physical Activity Towards Health study in Wales, findings demonstrated that the 

intervention was successful in increasing adolescent physical activity, as well as increased 

performance in assessments of fundamental movement skills (O’Brien et al., 2015)  In another 

intervention designed for adolescent girls called the Lifestyle Education for Activity Project, the 

physical education classes were re-structured to promote choices between traditional and non-

traditional activities in a girls only format, which was assumed to be more psychologically safe 

for the girls.  By changing the social-contextual components of the physical education program, 

the girls reported more enjoyment, perceived competence and social support, as well as increased 

PA (Weiss, 2011). Finally, in a recent study conducted over 12-weeks, a group of university 
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students, were exposed to a program focused on learning a variety of novel movement skills 

based on the SDT. Although no changes in movement competence were observed, there was 

significant improvements in the student’s confidence, motivation, knowledge and understanding 

(Kwan et al., 2019).  

Rationale 

While ample pedagogical studies, frameworks, and models to support physical literacy 

through physical education have been developed (Doozan & Bae, 2016; Graham & Pesk, 2013; 

Hastie & Wallhead, 2015; Hyndman & Pill, 2017; Mandigo et al., 2008; Metzler, 2011; Mitchell 

et al., 2021; Roberts et al., 2019; Silverman & Mercier, 2015), less work has emerged within 

with recreational SPA context (Fenton et al., 2016; Jones et al., 2021; Robinson et al., 2019). 

Furthermore, SPA interventions targeting adolescents have had mixed results, with most 

initiatives producing little to no improvement (Atkin et al., 2011; Beets et al., 2016). A potential 

reason for the limited effectiveness of SPA programs amongst youth is their lack of relevancy 

and ability to address the needs of the youth community (Holt et al., 2013). There are also 

limited studies involving youth in relation to the design and delivery of SPA programs designed 

for them (Johnston et al., 2019; Holt et al., 2013; Robinson et al., 2019).  

Action research, defined by Bradbury-Huang (2010) as, “an orientation to knowledge 

creation that arises in a context of practice and requires researchers to work with practitioners” 

(p. 93), emphasizes the importance of context in which an inquiry is taking place. Action 

research studies involving youth have increased in prevalence, yet youth are still an under-

represented group in the knowledge generation process (Vaughan, 2014; Foster-Fishman et al., 

2010). The use of action research for this study was particularly appropriate as it aligns with the 

literature on the importance of using youth-adult partnerships to support positive development 
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outcomes in youth (Wong et al., 2010). Action research is an orientation to inquiry that seeks to 

acquire a complete picture of a research problem through partnership with stakeholders 

(Bradbury-Huang 2010). Cycles of action and reflection typically guide an action research 

process (Freire, 1970; Hill, 2014; Lewin, 1946). This research aims to create greater 

understanding of the pedagogical approaches that are effective for supporting youth physical 

literacy development in a recreation context, while supporting organizational learning and 

change (Greenwood, 2015). 

Dissertation Approach and Format 

 The purpose of this dissertation was to investigate what pedagogical approaches to 

physical literacy youth find engaging by involving them in the design of future SPA program 

within a YMCA recreational context. The elements of the pedagogical approach of interest 

included the instructional approaches used by instructors and the program structures in which 

activities are taking place. These pedagogical elements were investigated in relation to the 

experiences that youth have in development of physical literacy in recreation programs, 

specifically as it relates to the development of intrinsic motivation, interest to continue 

participating, and feelings of engagement in their programs.  

 I have written this dissertation using an integrated manuscript format. Three independent 

manuscripts are presented in chapter two, three and five. Chapter four provides background on 

the design and development of the Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity training 

program resulting from this research. Each of the manuscript chapters includes a brief literature 

review, research purpose and questions, methods, results, and a discussion. A general discussion 

is included as a final chapter to provide more perspective on the contributions this dissertation 

makes to the existing literature. Using an integrated manuscript format means there is at times 
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overlap in the content presented. Each of the three research studies undertaken throughout this 

dissertation are intertwined. Study two and three build off the earlier findings. The 

interconnected nature of the studies is reflective of the action research process (Freire, 1970; 

Hill, 2014; Lewin, 1946). 

Chapter 2: Study 1 

 The first study addressed a gap in the literature related to a lack of understanding of youth 

experiences during recreational SPA programs and how this shapes their physical literacy 

development. This study identified issues that youth were experiencing while participating in 

recreational SPA programs at YMCA Calgary. This study sought to explore the experiences of 

youth (9-14 years) involved in YMCA recreational sport programs and their coaches who lead 

their programs. Through a total of 18 interviews with youth (n=10) and YMCA coaches (n=8), 

this study provided new insights on how negative experiences during SPA programs contributes 

to their disengagement. During one of the interviews, a youth participant refers to feeling like a 

wandering ghost, capturing the essence of what it feels like to be excluded from the game while 

participating. Novel insights on how physical literacy is implemented in a recreation context 

were also identified through this study.  

Chapter 3: Study 2 

 The second study filled a methodological gap in the literature by highlighting findings 

that are practical for those working in sport and recreation organizations. This study focused on 

investigating what pedagogical approaches to physical literacy best resonate with youth and 

asked for their input on the development of youth SPA programs at the YMCA. A total of 31 

youth (12-15 years) participated across four focus group meetings, followed by a stakeholder 

meeting between YMCA staff and youth. Alternative program models of youth SPA programs 
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are discussed based on the findings. This study includes strengths and limitations of using an 

action research process involving youth, which could support the design of future participatory 

research processes.    

Chapter 4: Development of the Training Program 

This chapter describes how the Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity 

training program was developed with YMCA stakeholders. The co-creation of this training 

program is an important practical output from this dissertation research. Learnings from the 

earlier studies completed with youth were used to design this training manual that was co-created 

with YMCA staff. The chapter focuses on explaining the decisions behind the content, including 

the theoretical underpinning’s that guide the content. It is not written as a manuscript and is 

intended to provide more detail on the how the manual was created. The training program was 

created to support changes in pedagogical practice among recreation practitioners.  

Chapter 5: Study 3 

 The final study uncovers deeper insights on the challenges of implementing physical 

literacy within a recreation context. Using principles of action research, a stakeholder 

engagement process was used over seven focus groups with six YMCA stakeholders to co-create 

the training program product called Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity. The 

third study investigates the process of facilitating physical literacy concepts within a recreation 

context through designing and developing a youth-informed training, including implications for 

future training programs designed to support youth physical literacy. Initially, the third study of 

my dissertation involved the co-creation of a SPA program with youth, however, due to the onset 

of the COVID-19 pandemic, this research study was changed.  
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Research Context  

Epistemological Underpinning’s  

 My own worldview as a researcher aligns strongly with the epistemological 

underpinnings of action research. A participatory worldview is rooted in a relational ontology, 

which embraces several ways of knowing and a nature of reality that is co-constructed by the 

collective relations between people experiencing a given social cosmos (Datta et al., 2015; Guba 

& Lincoln, 2005). The epistemology of action research is based on critical subjectivity where 

values guide the inquiry process and the theoretical is congruent with practical (Guba & Lincoln, 

2005). Action researchers also assume that knowledge generated exists within specific context 

(Herr & Anderson, 2005). Knowledge that is co-created together as a community should be 

relevant to the community in which it is situated, grounded in practical use to help solve societal 

issues and not a set of abstract theories or publications used for purely academic benefit. 

Research of this sort requires that we as researchers set aside the expectations of the academic 

institutions and put ourselves at the intersection of multiple and overlapping identities (Reid & 

Frisby, 2008). Furthermore, the methods and findings are influenced by the interests and 

assumptions of the researchers (Herr & Anderson, 2005), thus I, as the researcher am an 

important part of the research context. 

Positionality    

 Prior to beginning my PhD, I worked for YMCA Calgary (Alberta, Canada). During the 

five years in which I was employed at YMCA Calgary, I worked as a General Manager, where I 

opened a new YMCA situated in a hospital setting. I eventually moved into a Project 

Management role, where I was responsible for developing and implementing a physical literacy 

strategy for the association. My pre-existing relationships with the staff and knowledge of 

YMCA systems provided an ideal opportunity to conduct an action research study. While 
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completing my dissertation studies, I collaborated with stakeholders from all levels within the 

organization, from senior VPs to front-line volunteer coaches to youth participating in programs. 

Collaborating with the staff located at two YMCA facilities was particularly helpful for gaining 

entry to youth participating in recreational SPA programs. This research took place over a period 

of three years between 2018-2021, during which time, several strategies were employed to 

engage YMCA stakeholders in the research process. Regularly meeting and reflecting with 

different YMCA staff was of critical importance and supported the design and evolution of this 

research. Throughout this program of research, 26 YMCA staff from different departments, 

representing different levels of the organization were involved either as participants or 

participated in analysis and follow-up meetings connected to the research. Additionally, 41 youth 

who were involved with the YMCA participated in the formal aspects of this research as 

participants.  

 In working with the large group of stakeholders, my positionality became dynamic and 

relative to the individuals or groups I was interacting with. The degree to which a researcher 

engages and ‘fits in’ with participants can be viewed on a continuum from minimal levels of 

interaction and less connection with participants to high levels of interaction and more 

connection with participants (Glesne, 2016). Having strong friendships with many members of 

the senior management team before starting my dissertation, I felt like insider with this group of 

stakeholders. Meetings to discuss the research questions and study design were also often 

planned as social occasions and outings to connect and catch up on our lives. Although I didn’t 

have as many pre-existing connections with the front-line supervisory staff or coaches I worked 

with, I often felt a sense of connection as I would meet with them to talk about my research. We 

shared similar experiences and passions in delivering physical activity programs and working 
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with youth, however, these relationships were different from those that I held with the senior 

management team. I’m also aware that most of these front-line supervisors and staff reported to 

the senior staff who I was friends with, thus, I was likely in a position of power through my 

associations with their supervisors. By comparison, I felt most like an outsider when I completed 

my interviews and focus groups with youth. My difference in age, gender, as well as cultural 

differences with some youth contributed to this. Additional background on my role, positionality, 

perceptions, and experiences while completing this research are integrated into the subsequent 

chapters to contextualize the research and provide deeper insight on the methods, findings and 

implications within each of the studies. 

The YMCA 

 The YMCA is one of the longest standing recreation, sport and physical activity 

institutions in the world. Originating in 1844 in London, England, the YMCA movement 

expanded rapidly to Canada and the United States, establishing YMCAs in Montreal by 1851 

and New York City by 1852 (Baker, 1994). The vast expansion of YMCAs throughout the mid-

nineteenth century coincided with a shift from being purely an evangelical organization focused 

on instilling “ [Christian] obligation and responsibility” in young men (Baker, 1994, p. 43), to a 

secular movement where Christianity and physical fitness became inextricably linked to 

masculinity, also known as ‘muscular Christianity’ (Baker, 1994). By the 1920s another 

departure from the YMCAs male-focused mission roused with the inclusion of programs for 

women and girls. With the subsequent growth in membership brought through opening the doors 

to women and girls, the YMCA further shifted away from its original focus as an evangelical 

movement to becoming a community-based agency (Vandenberg-Daves, 1992). Presently, in 

Canada, the YMCAs formal religious ties to the Christian movement have essentially dissolved. 
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In fact, the YMCA officially rebranded to the ‘Y’ in both Canada and the US (Pilkington, 2010; 

Lai, 2010).  

 The YMCA continues to have considerable involvement and influence over the 

development of spaces for sport and physical activity in communities across Canada and 

worldwide. Currently, there are approximately 12,000 YMCA locations across 120 countries 

(World Alliance of YMCAs, 2022). In Canada alone, there are 39 member associations that 

belong to the YMCA Canada Federation (YMCA Canada, 2022). One of these associations, 

YMCA Calgary, operates six multi-use recreation facilities and has recently undergone 

significant expansion over the last five years since opening the two largest YMCA facilities in 

the world (The City of Calgary, 2019; YMCA Calgary, 2022). Guided by its vision, mission and 

values that emphasize their commitment to building healthy communities and creating spaces 

where everyone belongs (YMCA Calgary, 2022), YMCA Calgary’s work has strong alignment 

concepts of physical literacy. They also offer a wide range of physical activity services and 

programs, including youth sports, swimming, rock climbing, skating, day camps, and fitness 

programs (YMCA Calgary, 2022). Considering its reach at the local level, its focus on creating 

inclusive, healthy communities, and its connection to sport and physical activity, YMCA Calgary 

was an ideal organization to partner with for this research.  
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and physical activity programs. 
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Tales of wandering ghosts: Exploring youth and coach experiences in recreational sport 

and physical activity programs. 

Introduction 

Sometimes I kinda felt like wandering off to the side and dribbling on my own without 

playing a game with everyone else. I guess before the rule [pass to a girl before you 

shoot] happened, we [the girls] just felt like little wandering ghosts having nothing to do, 

because it was always like two, three people on the team that would constantly pass to 

each other. Some of the younger kids, they didn't get passed to… just the older boys, they 

would get the balls passed to them.  

The quote above was shared by a 12-year-old girl involved in a YMCA recreational sport 

camp during an interview about her experiences participating in the program. The term 

‘wandering ghost’ put forward by this participant was referenced often when sharing the stories 

told by youth participants with YMCA stakeholders. ‘Wandering ghost’ captures the embodied 

experience of youth who were participating, yet not included in the game. Research shows that 

physical activity levels start to decline as children enter adolescence (CFLRI, 2017; Colley et al., 

2017; Comte et al., 2013). This decline in physical activity participation is also an issue observed 

by one large urban YMCA association in western Canada, which has experienced notable 

decreases in recreational sport program participation rates as children enter adolescence. Work to 

enhance the quality of SPA programming and increase long-term participation in Canada has 

shifted in recent years to focus on physical literacy, defined as “the motivation, confidence, 

physical competence, knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for 

engagement in physical activities for life” (International Physical Literacy Association, 2017, 

para. 1). Recreational sport programs that operationalize physical literacy through a holistic lens 

have the potential to support youth with positive developmental outcomes, including engagement 
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in physical activity (Cairney et al., 2019; Jefferies et al., 2019). The purpose of this study was to 

gain an in-depth understanding of youth and coach experiences while supporting organizational 

action that enables long-term youth participation in recreational sports and physical activity. 

Physical Literacy 

While the term ‘physical’ literacy might lead people to expect a focus on physical fitness 

and performance, research suggests a holistic approach is important for supporting long-term 

participation in physical activity (Jefferies et al., 2019). Engaging in physical activity over a 

lifetime not only supports physical development, but is also important for an individual’s 

cognitive, affective, and social development (Mandigo et al., 2009; Whitehead, 2010). Recent 

studies on physical literacy have demonstrated the importance of perceived competence, defined 

as, “subjective belief in one’s own abilities” (Chen, 2015, p. 126) and its interconnected nature 

with feelings of enjoyment and motivation during physical activity (Chen, 2015; Jurbala, 2015; 

Doozan & Bae, 2006; Vallerand et al., 2006). Instructional and pedagogical efforts focused on 

emphasizing perceived competence, motivation, and enjoyment may have a stronger relation to 

supporting physical literacy in comparison to efforts focused solely on the physical domain 

(Cairney, et al., 2019). Approaches that oversimplify physical literacy, such as those that 

emphasize fundamental movement skills or fitness activities at the expense of other 

developmental domains lack alignment with a more holistic vision of physical literacy 

(Whitehead, 2010). Organizations that can operationalize a holistic view of physical literacy may 

be positioned to better support youth with staying involved in physical activity, especially those 

youth who may have lacked childhood opportunities to engage in a wide variety of physical 

activity and sport activities.   
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Operationalizing Physical Literacy in the Recreation Sector   

 Many municipalities, non-profit organizations, and commercial groups which deliver 

recreational programs and services, have adopted physical literacy as a strategy to support their 

work. Canada’s approach to physical literacy can be described as ‘multi-institutional’, where 

interested and willing organizations have a central commitment to a common definition of 

physical literacy; yet each organization focuses different elements of physical literacy that are 

aligned with their organizational purpose, philosophy, and expertise (Corbin, 2016; The Aspen 

Institute, 2015). Organizational efforts to support physical literacy typically involve instructor 

training, curriculum development and creation of lesson activity resources for instructors. In 

contrast to the provincially centralized education sector, recreation is decentralized creating 

significant differences in how physical literacy is approached. Understanding the recreation 

context and how physical literacy is operationalized can provide insight on what types of 

program approaches may be effective for supporting youth engagement in physical activity and 

sport.  

 Recreational sport coaches and instructors often operate under larger institutionalized 

belief systems and structures that guide them in their work with youth. Recreational coaches and 

instructors also tend to base their instructional approach from their own personal athletic 

experiences, without consideration of evidence-based practices (Nash et al., 2018). Moreover, 

coaching tends to lack critical reflection, which can be problematic for encouraging changes in 

practice (Harvey et al., 2010). Instructors may not be aware of how their pedagogical approaches 

could contribute to exacerbating inequities in youth participation (Harvey, 2014; Metzler, 2011). 

Coaches also hold various sources of power over youth who are vulnerable to the direction of 

their coaches (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005). Without effective guiding frameworks, training. or 
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organizational support, it is unclear how instructors can be expected to operationalize a holistic 

view of physical literacy. Developing a deeper understanding of youth experiences while 

engaging in SPA, and how it is influenced by a coach’s pedagogical approach can offer insight 

into how holistic views of physical literacy could be operationalized in recreational sport 

settings.  

Research Purpose  

 The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of youth (9-14 years) involved 

in YMCA recreational sport programs, and their coaches and instructors who lead their programs 

to better understand how program experiences shape youth physical literacy. Research questions 

included, 1) how do program experiences shape youth physical literacy?; and 2) what are 

coaches experiences with operationalizing physical literacy? Using an action research approach, 

the research objectives and investigation process were designed collaboratively with several staff 

members from YMCA Calgary (Alberta, Canada). I previously worked for the YMCA, which 

provided a unique opportunity to draw upon existing relationships to conduct an action research 

project. This study is the first of three research studies undertaken as part of my PhD.  

Method 

 

Action Research Orientation 

Action research, defined by Bradbury-Huang (2010) as, “an orientation to knowledge 

creation that arises in a context of practice and requires researchers to work with practitioners” 

(p. 93), emphasizes the importance of context in which an inquiry is taking place. The 

knowledge produced is considered to be context-bound, thus action research does not make 

claims to knowledge beyond the context within which it is conducted. Through power sharing 

and what Lather (1986) describes as “reciprocity” (p. 263), researchers are able to work together 
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with stakeholders to support the finding of practical solutions that seek to facilitate individual 

and community empowerment, thereby supporting opportunities for social change (Brydon-

Miller et al., 2003).  

Action research is often undertaken to elicit changes in pedagogical practices (Casey et 

al., 2017). An important objective of this study was to understand what youth find meaningful 

about their participation in SPA to catalyze changes in organizational pedagogies at the YMCA. 

Fletcher et al., (2021) suggest that by prioritizing meaningfulness in physical education, the 

factors that support intrinsically motivating experiences can be identified and support long-term 

participation in physical activity. As youth and YMCA coaches shared their experiences and 

stories, I relayed them to other YMCA stakeholders to collectively make meaning and support 

organizational change. Moving through cycles of action and reflection (Freire, 1970) with a 

variety of YMCA stakeholders involved in youth programming, senior and mid-level 

management, coaches, and youth participants was critical for supporting a change process.  

Lewin’s (1946) early conceptualization of the action research describes the research 

process as a spiral of movement through five stages with stakeholders: 1) Think, 2) Plan, 3) Act, 

4) Evaluate, and 5) Reflect (Casey et al., 2021). The inception of this research started by 

engaging in discussion with three members of the YMCA senior team who wanted to find 

solutions to challenges they were experiencing as an organization with declining levels of youth 

program registration (Think). Upon identifying these challenges and formulating initial research 

questions, I began to plan ways that we could approach addressing the problems the YMCA was 

experiencing (Plan). Once a research plan was developed with the YMCA and received ethical 

approval, I started the process of recruiting and collecting data (Act). As data was collected, I 

began analysis, which involved different YMCA stakeholders. When I shared initial patterns and 
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themes with YMCA stakeholders, we would share our insights, new understandings, identify 

potential implications and decide on courses of action (Evaluate). As these discussions about the 

data, its meaning and implications took place with YMCA stakeholders, I would further reflect 

on what we were learning through the research and action steps taken to make further 

refinements to the plan and determine future courses of action (Reflect).  

Use of Narratives in Action Research. According to Greenwood (2015), action research 

is neither a theory nor a method, but rather a research “strategy” (p. 199) that combines multiple 

theories and methods together to support change. Incorporating narratives as part of the ongoing 

dialogue and reflection process can be a valuable tool in action research as it supports a richer 

understanding of those affected by an issue under study, and the context in which they are 

situated (Assoiants, 2019; Toledano & Anderson, 2017). Clandinin (2007) describes narratives as 

“the form of representation that describes experience as it unfolds through time” (pg. 40). This 

concept of narrative is not to be confused with narrative inquiry, a qualitative methodology. 

Stories or narratives are not only a way to exchange information, but also create a sense of 

emotional connection and common understanding with others as the story is told and relived 

together with another person (Riessman, 2012). Although this study did not adopt narrative 

inquiry as a methodology, narratives shared throughout interviews were useful to support 

knowledge sharing and reflection between myself as a researcher and YMCA stakeholders.  

Throughout this study, sharing the stories of youth were a powerful way to engage 

YMCA stakeholders in understanding the youth SPA experiences. In action research, ongoing 

dialogue and reflection allow researchers and the co-collaborators of a project to relay 

experiences and information, as well as create shared meanings about the issue under study 

(Freire, 1970; Greenwood, 2015). Throughout the interviews, youth and coaches often shared 
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short stories (narratives) to explain their experiences or perspectives. These narrative accounts  

were a powerful tool to facilitate critical reflection and action with YMCA staff who oversee 

youth physical activity and sports programs (Assoiants, 2019; Freire, 1970).  

Study Context and Design 

Two YMCA recreation sites in different geographic locations of Calgary, Alberta were 

selected for this study. The two YMCA branches were also demographically distinct from each 

other. For example, one of the branches is located in an area where 63% of the community are 

newcomers to Canada (City of Calgary, 2016). Identification of five programs across the two 

YMCA sites that focused on physical literacy development in youth were selected in conjunction 

with the program management teams, including two four-week U13 basketball programs, two-

week long U14 basketball sport camps, and one eight-week multisport program for youth aged 9-

12 years.  These programs and age ranges were selected because they represented programs 

where youth engagement was low and/ or where youth tended to stop participating upon 

completing the program session. Participants were purposely sampled across those programs 

(Glesne, 2016). All youth or coaches who were involved in the selected programs were 

considered eligible to participate in the study. Semi-structured interviews and program 

observations were used explore the experiences and perspectives of youth and coaches involved 

in recreational sport programs in relation to youth physical literacy development (Jones et al., 

2014). Ethical approval for this study was obtained through the Brock University Research 

Ethics Board (File #17-408) prior to the start of recruitment.  

Participants and Recruitment 

A total of 10 youth program participants (n = 4 girls + 6 boys; 9-14 years) were involved 

in the interviews (see Table 2-1 for youth participant characteristics). Recruitment of youth took 
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place through informational emails sent out by YMCA staff to parents prior to the start of the 

programs, verbal announcements at the start of YMCA programs and through face-to-face 

discussions at the first class with youth and parents. Each youth participant was given an 

information package with more details on the study, a parental consent form and a youth assent 

form. Eight YMCA coaches participated in an interview (see Table 2-2 for coach participant 

characteristics). Four of the coaches were paid YMCA staff and the other four were unpaid 

volunteer coaches. Recruitment of YMCA coaches took place through the support of the YMCA 

management teams via internal employee communication channels, including staff/ volunteer 

meetings and email. YMCA coaches were given a participant information package, as well as a 

consent form for their review and approval. All participants who consented to the study were 

interviewed.  

Data Collection 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with youth and coaches to gain insight on 

their experiences and perceptions about their programs, in relation to physical literacy and 

meaningful engagement constructs (i.e., motivation, confidence, competence, fun, challenge). 

Rapport building with youth and coaches started when I came to their programs to introduce 

myself and the research, as well as by staying around when the program session ended to answer 

questions for recruitment purposes. When I met youth on the day of an interview, I would often 

meet the by the front desk and show them to the interview room. As we walked through the 

hallways of the YMCA, I would also ask them casual questions to get to know them and help 

them feel comfortable with me. Examples of these questions included whether they had just 

come from school, how their last program session went and whether they attended other 

programs at the YMCA. Questions included in the youth semi-structured interview guide were 
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focused on what they enjoyed or did not enjoy, what they found challenging, what they learned, 

and what factors influenced their interest/ disinterest to continue participating in the program 

(see appendix study 1 research materials). Semi-structured interviews with YMCA coaches 

delivering the programs focused on exploring their understanding of physical literacy, how they 

develop program plans, training they had received, and strategies they use to keep youth engaged 

in the programs (see appendix study 1 research materials). The interview guides were reviewed 

and refined by YMCA stakeholders prior to using them. I conducted all of the interviews using a 

conversational and collaborative style to build rapport and comfort with the participants. As 

shifts in the conversation occurred, new meanings were explored with the participants, which 

often led to storied accounts of program experiences shared by the participants (Riessman, 

2008). To address the research objectives, additional questions were often asked that influenced 

the flow of dialogue.   

Observations were conducted to generate a first-hand account of program experiences, 

interactions, and processes (Wasterfors, 2018). Observations were recorded through field notes 

and focused on different constructs of physical literacy and program strategy, including how the 

program may support or hinder participant motivation, confidence, fundamental movement skill 

development, and the instructional approach used (Silverman & Mercier, 2015). Five program 

observations were conducted, one on each of the recreational sport program selected for this 

study. Congruent with qualitative research traditions, I also kept a reflexivity journal to 

document how I am a tool in the research process (Jones et al., 2014). As I conducted interviews 

with youth and coaches, I documented my interpretations, observations, and feelings that I held 

to help uncover assumptions I held about the research. I also reflected on my positionality as a 

white, educated, able-bodied, female. Many of the participants involved in this study were from 
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newcomer and immigrant families. Hearing a story from one of the coach participants about an 

experience she had watching one of her basketball players have her hijab pulled off during a 

game caught me off guard. Although I have personally experienced gender-based stereotypes at 

times in my past, hearing this story forced me to confront the intersectional nature of privilege 

(Jones et al., 2014), including my own.  

Data Analysis 

There is no overarching structure or template for data analysis in action research as each 

study utilizes a process that is specific to the needs of the context (Foster-Fishman et al., 2010; 

Vaughan, 2014). Analysis started after completing the first few interviews with youth and was 

iterative in nature. I transcribed eight audio recordings from the interviews verbatim. The 

remainder of the interviews were transcribed verbatim by a transcription service (called ‘Go 

Transcript’), due to time constraints. After reviewing each transcript for accuracy, I initially 

coded the youth and coach interview transcripts using thematic analysis (Braun & Clark, 2006). 

All data was organized using QSR Nvivo 12 software (QSR International Pty Ltd. 2018).  I then 

compiled the codes to create loose categories. YMCA stakeholders were engaged throughout the 

data analysis process as ‘peer reviewers’ to support reflection, praxis (Freire, 1970; Greenwood, 

2015), and trustworthiness (Glesne, 2016). This was done through meetings with small groups of 

staff as analysis was being completed where I reviewed patterns that were emerging. I also 

facilitated a large stakeholder meeting with a larger group of 11 YMCA staff, including front-

line program supervisors and senior managers. Loose categories of anonymized interview 

narratives were sent out to the YMCA stakeholders to review in advance of this meeting. During 

the meeting, initial themes were identified and discussed as a collective with YMCA 

stakeholders. As the loose categories of data were reviewed during this meeting, questions from 
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stakeholders were raised about specific participant circumstances connected to the data excerpts 

shared (e.g., programs involved with, coaching experience and training). During my dissertation 

proposal meeting, one of my committee members also suggested that using narrative thematic 

analysis could be an alternative way to analyze the interview data, which prompted me to explore 

this method further. Thus, although I initially conducted thematic analysis, I eventually decided 

to re-analyze the data using narrative thematic analysis to keep participant stories intact 

(Riessman, 2008).In comparison to thematic analysis, narrative thematic analysis involves a 

deeper level of immersion with participant stories.  

An important cornerstone of narrative thematic analysis is that it is case centered (Birch, 

2011; Riessman, 2008). Instead of breaking down the data into codes to identify themes as in 

thematic analysis (Braun & Clark, 2006), data is analyzed on a participant by participant basis 

helping to keep the story intact (Assoiants, 2019; Riessman, 2008). Narrative thematic analysis 

started with re-coding of the interview transcripts for each participant separately in relation to the 

themes identified with YMCA stakeholders. Interconnections between the codes were identified 

for each participant in the form of themes. The themes identified within each participant group 

(youth and coaches) were then reviewed to look for commonalities and differences across cases. 

Once this was completed, overarching themes across both youth and coach groups were 

identified (Bennett, 2017; Birch, 2011). This process is aligned with Reissman’s (2008) 

description of narrative thematic analysis where the emphasis is on the told (i.e., emphasis on 

what is said) and not on how a story unfolds or the telling of it (i.e., emphasis on how a story is 

told), which differs from other narrative analysis traditions. In comparison to the themes 

identified through thematic analysis, the themes from the narrative thematic analysis were more 

holistic. Themes identified through thematic analysis tend to represent patterns across a fractured 
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set of codes (Reissman, 2008). Instead of theorizing from a set of codes across several 

participants, the themes identified were based on stories shared during the interviews. Elements 

that may have been broken down into several different codes via thematic analysis, were instead 

kept together intact though narrative thematic analysis as they were connected to the narrative 

account provided by the participant during the initial interview.  

Findings 

 All of the youth and coaches interviewed were involved with YMCA basketball programs 

(including sport camps and weekly basketball programs) except two participants (one coach and 

one youth) involved with multisport programs. Half of the coaches interviewed were volunteers, 

while the other half were paid staff delivering programs. Four themes are presented below, with 

narratives related to: 1) learning and accomplishment, 2) youth disengagement, 3) gendered 

experiences, and 4) coach’s training and understanding of physical literacy. Pseudonyms are 

used to protect the identities of the participants. 

Theme #1: Learning and Accomplishment 

 Youth participants described how the programs they participated in helped them develop 

new skills (e.g., dribbling a basketball), enhanced their understanding of how to play the game, 

improved their confidence in themselves and in their teammates, and taught them perseverance, 

determination, and teamwork skills. Youth expressed a strong desire to get better and learn new 

skills. Ana, a 12-year-old basketball camp participant liked how her basketball coaches pushed 

her more than other teachers or coaches, “I like how they [YMCA coaches] keep pushing us.. a 

lot of my coaches or teachers, they're like, ‘do what you can’… but I like how they [YMCA 

coaches], push us to do better.” A few youth participants described progress toward goals they 
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had set for themselves. Aaron, a 10-year-old basketball participant explains what he learned 

about the hard work involved with achieving his goals: 

I've learned that to get to a specific goal or to reach a certain dream, you have to work 

really hard… It [the basketball program] made me think different about life... like you 

know you think everything is going to be easy and just kinda play out, I realize that's not 

going to happen. 

 The interconnected nature of physical literacy constructs (i.e., confidence, motivation, 

competence, knowledge and understanding) were also reflected in the interview narratives with 

youth. For example, Sandy, a 12-year-old girl noted how her competence with shooting helped 

her feel confident, “I'm pretty good at shooting, so, whenever I'm doing shooting, I feel pretty 

confident.” However, when she was applying skills she wasn’t good at, she didn’t enjoy it as 

much. Sandy also explained that she knows she has to work hard at skills she’s not as good at to 

improve and how this could eventually help her achieve her future goals of making her junior 

high basketball team: 

Whenever I'm doing an activity that involves applying that skill that I'm not very good at, 

I don't really enjoy that, but I know that I have to get better. And, I won't get better 

without trying... next year I might try out for my team as well.. so that would contribute 

to my basketball skills as well as skills like determination, perseverance, teamwork. 

Another reason youth expressed interest in improving their skills was related to inclusion in 

future social situations. For example, Caleb, a 10-year-old basketball participant explained how 

developing his shooting skills was important for feeling included: 

Caleb: I don't want to be that person who always has to just pass and not shoot a lot. 

Interviewer: Why is that important? 
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Caleb: So that I'm not left out and I don't just stand there. 

Interviewer: Yeah, for sure. Do you see kids who are left out sometimes because they 

don't get the ball passed to them? 

Caleb: Yeah… It's not fair, it's just not fair. 

Other youth participants reflected on how proud they felt about themselves when they improved 

or learned something new and how this was connected to the fun and enjoyment they 

experienced. Working through challenges and reflecting on improvements were opportunities for 

development. Fun and enjoyment was also connected to seeing themselves improve and a sense 

of accomplishment. 

Theme #2: Youth Disengagement  

 Participants interviewed reflected on what contributes to youth disengagement during a 

sport or physical activity program. This theme contained two sub-themes, 1) exclusion, social 

comparisons, and potential for embarrassment, and 2) low sense of autonomy.  

 Exclusion, social comparisons, and potential for embarrassment. Moments when 

participants felt the least engaged during their sports and physical activity programs were related 

to feeling excluded. We share one example from Katie, a 12-year-old girl at the start of this 

chapter – the participant who used the term ‘wandering ghost’. After I interviewed Katie and 

heard her speak about how it was mainly the older boys getting the ball, I observed the program 

in which she was participating. My observations aligned with Katie’s experiences: 

There are kids ranging in age from 8-14 years on one court, playing all at once.  

Regardless of the coach’s efforts to support inclusion, the older boys are dominating the 

court. They [older boys] are making an effort to pass to the younger, smaller boys and the 

one girl on their team. In the span of seven minutes, the older boys touched the ball 47 
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times, the younger boys 14 times and the girls 17 times. This one smaller, younger boy 

seems to just run back and forth, trying so hard to keep up with the plays, yet he only got 

the ball passed to him once. The others who didn’t get the ball often, slowed down or are 

walking now. They appear to have given up trying to keep up. (Field notes, U14 

basketball sport camp, July 18, 2018). 

Although all the participants were on the court, some were excluded from the fun and enjoyment 

of the game. Julie, one of coaches made the following remark when I asked what contributes to 

disengagement during programs: 

The more skilled players tend to be more outgoing because they've won so many times 

and they feel good about it... the other guys kind of reserve themselves and they eat lunch 

quietly on their own... they naturally pull away even though the other kids are trying to 

include them... they don't want to do anything that they can't do. 

 Youth were particularly sensitive to the social circumstances of the programs they 

participated in, making many comments about their skills or abilities in comparison to their 

peers. They described moments in which they were negatively comparing themselves and their 

abilities or felt like they were being judged by others for “not being good enough.” The comment 

below from Breanne, a 14-year-old participant in the basketball sport camp helps highlight this 

further:  

There [were] a lot of kids there who were a lot better than me, who are also a lot younger 

than me… since they clearly had been doing basketball for a long time... I feel like some 

people might find it discouraging though 'cause there's a lot of, like, playing bump where, 

I'd be out, right away, every time.  
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Feeling disengaged was related to potential for embarrassment. Youth were acutely aware of 

particular times when their skills and abilities were on display for others to observe and judge. 

This high degree of self-consciousness and comparison with others was evident in eight of the 

ten interviews conducted with youth. Aaron, a 10-year-old youth participant reflected on one 

experience he had during his basketball program when I asked what the least fun thing about his 

program was: 

 Everyone groaning when I miss the shots... a few Saturday’s ago, this kid kept saying 

 some words, bad words, like ‘are you crazy?’ every time I tried to make a shot… that's 

 what makes me feel really bad, when they think I'll miss it, so I don't want to do anything.  

 Low Sense of Autonomy. The high degree of programmatic controls and low level of 

autonomy that some youth experienced was another factor influencing youth engagement. A few 

participants shared how their ‘youth’ programs included activities that seemed to be more for 

younger kids. Breanne spoke at length about her experiences in being involved with day camp 

programming as a youth:  

I just felt like I was kind of being babysat… they're doing the same games over and over 

again… and then there's campfire. The counselors still treated you like you were younger 

even though I was like a year younger [than the counselor]… a lot of times you would 

have to like be with the younger kids… as the oldest kid there [it’s] not good for my 

social game. 

Katie who was in a similar basketball sport program at a different YMCA branch made similar 

comments as Breanne, while also suggesting she appreciated the times the counsellors were 

flexible and asked for their input: 



50 

 

You have to have a bathroom buddy and the bathroom was literally five feet away from 

the door… I like having freedoms and not being restricted to one thing… and I like that 

[the counsellor], she took some suggestions like [asking], what do you guys wanna 

achieve by the end of this camp?  

In both these examples, youth participants highlight experiences where they felt disengaged due 

to feeling a low sense of control over activities in their program. Upon reflecting on these 

narratives with YMCA stakeholders, issues related to disengagement because of low autonomy 

were noted as priorities to address, as the YMCA stakeholders recognized they often use a 

similar program approach with youth as they would with younger children.  

Theme #3: Gendered Experiences 

 Interviews with both youth and coaches highlighted the gendered nature of recreational 

sport experiences. Differences in participation, involvement in the game and beliefs about gender 

and sport were described by both youth and coaches. Negative gender stereotypes and beliefs 

about girls’ abilities in sport were discussed as a key reason as to why fewer numbers of girls 

participate in sport compared to boys.  

 The girls involved in YMCA sport programs described experiences related to feeling less 

competent and confident in their abilities, in connection to their gender. Katie describes her 

experiences participating with boys in the co-ed basketball sport camp. She describes feelings of 

exclusion while noting underlying beliefs about her ability to play. 

Boys will be boys... obviously they're pretty good at basketball, and I think they 

underestimate us in a way... they don't want to pass to us and they think we won't be able 

to catch it, and yeah, sometimes I'll miss it, like oh I didn't know you were gonna pass it 

to me... It feels bad, I guess.. you feel like you're unwanted… Like you have no purpose, 
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because it's just them [the older boys] and the rest of us just don't have to do 

anything…why are we playing if you guys are doing everything, just take us out then. 

You guys can take care of it... We[her and the other girl in the program] don't have as 

much experience as everyone else, but we're still able to do the basic things. 

Breanne shared similar perceptions about a girls’ abilities and beliefs related to gender and sport 

during my interview with her:  

Breanne: I have a lot of friends who are girls who are a lot less confident of their skills... I 

don't think it means they're not as good at it. I think they don't feel like they can really try as 

hard ‘cause they think that when they try hard, it looks kind of… I don't know how to explain 

it.. like things girls wouldn’t be expected to do, or expected to be a certain way...  

Jennie: A stereotype? 

Breanne: Yeah, a stereotype… there’s expectations around what a boy is supposed to be like... 

like try a lot harder stuff, fancy stuff in basketball.. expect to make it on [the team] or 

whatever... but I realize that a girl would never do that. 

Both youth participants described their perceptions about a girls’ ability to play the game, which 

were intertwined with stereotypical beliefs about gender and sport. 

 Coaches shared similar perspectives and experiences related to the gendered nature of sport 

experiences as youth. A few coaches observed discrepancies in YMCA program participation by 

gender. Mira, an experienced YMCA coach involved with basketball camps, commented on the 

numbers of girls participating in her program, “I didn't have any girls last week at all... and this 

week out of like, 11 kids, I only have two girls.” Another experienced basketball coach, Lucas 

made a similar comment about his programs, “with my classes, I've always had one or two girls... 

that's about it. I've never had more than two.” With the girls who were participating in programs, 
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issues related to their inclusion in the game were often observed by coaches. Modifications to pass 

rules (e.g., must pass three times before shooting) were one solution coaches implemented to 

address this, however, at times they still noticed girls were excluded in the game. A rule that the 

‘boys must pass to a girl’ before they shoot was also created at times to support girls’ involvement 

in the game. Katie, a 12-year-old youth participant commented on how she liked the rule,  

 I really like how they have the rule, uh you had to pass to a girl before you shoot the 

 basketball because I felt like me and Sandy [other girl participating in program] I didn't 

 really have a chance to do it, because you know girls can't play sports or whatever. 

 Coaches commented that existing gender stereotypes were affecting girls’ participation in 

SPA. Kayla, a basketball camp coach described her own experiences playing sports, “it's a lot of 

intimidation... like, if you play soccer, you're gonna be labeled butch… it's not feminine enough, 

not lady-like to play and have all these bruises on your legs or have muscular legs.” Mya shared 

a story about a girl she used to coach who had her hijab pulled off during a basketball game. She 

described how the girl, “thought that the guy did it purposely, she told me, in her culture it's not 

good, it's bad…I know she was having a bad time after that”. Noah, a basketball coach discussed 

his thoughts about gender stereotypes, while also revealing his own thoughts about girls or 

women and their ability to play contact sports: 

The stereotype that girls can't do it I think is bs... it's just the way society is.. but I still 

think that women like certain sports where they really excel at or are very popular, so like 

tennis or badminton or stuff like that.. not necessarily contact sports. 

Several youth and coach participants made suggestions that offering girls only programs at the 

YMCA could help address issues related to girls’ disengagement and declining participation in 

SPA.  
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Theme #4: Coaches Training, Experience and Understanding of Physical Literacy 

 The type and extent of training coaches received prior to starting their role varied from 

one coach to the next depending on the program they were coaching. Coaches also ranged in 

levels of experience with instructing youth programs. For example, one coach had recently 

transitioned from being a program participant himself to becoming a junior volunteer coach. 

Another coach was an experienced teacher who volunteered at the YMCA in his spare time. 

Three of the eight coaches explained they had not received any sport or program specific training 

but had received general YMCA volunteer training. Noah, a new YMCA coach who became 

involved as a way to complete his practicum hours, made the following comment about training, 

“they [the YMCA] let instructors learn as they go and I think that's the best way, you kinda put 

them in the deep water, sink or swim... that's sorta how it should be.” Coaches mentioned 

different types of training sessions they had received including, internal YMCA orientations and 

training workshops led by external groups, such as the National Coaches Certification Program 

(NCCP) in Canada. Coaches who had taken the NCCP certification commented on how it helped 

improve their programming. For example, Mira notes how the NCCP basketball training helped 

her develop more engaging sessions: 

In the beginning [before taking training], I realized I wouldn't push them as much, and I 

would just repeat the drills I was doing... I wasn't creative... But now, I try to keep every 

day different than the other… before [the training] I would talk on and on, so it was like 

miscommunication a lot... Now [after training] I have to be empathetic with them and 

understand where they're at.  

Lucas also highlighted changes he made to his program plans after taking the NCCP basketball 

training and how this supported engagement in his participants: 
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Before the coaching class, I would do maybe five laps around the gym every single time 

we'd start... they [the youth participants] would kind of dread to do these laps... and then 

after the coaching program… one of the activities we did was play a game called Pacman… 

and they loved it... I'm pretty sure my students could see it [changes to his coaching style] 

because I definitely saw it.  

Jared, a less experienced volunteer coach, had not taken the NCCP coaches training, although he 

described how he attempted to learn what was engaging for the kids involved through 

experience,  

Being old school, I try to show the rules of the game and how we're going to play... try to 

implement a sports club way of doing things... it didn't seem to go that far with kids... 

they lose interest really quickly and they pretty much stop responding to you all together.  

These narratives suggest that different levels of experience or training and types of instructional 

approaches change the level of youth interest and engagement within a program. 

 Physical literacy concepts were described and operationalized in different ways based on 

the coaches’ understanding of the term. When coaches were asked about what the term meant, 

there was a mixed response. Four coaches had never heard of the term, while the other coaches 

had learned about it when they had taken a YMCA day camp training, or through their 

educational programs. One coach, Mira, noted how physical literacy was connected to concepts 

of active living and reduced sedentary behaviour,  

Physical literacy in day camps is so important because the reason parents send their kids 

off to day camps is they don't waste time sleeping all day or watching screens... having a 

component of physical literacy... at least 60 minutes... really motivates the kids to 

actually stay fit on their feet active, healthy, all of that stuff. 
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She also described physical literacy in connection to inclusion, “just starting off with basic 

games that everyone is comfortable playing... to be inclusive to everyone.” Other coaches 

described physical literacy as a term focused on developing physical abilities, including 

fundamental movement skills. For example, Lucas suggested the term as, “kind of like 

coordination and stuff like that.” 

 Coaches involved with day camp programs had received more structured training on how 

to integrate physical literacy into their programs. Julie, a basketball coach explained how 

physical literacy was integrated at one of the YMCA branches at which she had received her day 

camp training: 

At [specific YMCA branch], I know they do weeks [with a] focus… like Monday is 

hopping, Tuesday is like running... I know we had to focus on hopscotch or skipping rope 

for hopping or jumping day. 

Aside from a couple coaches involved with day camps, the remainder of the coaches struggled to 

answer additional questions about how they support physical literacy in their programs during 

the interviews.   

Discussion 

Factors Influencing Youth Engagement  

 Youth develop physical literacy through enriching and engaging movement experiences 

(Jurbala, 2015; Van Wyk, 2016). Findings of this study suggest there are several interconnected 

intrapersonal and interpersonal factors related to feelings of engagement when youth are 

participating in recreational sport programs. Fun is often referenced as the number one reason 

children and youth stay involved in SPA (Visek et al., 2015). Youth described having fun and 

experiencing enjoyment in their programs when they could see themselves learning, improving, 
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and progressing towards goals they had set. Feelings of fun, enjoyment and personal 

accomplishment were a direct reflection of how competent youth felt while performing a 

particular task or activity, which is consistent with other studies (Beni et al., 2017; Chen, 2015). 

A recent study by Beni et al. (2017) identified the importance of ensuring personally relevant 

learning in making a sport experience meaningful for youth. Feeling comfortable with peers and 

making friends with others was another factor that youth highlighted in the interviews as being 

important for their engagement. Similar to earlier studies (Cote et al., 2010), the coach’s role in 

developing relationships, facilitating learning’s, and providing encouragement for youth, was 

also critical for youth engagement, especially during challenging moments. The social 

experiences that youth have in their programs play a significant role in maximizing the fun and 

enjoyment (Beni et al., 2017; Howie et al., 2020).  

 In contrast, when youth described times where they felt disengaged, it was connected to 

moments where they were judged, intimidated, embarrassed, or excluded. A recent study which 

demonstrated significant associations between memories from physical education during 

childhood and physical activity in adulthood, suggests that an individual’s worst memories were 

related to embarrassment, bullying (being picked on or singled out), and social physique anxiety 

(Ladwig et al., 2018). Negative interpersonal experiences with SPA are detrimental to supporting 

youth with positive subjective beliefs about their abilities (Chen, 2015), which could lead to 

decreases in motivation (Cairney et al., 2019). The age range of youth involved in programs is an 

important factor to consider.  

 During one of the basketball camps, the participants ranged in age from 8-14 years. With 

wide ranges in ages, there is likely increased potential for younger children who are at a different 

developmental level to be left out. To help youth cope with feelings of stress and anxiety that 
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may arise during participation in SPA, coaches and instructors can help foster a strong sense of 

social connectedness between themselves and participants, and between participants (Tabibnia & 

Radecki, 2018). Additionally, paying more attention to the ‘wandering ghosts’ (i.e., youth who 

may not be as inclined to participate or are not as athletically inclined or experienced with a sport 

or activity) may also prevent those who are lower skilled from losing interest or dropping out 

when participating with a group of higher-skilled youth (Jurbala, 2015). Developing a deeper 

level of understanding the perspectives of wandering ghosts, or the non-sporty and non-

participating youth (Messner & Musto, 2014), can help us imagine new ways of supporting 

youth physical literacy through emphasizing inclusion, teamwork, cooperation, learning and 

development.  

  Youth participants in this study frequently compared themselves to their peers on the 

basis of skill and performance and were particularly sensitive to the judgments of others involved 

in their programs or who had watched them play. This sensitivity which is common to this 

developmental stage may exacerbate issues related to youth disengagement. Associated with the 

onset of adolescence, characterized by changes in identity formation and issues of social 

acceptance, is a notable increase in the frequency of anxiety and affective issues occurring in 

youth (Pattwell & Bath, 2017; Tabibnia & Radecki, 2018). Social status, peer acceptance and the 

need to feel socially accepted into the broader socio-cultural environment are central processes in 

the formation of self-identity in adolescence (Williams & Deutsch, 2016; Voulgaridou & 

Kokkinos, 2015). Levels of emotional stress, fear, and anxiety are underlying factors related to 

identity formation and feelings of social acceptance marking the complex developmental 

transition from childhood to adulthood (Pattwell & Bath, 2017). This may help explain the 

heightened sense of anxiety youth may feel at times when participating in SPA. The social-
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emotional climate and pedagogical approach used is a key variable in producing positive 

developmental outcomes in young people (Weiss, 2011; Coakley, 2011; Mandigo et al., 2008; 

Wainwright et al., 2018). The degree to which youth feel accepted and a strong sense of 

belonging, directly affects their developmental pathway. This is an important program 

consideration for any coach or instructor working with adolescents. 

   A low sense of autonomy or feeling like they were treated like a younger child was 

another factor related to disengagement amongst youth in this study. Autonomy can be described 

as a person’s perception as having choice or freedom over a particular matter (Mandigo et al., 

2008). As children move toward adolescence, providing increased opportunities to give input and 

have more control over their programs could help them feel more engaged in programs. Almond 

(2013) highlights the link between autonomy and engagement, arguing that, “self-directed 

activities need to be seriously considered because they are recognized as intrinsically satisfying 

and are more self-engaging and self-fulfilling than imposed activities and enable learners to 

flourish” (p. 67). While research is still emerging, the use of a holistic approaches that support 

autonomy and are engagement-focused have potential to positively impact physical literacy and 

positive youth development (Allan et al., 2017; Weiss, 2011). The way in which an instructor or 

coach interacts with a youth participant is just as important, perhaps even more important than 

what content is being delivered. When programs are not designed in such a way that enable all 

youth to feel involved and successful, regardless of skill or experience, this hinders their ability 

to partake in learning and develop physical literacy.  

Gender and Inequity with Program Engagement 

 The girls interviewed in this study shared moments where they were excluded in 

recreational sport programs because of their gender. They also described how gender stereotypes 
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influence participation in girls their age. Coaches that were interviewed also observed that fewer 

girls tended to participate in their programs and agreed with youth perceptions that this was 

likely related to existing gender stereotypes within sport. These findings are unfortunately 

aligned with participation trends in Canada, which demonstrate that more girls than boys tend to 

drop out of programs as they enter adolescence (CAAWS, 2016; Trussel & McTeer, 2007). In an 

ethnographic study by Gibbons and Humbert (2008) investigating girl’s perceptions of their 

physical education classes, several issues were raised, including the link between perceived 

competence and feelings of fun and enjoyment. The girls did not enjoy the team sport activities 

that they perceived themselves to be less skilled in than the boys. Moreover, they highlighted 

that the teacher tended to choose activities that the boys were better at such as team sports over 

other activities such as figure skating or dance (Gibbons & Humbert, 2008). Cowley et al., 

(2021) have also identified several barriers related to girl’s participation in SPA, including fear 

of judgement from others, negative perceptions of their body image, and gender inequality. The 

intersection of gender and culture may create additional barriers to participation for girls as they 

negotiate their participation in SPA (Hamzeh & Oliver, 2012). Literature from physical 

education demonstrates how changes made to the pedagogical approach and social context can 

result in girls reporting more enjoyment, perceived competence, and social support, as well as 

increased physical activity (Cowley et al., 2021; Mandigo et al., 2008; Weiss, 2011).  

 There is very little research on issues related to the gender gap in recreational sport 

contexts such as YMCA facilities, which aim to support social inclusion and empowerment in 

youth (YMCA Canada, 2021). Narratives from both the coaches and youth participants described 

issues related to coaching practices that favour physically stronger boys. This finding is 

consistent with other studies that teaching practices tend to favour the highly skilled male 
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students and how teachers are often unaware of how they may reinforce harmful gender 

stereotypes (Baker, 2016; Valley & Graber, 2017). Coaches may be unaware of potential biases 

they carry, including how their coaching practices may discriminate on the basis of gender and 

sex (Metzler, 2011; Harvey, 2014). This was evident in one of the coach’s narratives explaining 

his views on gender and sports, including that “women like certain sports where they really excel 

at, [but] not necessarily contact sports”. This implicit belief is aligned with hyper-masculine 

beliefs about sport, including that women’s perceived lack of power and aggression would make 

them less physically capable of participating in contact sports (Hickey, 2008). Additionally, 

referring back to the rule that was shared in the interviews, ‘you must pass to the girl before 

shooting’, demonstrates that coaches were aware of the exclusion that the girls in their program 

were experiencing and thus they attempted to modify the game to support inclusion. However, 

this rule is problematic as it implies that women and girls are not as competent playing the game 

and thus require special rules to ensure they are passed to. These ideas are rooted in patriarchal 

notions of masculinity and femininity that women and girls are weaker than men and boys and 

serve to reinforce hurtful stereotypes commonplace in sport that may further exacerbate issues of 

exclusion related to gender and sex (Allen, 2014; Senne, 2016; Valley & Graber, 2017).  

 During the interviews, coaches and youth suggested that girls-only programming may 

support equitable participation and engagement in recreational SPA contexts for girls. Girls-only 

may help reduce the feelings of intimidation and provide a safer and more supportive 

environment for adolescent girls to participate (Cowley et al., 2021; CAAWS, 2012). A potential 

limitation to girls-only approaches is that it may not account for the range of needs or interests 

that different genders may have. Co-ed environments provide a context in which traditional and 

dominant ideologies related to gender and sport can be challenged (Valley & Graber, 2017). 
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Segregating youth SPA programs by gender could exacerbate challenges for youth who don’t 

conform to traditional notions of gender, such as transgender or non-binary youth. Creating SPA 

environments that are gender inclusive is another challenge for those administering and 

delivering SPA (Kennedy, 2018). Therefore, providing opportunities for coaches and instructors 

to become educated on gender equity issues and critically reflect on their own biases is a 

promising avenue for challenging power structures and addressing inequity in recreational sport 

programs (Cowley et al., 2021; Valley & Graber, 2017).  

Coaching Education and Support 

 Coach and instructor professional development is critical for supporting the integrity of 

programs focused on physical literacy (Van Wyk, 2016). In this study, a majority of the coaches 

interviewed had never heard of the term physical literacy and those who recognised the term 

could only identify limited understanding of what the concept meant or confused the term with 

physical activity. The coaches’ limited understanding of the meaning of physical literacy 

amongst recreational sport coaches is a consistent with findings from other studies exploring 

teachers understanding in physical education contexts (Stoddart & Humbert, 2017). The YMCA 

involved in this study has made significant efforts in recent years to enhance formalized training 

on physical literacy and sport specific coaching education available for coaches and instructors, 

yet not all of the coaches interviewed had participated in these opportunities. Coaches who had 

received program specific coaches training that was directly relevant to their program 

commented on how the training enhanced their abilities to lead engaging program sessions. 

Some coaches had been offered training opportunities but didn’t have time to take the training or 

a training session had not yet occurred. Professional development for coaches can take place 

through formal training sessions and meetings, or informally through mentorship. Emerging 
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research on coach development calls attention to the important role that informal mentorship 

opportunities can have in supporting learning (Nash et al., 2019). Given the wide range of 

experiences and educational backgrounds that YMCA coaches had in this study, informal 

professional development opportunities, such as mentorship before, during or after program 

sessions may be an effective strategy for supporting coaches who are in different places in their 

coaching journey. Regardless, providing a minimum standard of training for any coach or 

instructor prior to their involvement in delivering youth programs should be considered an 

essential pedagogical practice for physical literacy programs. 

 Organizational issues affecting the delivery of quality physical literacy programs, such as 

the uptake of training for coaches, arose during discussions with YMCA management staff in 

reflecting on reasons for the high turnover of coaches and instructors. The recruitment of devoted 

and qualified coaches is a major challenge facing many non-profit recreation organizations as 

these roles often require significant time commitments (De Martelaer & Theebom, 2006; 

Harrison & Weber, 2015). Providing high quality programs becomes difficult when you cannot 

recruit devoted staff and volunteers who directly deliver programs. Future studies could explore 

the issues related to turnover and how this affects the quality of SPA programs.  

Reflexive Analysis 

 Reflecting on participant experiences helped me examine my own views and assumptions 

on the research topic, such as the challenging nature of a coach’s role to support inclusion for a 

diverse range of participant skills. As I witnessed certain events in a program, it would 

encourage me to consider my own instructional practices and knowledge of physical literacy. 

I’ve also learned how, as an organizational leader at the YMCA, my own personal views and 

perceptions of physical literacy significantly influenced how the concept was implemented. As 
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the project manager leading physical literacy strategies, I often created content for physical 

literacy trainings and decided on specific methods for implementing physical literacy. Listening 

to coaches speak about implementing physical literacy concepts by emphasizing specific 

fundamental movement skills on different days of a week made me remember how I also used to 

emphasize the ‘physical’ aspects of physical literacy. For example, I thought it was a great idea 

that day camp coordinators create schedules where one fundamental movement skill was 

identified for each day of the camp. This provided focus and direction for their day camp leaders 

who were often looking for simple ideas and practical direction on how to implement physical 

literacy. Listening to coaches share examples of how they implemented physical literacy in their 

programs, I realized how my former perceptions of physical literacy likely trickled down into 

their current pedagogical practices. My earlier views of physical literacy that emphasized the 

‘physical’ and reflected the traditional, ‘dualistic’ perspectives of movement and therefore, 

influenced the pedagogical strategies that were implemented on an organizational level.  

Limitations 

 Given this study was guided by an action research approach, the traditional notions of 

validity, such as generalizability cannot be applied (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). This study was 

conducted in two YMCA facilities in one large, urban center in Canada; the transferability of the 

findings may be limited to other similar recreational contexts (Jones et al., 2014). The challenges 

highlighted are unique to the non-profit recreation sector and thus may not apply to all 

recreational settings or educational contexts. Another limitation includes that the youth 

participants in this study were participating in SPA programs. The views of youth who have 

already stopped participating by adolescence are not captured in this study. Future research 

should seek the voices of this group of youth who were not included in this study to further 
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investigate issues related to declining youth participation in SPA. For example, youth who 

identify as transgender or non-binary may experience different challenges related to their 

engagement in recreational SPA environments.  

Conclusion 

 Findings from this study have identified interpersonal and organizational barriers to 

supporting youth physical literacy. This includes developing strategies to ensure all youth, not 

just those who are highly skilled or stronger, feel a sense of belonging and purpose when playing 

the game. Findings also suggest that increased attention to issues related to gender and exclusion 

in youth recreational sport programs is necessary. Training for coaches and instructors is 

essential for supporting their confidence and abilities related to effectively engaging youth. 

Considerable potential exists within recreation facilities to support children and youth in 

developing physical literacy (Van Wyk, 2016), however, without increased attention on the 

pedagogical approaches used or the sociocultural climates created in recreation programs, this 

potential will not be realized.  

 The way that physical literacy is operationalized depends on many factors, including the 

funding structure, organizational culture, leadership values, and the ways in which coaches are 

supported by the organization’s leadership staff. This study was conducted to help drive action 

and change in support of increasing youth engagement in SPA. The interview narratives 

collected in this study provided an important instrument for driving critical reflection amongst 

the different levels of YMCA staff involved with this project. Hearing and seeing through the 

eyes of youth and coaches involved in recreation programs supported a deeper collective 

understanding of the issues and actions that can be taken to better support youth engagement in 

recreational SPA programs. However, co-collaborating with YMCA stakeholders to design this 
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study and analyze the data together provided a deeper, holistic view of the organizational issues 

affecting youth participation in recreational sport programs. If we aim to create more equity for 

all to participate in SPA, we must not only understand how instructional pedagogy influences 

youth engagement, but also how broader organizational pedagogies may reinforce ineffective 

and less equitable forms of programming in SPA. With its emphasis on a collaborative praxis 

between researchers and practitioners, action research (Bradbury-Huang, 2010) provides a 

promising research strategy for deepening our understanding of and addressing root causes of 

youth disengagement and declining participation in SPA. 
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Table 2-1 

 

YMCA youth program participant characteristics 

 

Pseudonym Gender Age Interview length 

(minutes) 

Program 

Katie female 12 31:28 Basketball Sport Camp 

Sandy female 12 19:41 Basketball Sport Camp 

Caleb male 10 11:46 Basketball Program 

Aaron male 10 37:56 Basketball Program 

Jason male 11 23:23 Basketball Program 

Ana female 12 18:55 Basketball Sport Camp 

Carter male 9 13:59 Multisport Program 

Breanne female 14 39:07 Basketball Sport Camp 

Keegan male 12 9:58 Basketball Sport Camp 

Omar male 12 17:24 Basketball Sport Camp 

 

 

Table 2-2 

 

YMCA coach participant characteristics 

 

Pseudonym Gender Interview length 

(minutes) 

Program Staff/ Volunteer 

Mira female 25:53 Basketball Sport Camp staff 

Lucas male 21:08 Basketball Program volunteer 

Gil male 27:39 Basketball Program volunteer 

Noah male 19:47 Basketball Program volunteer 

Mya female 25:00 Basketball Program staff 

Jared male 26:23 Multisport Program volunteer 

Kayla female 14:03 Basketball Sport Camp staff 

Julie female 33:39 Basketball Sport Camp staff 
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Engaging youth in the design of recreational sport and physical activity programs 

Introduction  

 Youth participation in physical activity and organized sport declines at the onset of 

adolescence (Canadian Fitness and Lifestyle Research Institute (CFLRI, 2017; CFLRI, 2018). As 

children grow and mature, their interests, attitudes, and motivations toward SPA change (Gano-

Overway et al., 2009). Studies suggest that negative attitudes and perceptions toward SPA 

developed during childhood may negatively impact physical activity levels into adulthood 

(Nelson et al., 2010; Russell & Limle, 2013). Adverse experiences with physical activity (e.g., 

feeling embarrassed, ashamed or bullied) during childhood are associated with negative attitudes 

toward physical activity and increased sedentary behaviour in adulthood (Ladwig, 2018). Social 

factors, such as friendships with peers, positive interactions with teammates and the ability to fit 

in are critical factors that influence the motivational climate of a SPA program (Howie et al., 

2020). Coaches also play a powerful role with shaping the social climate of youth SPA 

programs, influencing the which ways in youth experience quality relationships with others 

(Turnridge et al., 2016). To support positive youth development aims, the social context and 

instructional pedagogy must facilitate positive motivational experiences and spaces where all 

youth, regardless of their skills or abilities, feel safe and comfortable participating.   

Physical Literacy and Positive Youth Development 

 Physical literacy, defined as, “the motivation, confidence, physical competence, 

knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical 

activities for life” (International Physical Literacy Association, 2017, para.1). Sport and 

recreation providers, such as administrators and coaches, have used this concept to improve the 

quality of SPA experiences and to keep youth motivated to move over the long-term. Sport and 
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physical activity contexts are often considered ideal spaces to support positive youth 

development outcomes (Allan et al., 2017; Bean & Forneris, 2016). A positive youth 

development approach has strong parallels with holistic constructs of physical literacy (Allan et 

al., 2017). For example, perceived competence, defined as a “subjective belief in one’s own 

abilities (Chen, 2015, p. 128) is often considered an important indicator of behavioural outcomes 

in both the positive youth development (Coalter, 2016) and physical literacy literature (Chen, 

2015). Holistic physical literacy, underpinned by a monist philosophy, has shifted attention 

toward the process or experience of movement. Increased emphasis on the experience of 

movement involves a greater focus on participation and inclusion, including the joy, playfulness, 

and exhilaration that movement can bring (Chen, 2015; Whitehead, 2010). Although holistic 

views of physical literacy has brought much needed intentionality to the process of SPA program 

efforts, it has received criticism for being too abstract and lacking practical application (Jurbala, 

2015).  

In contrast to holistic conceptualizations of the term, a performance-driven approach to 

physical literacy emphasizes outcomes, such as mastery of skills, performance and winning 

(Allan et al., 2017). This approach is often critiqued for its oversimplification of the physical 

dimension of development (Chen, 2015). Allan et al. (2017) suggests that practitioners shift 

toward an integrated view of physical literacy which draws upon both the holistic and 

performance-driven approaches, in service to positive youth development. An integrated view of 

physical literacy centers the focus of a SPA program on youth development, through 

encouraging sampling of a wide variety of physical activities and facilitating safe physical and 

social environments that maintain a balanced emphasis on performance, participation, and 

personal development. 
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 The physical literacy movement has sparked several initiatives designed to improve the 

quality of experiences for youth and support their long-term engagement in SPA. Such efforts 

have primarily come in the form of coach and instructor training (Physical Literacy, 2021). 

While this focus on enhancing program quality through enhanced training is critical for 

supporting positive youth experiences, there are other factors, such as program structures that 

strongly influence youth interest in SPA. For example, voluntary program structures (Beets et al., 

2016) where youth can freely come and go without prior registration at no cost may prioritize fun 

and enjoyment over performance and competition (Stenling, 2014). Coakley (2016) noted a 

major challenge related to achieving positive youth development outcomes through SPA is 

related to resistance to change coming from the individuals administering youth SPA programs. 

Youth sport structures have become highly regimented, requiring high levels of commitment, 

while maintaining a dominant focus on winning and competition that is driven by adults (De 

Martelaer & Theebom, 2006; Russel & Limle, 2013). Moreover, a large majority of recreational 

SPA programs in Canada tend to require that participants register for a defined period of time or 

purchase a membership to participate. Shifts away from youth SPA programs requiring 

registration and membership structures toward more flexible, drop-in models of SPA programs 

have emerged in Norway and Sweden as a way to emphasize participation and fun over mastery 

of skill (Skille, 2004; Stenling, 2013; Stenling, 2014). An earlier phase of research conducted for 

my PhD identified that youth transitioning into adolescence begin to seek more autonomy in 

their recreational sport programs.  For youth who value their autonomy and want more flexible 

program structures, the traditional membership and program registration models that structure 

youth SPA opportunities may not be conducive to supporting their participation and engagement.  
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Use of Autonomy-Supportive Pedagogies in Sport and Physical Activity  

Watkins and Mortimore (1999) define pedagogy as “any conscious activity by one person 

designed to enhance learning in another” (p. 3). Autonomy-supportive pedagogies that centre 

learning around participation, enjoyment and mastery can address the psychological needs of 

youth and enhance their engagement in physical activity over the long-term (Coatsworth & 

Conroy, 2009; Fenton et al., 2016; Gleddie & Morgan, 2021). Self-determination theory has 

become widely adopted in the physical literacy literature. The SDT is based on the idea that 

when one is autonomous, feels competent and is able to relate to others, their intrinsic motivation 

is enhanced (Doozan & Bae, 2016). There is considerable research on the use of SDT in SPA 

contexts that demonstrates a strong correlation between intrinsic motivation and perceived 

competence, autonomy, social support, and enjoyment (Fenton et al., 2016; Mandigo et al., 2008; 

Russel & Limle, 2013; Wainwright et al., 2018; Weiss, 2011). Studies investigating the TGfU 

model have repeatedly demonstrated significant improvements in performance of skills, critical 

thinking, autonomy, self-efficacy, self-determination, and intrinsic motivation in comparison to 

traditional instructional styles focused on technique (Alison & Thorpe, 1997; Doozan & Bae, 

2016; Harvey, 2006; Mandigo et al., 2008). Adopting autonomy-supportive approaches often 

require that the coach or instructor act as more of a facilitator and use reflective questioning to 

engage participants (Harvey et al., 2010). This form of coaching represents a shift away from 

more traditional and directive forms of games instruction.  

Youth engagement can be conceptualized in a variety of ways. Within a SPA context, 

youth engagement is often driven by top-down approaches where coaches outline specific 

curricular objectives for youth. In contrast, critical pedagogy offers an alternative perspective of 

youth engagement, where dialogue with youth is encouraged and in service of youth 
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empowerment outcomes (Nols, et al., 2020). Wong et al. (2010) outlines a typology of youth-

adult partnerships, identifying the developmental potential of five different types of youth 

participation and engagement (see figure 3-1). The inception of youth engagement can come 

from a variety of approaches  This typology was created to help those working with youth, 

including researchers and practitioners, by articulating different degrees of youth engagement 

and the required contributions to supporting youth development. The five types of youth 

participation include: 1) vessel, 2) symbolic, 3) pluralistic, 4) independent, and 5) autonomous; 

and range in degree of voice and power youth, and adults each have. On one end of the typology 

(i.e., vessel and symbolic types), adults have more decision-making control, while youth have 

limited power, voice, and participation. On the other end of the typology, youth have more 

decision-making control, while adults have limited power, voice, and participation (i.e., 

independent and autonomous types). A pluralistic style of engagement, where both youth and 

adults share control and decision-making is situated in the middle as a mixed approach. Wong et 

al. (2010) suggests that a pluralistic approach is ideal for positive youth development and 

empowerment as it creates a shared power arrangement between adults and youth. The key is to 

find the right balance of adult involvement that supports youth with maximizing conditions and 

realizing opportunities, while not hindering youth development by becoming overly dominant or 

under-involved (Wong et al., 2010).  

Research Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to investigate pedagogical approaches to supporting 

physical literacy that resonate with youth. This research project worked with two YMCA 

branches in a large city in western Canada and sought to answer the following research 

questions: 1) What approaches to physical literacy best resonate with youth in a recreation 



84 

 

setting? and, 2) What ideas do youth have for creating more engaging SPA programs? Youth 

involved in this study had the opportunity to expand their knowledge about an issue, develop 

their critical thinking, as well as contribute to knowledge generation and support action 

(Vaughan, 2014). YMCA staff involved with the design and delivery of YMCA recreational 

SPA programs were also engaged in the design of this study and were particularly keen to hear 

youth ideas and experiences in regard to their YMCA programs. It was important to engage 

YMCA stakeholders in this study to support recreational leaders and staff  to, “think critically 

about their ability to support youth’s voice and continue to promote their participatory power” 

(Foster-Fishman et al., 2010, p. 82). The action research process embraces collaboration and may 

be considered a non-traditional and non-hegemonic approach that supports work for youth, by 

working ‘with’ them (Robinson et al., 2019).  
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Methods 

Research Orientation 

This study was guided by an action research approach, described as an orientation to 

knowledge generation rather than a research methodology (Wicks et al., 2008). While action 

research shares similarities with many other qualitative forms of inquiry, including the embrace 

of values and context, it differs through its strong sense of commitment to working with co-

collaborators (i.e., practitioners, policy makers or members of the community) to solve societal 

issues (Brydon-Miller et al., 2003). Another important distinction is the cyclical use of action 

and reflection to support praxis or consciousness raising. Freire (1970), describes praxis as a 

reflective act whereby, “the individual can gradually perceive personal and social reality as well 

as the contradictions in it, [becoming] conscious of his or her own perception of that reality, and 

deal critically with it” (p. 32). Praxis in this study was supported by inviting collaborators to 

share their interpretations of the findings and breakdown the divisions between those who 

research and those who are researched (Eikeland, 2015). Collaborators in this study included 

youth who participated in the focus groups and YMCA stakeholders.  

 Positionality. Prior to beginning my PhD, I was employed by the YMCA involved in this 

study. As part of my role, I led the implementation of physical literacy concepts into programs. I 

recognize this influences the perspective I have on YMCA programs and physical literacy. 

Moreover, I am friends with many of my former YMCA colleagues involved in this research. 

My special insider status provided easier opportunities to access YMCA programs, spaces, and 

staff, while at the same time, as I was no longer employed by the organization, I had the ability 

to create distance to see things from different angles (Coghlan & Shani, 2015). However, my 
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pre-existing perceptions, experiences, and relationships within the YMCA context, also impacted 

my understanding of what I saw and heard throughout the research process (Daly, 2007).  

 Co-Creating Knowledge With Youth. Action researchers acknowledge that the research 

process is shaped by our self-interests and beliefs, thus reflexivity is an important quality 

criterion as it creates transparency around the decisions that are made throughout the research 

process (Bradbury-Huang, 2010). Robinson and Kellet (2005) illustrate the different ways in 

which researchers view children, where on one end, children are seen as objects of the research 

approach with limited engagement because they are also viewed as dependent and incompetent, 

and thus they do not give valid and reliable information. On the opposite end, the researcher is 

concerned with having children actively participate as both a participant and co-researcher with 

sharing of power, viewing children as being an expert in the experience of childhood (Robinson 

& Kellet, 2005). Power is not shared if the perspectives of children and youth are not viewed in 

such a way where they are respected as autonomous beings and as ‘experts’ of their own 

experiences (Morrow, 2005). Although this study was designed as an action research study 

where power was to be shared, as the facilitator and researcher designing the research process, I 

often found it challenging to share all aspects of power with youth. I also realized throughout 

how I would need to ensure I provided ideas and information to support youth with critically 

reflecting on issues affecting their engagement, thus the soft skills required of an action 

researcher are not to be considered lightly (Inoue, 2015). Reflecting upon the nature of 

knowledge generation with youth at the beginning of the focus groups (see appendix study 2 

research materials) was a launch point for supporting youth with questioning the ways that SPA 

programs are designed. It also highlighted to me how much teaching and learning processes are 

embedded within an action research orientation.   
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Study Design 

 Informed by an earlier phase of my doctoral dissertation research, this study recruited 

youth involved with YMCA programs to participate in a series of focus groups. The goal of the 

focus groups was to gain insight on the program structures and instructional styles that best 

resonate with youth. A total of 31 youth between the ages of 12-15 met consecutively for four 

weeks during the fall of 2019. The focus groups took place at two YMCA branches (2 focus 

groups x 2 locations x 4 weeks each). The YMCA staff involved with the administration and 

delivery of youth programs were recruited to participate in two final wrap-up meetings with 

youth after the focus groups meetings were completed. Focus groups with youth followed by a 

culminating stakeholder meeting were ideal as a research method for this action research project 

to support critical reflection with youth and YMCA stakeholders (Kihl & Wiese-Bjornstal, 

2018). The homogeneity of the focus groups where the age was restricted to 12 to 15 years of 

age allowed youth to feel comfortable sharing their ideas (Foster-Fishman et al., 2010), while the 

stakeholder meeting created an in-between space where youth and adults could connect and 

reflect with each other (Torre, 2009; Vaughan, 2014). The Brock University Research Ethics 

Board (File #17-408) approved this study prior to the start of recruitment. 

Participants and Recruitment 

Youth (n = 12 females + 19 males) were involved in the focus groups (see Table 3-1 for 

participant characteristics). Youth participants signed up for one of four focus groups based on 

the time and location that was convenient for them. Each group had between six to nine youth 

participants. Youth involved in this study were demographically diverse. One of the YMCA 

branches is situated within a community where 63% of the population are immigrants. By 

comparison, 31% of the population in the city are immigrants. The second branch involved in the 
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study also has an immigrant population of 31%, which is comparable to the rest of the city (City 

of Calgary, 2016).  

Youth were recruited with support from the YMCA branch staff through program 

announcements, facility posters and emails. A variety of YMCA SPA programs, such as team 

sports (i.e., basketball and multi-sport programs), individual sports (i.e., skating and rock 

climbing), and other individual physical activities (i.e. swimming pool and weight floor) were 

targeted for recruitment. Any youth between the ages of 12-15 years who had experience with 

recreational SPA programs were considered eligible to participate. The majority of youth 

participants were currently participating in YMCA programs, such as swimming, rock climbing, 

basketball, youth leadership programs or in other YMCA drop-in programs. All youth had 

experiences participating in recreational SPA programs, such as those cited above within the 

YMCA or in other non-YMCA sport environments. For example, a couple youth shared that they 

also participated in after-school sports programs or in high performance club sports at the time of 

recruitment.  

I built rapport with youth by talking with them about what activities they did at the 

YMCA and asking how often they come to get to know them. I held a 30-minute study 

information night in each branch to share details on what the study entailed with any youth (and 

their parents) who were interested. I asked youth to briefly share their name, what their favourite 

YMCA activity was and what made them come to the information session, which helped further 

building rapport with youth. Pizza was offered as an incentive to any youth who attended the 

information night. Originally we planned to recruit two groups of youth to participate in the 

focus group meetings, however we had overwhelming interest from youth and added two 

additional focus groups times to maximize the opportunity for youth to provide input on SPA 
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programs. Focus groups were only completed with youth who returned a completed parental 

consent and youth assent form. Each youth was paid $15 per focus group meeting for their time 

and participation.  

Data Collection  

  Data were collected through the following sources: 1) youth focus groups, 2) stakeholder 

meetings, 3) researcher and research assistant field notes, and 4) a researcher reflexivity journal. 

All focus group and stakeholder meetings were audio recorded. I took notes as often as I could 

and completed a reflexivity journal entry after each meeting to record as many details of the 

meetings as possible. Discussions with the research assistants also assisted with recording the 

context and details of the conversation that took place throughout each of the focus group 

meetings.  

 Focus Group Meetings. The focus groups took place at the two YMCA locations 

involved in the study (Glesne, 2016). I facilitated all focus group meetings. Each focus group 

meeting took place over approximately one hour. Two research assistants (one for each YMCA 

location) were recruited from the YMCA community to assist with note taking during the focus 

groups. The research assistants signed a non-disclosure agreement prior to their involvement in 

the study. I met with each research assistant in advance of every meeting to discuss the meeting 

plan and obtain their input. Each of the four youth groups were held once per week over the 

course of a month. Core discussion topics were outlined in advance (see appendix study 2 – 

research materials), however youth were also asked for their input at each meeting on what they 

thought would be important to discuss. Focus group topics included what research is and who 

does research, findings from previous research with youth, comparisons between a games-based 

approach and a skill-focused lesson, a facility tour, and brainstorming about ways that the 
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YMCA could engage more youth. A similar plan was used for all four youth groups with minor 

adaptations made as needed for each group.  

In their participatory action research project with youth, Foster-Fishman et al. (2010) 

identified a critical challenge regarding use of developmentally appropriate methods for youth. 

Without consideration for the types of processes that are suitable for youth, studies may run the 

risk of failing to generate critical understanding and overwhelm youth involved (Foster-Fishman 

et al., 2010).  For example, it would have been unreasonable to assume that youth understand 

what the term pedagogy means or are aware of different types of pedagogical approaches. 

Trussel (2008) suggests that researchers working with youth should limit their reliance on the use 

of verbal discussion as it can be intimidating for youth and limit their ability to engage. 

Furthermore, the use of youth-friendly activities where youth can draw upon their creative and 

imaginative skills throughout data collection may be particularly helpful for engaging a diverse 

group of youth (Trussel, 2008). I used different activities at times to create engagement with 

youth. For example, in the third focus group session, I facilitated two different physical activities 

involving throwing. One was a skill practice session and the other was a game. I used this 

activity to create dialogue about what types of activities youth find fun in their programs in 

connection to games-based approaches. 

To help address the power imbalance of doing research as an adult with youth (Trussel, 

2008), and support critical discussion, I used terminology that was simpler, presented key points 

about different instructional approaches, provided demonstrations, and used short videos to help 

youth relate to the focus group topics. I also used activities where youth could use their creative 

skills. For example, at the start of the research process, I used an activity called, “Draw a 

Researcher” as an introductory activity that was previously used in a youth participatory action 
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research (Fox & Osato, 2018).  The purpose for using this activity was “to expand traditional 

conceptions of research, challenge historically constructed ideas about ‘who holds the expertise’ 

and draw out the idea that there are countless ways to embody the role of researcher” (Fox & 

Osato, p. 251). This activity was helpful for highlighting the value of youth knowledge in 

research projects that are about them and sparking further discussion on the contribution’s youth 

could make during the study. Small group activities were also used to support discussion and 

encourage engagement so that youth who didn’t feel comfortable speaking up, could potentially 

with a smaller group. Any notes or drawing’s that youth created throughout this process were 

only collected with their consent.  

 Stakeholder Meeting. Upon completion of the focus groups, two meetings (1.5 hrs each) 

between the youth and YMCA stakeholders was held to share youth perspectives on pedagogical 

practices discussed in the focus groups. A stakeholder meeting was held in each YMCA branch 

location with a total of 17 youth and 14 YMCA staff in attendance. All YMCA staff were asked 

to review the study information and provide consent prior to participating in the stakeholder 

meetings. Youth participating in the focus groups were invited to attend this meeting based on 

the branch location they were at. The YMCA staff attending included front-line supervisors who 

oversee SPA coaches and instructor’s, manager’s overseeing SPA and youth programs, and the 

senior leadership team, including a director and vice president. The purpose of this meeting was 

to share results from the focus groups with YMCA stakeholders and discuss action areas for 

designing future youth programs (see appendix study 2 research materials). I presented the data 

collected to the larger group to ensure youth felt comfortable and could remain anonymous with 

their comments. I also displayed examples of pictures and work that was created by youth during 

the focus groups, and key themes with examples of data excerpts on the walls around the 
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meeting room to help all co-collaborators view the information. Due to the large size of the 

stakeholder meetings, smaller discussion groups were necessary to encourage meaningful 

conversation between YMCA staff and youth participants. 

Data Analysis 

The 16 focus group meetings (4 groups X 4 sessions = 16 focus group meetings) and 2 

stakeholder meetings were audio recorded and transcribed by a transcription service called Rev 

after each focus group meeting. It was challenging to hear all the voices on the audio recording 

and track who said what due to the size of some of the meetings. To help address this, as I 

reviewed the audio files and transcripts, I would re-read field notes taken by myself and the 

research assistants to help keep track of the conversations that took place during the focus groups 

and stakeholder meetings.  

I used Braun and Clark’s (2006) six steps of thematic analysis to analyze all focus group 

data. Data was organized using QSR Nvivo 12 software (QSR International Pty Ltd. 2018).  

Notes that myself and the research assistants took were also examined during the analysis 

process. To further support critical dialogue, I analyzed the data collected after each focus group 

meeting and presented initial themes to the youth involved at the start of each focus group to get 

their input. To maintain authentic connection to the previous focus group session, anonymous 

data excerpts using in vivo words were shared with participants to illustrate initial themes. The 

research assistants also reviewed the themes and provided input. Additional discussions that took 

place during that meeting, including YMCA stakeholder responses to youth ideas were audio 

recorded for transcription purposes. Data collected during the stakeholder meetings were 

triangulated with all other sources of data using thematic analysis and QSR Nvivo 12 software 

(QSR International Pty Ltd. 2018). Although youth and YMCA stakeholders were consulted and 
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supportive of the themes I identified, due to limitations in time and resources, I was not able to 

involve youth participants and co-collaborators in all stages of data analysis.  
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Findings 

 This study sought to answer two research questions: 1) what approaches to physical 

literacy best resonate with youth in a recreation setting? and 2) what ideas do youth have for 

creating more engaging SPA programs. Five overarching themes were identified through 

analysis of all data sources, including: 1) co-create programs ‘with’ youth; 2) develop youth-

centered spaces; 3) use games-based approaches; 4) offer flexibility; and, 5) youth learnings 

from the research. Pseudonyms are used to protect the identities of the participants. 

Theme #1: Co-Create Programs ‘With’ Youth  

 Youth favoured a program development process, where curricula and lesson activities are 

made in collaboration between youth and adults. They expressed preferences for a co-created 

process, as opposed to a process that was designed by adults alone ‘for’ youth. Youth wanted to 

help design their programs and described feeling more motivated when they were given 

opportunities to make choices in their programs. For example, Alexis (12 years) commented, 

“because usually if people have a choice, they're more likely to do an activity, because they can 

choose what they want to do.” Another participant (Ela, 14 years), explained  how some coaches, 

“treat youth as children and [the program] is not really meant for youth.. that's where the idea of 

engagement and involvement comes in.” Youth shared numerous ideas for how they could 

become more involved in designing their programs. This included giving youth choices on the 

types of activities and getting their involvement on the schedule of activities for a particular 

session:  

What kind of choices do you want to be able to make? (Researcher)  

Types of activity we’re doing, times, who we’re doing it with… [Coaches] could make a 

schedule with youth, like one get together before the program actually starts. (Aaron, 13) 
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As the group, you can create your own guidelines.. so everybody agrees to it and follows 

it. (Ela, 14) 

An important finding related to co-planning related to the degree of choice instructors could 

provide youth. Providing choice within some structure was mentioned in two of the focus 

groups: 

You should give them options, but not just let them do it freely. There should be some 

sort of guideline or instruction. (Maddi, 14 years) 

There should be guidelines, but not strict guidelines. (Garrett, 12 years) 

 

 Youth provided ideas on changes that could be made to the broader program structures, 

such as whether a program is drop-in or registered. A number of youth stated they preferred 

drop-in programs over registered programs: 

 We should have more drop-in programs.. so when [youth] they find that they're available, 

 they can just go in and do whatever they're supposed to do. (Ela, 14 years) 

A couple of youth suggested they would value the opportunity to lead programs themselves. For 

example, Omar (13 years) suggested “they could have some activities at the Y that they [youth] 

lead.” Youth highlighted when they are involved in co-creating programs designed for them, it 

supports coaches, instructors, and program administrators with understanding their interests, 

needs and abilities. 

Theme #2: Develop Youth-Centered Spaces 

 During the focus groups, we toured the YMCA facilities and observed activities taking 

place in the gymnasium, pool, skating rink, rock climbing wall, youth centre, and on the weight 

floor. Youth described how comfortable they would feel using those spaces and what influenced 

their comfort level within these different spaces. Factors that influenced their degree of comfort 
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included the presence of an engaged and caring adult, whether other youth their age were 

participating, and issues related to gender stereotypes.   

 Caring and Engaged Leader. During times when drop-in activities were occurring, such 

as drop-in basketball, youth described these spaces as chaotic when they were full of people 

participating. In two of the four focus groups, youth explained that the presence of a YMCA 

instructor or leader would be helpful to monitor interactions and support engagement. Darsh (13 

years) described the open gym environment:  

It's like a classroom.. once the teacher leaves, they're all going to their friends, talking, 

just running around, making pure mayhem. And then once the teacher arrives, 

everybody's back in their spots, sitting, working on whatever they're meant to be focusing 

on before. 

To help address the ‘mayhem’ of drop-in gym times, Maha (15 years) suggested that, “even if 

they're [adult volunteers] just supervising an open gym or something, they can help get people 

involved and make sure that everyone's having a good time.” Similarly, Garrett (12 years), 

proposed, “if there's a drop in and there's just a coach there walking around, maybe [they] see a 

kid struggling or something, [they'll] help them give them tips or something.” Leo (13 years) also 

recommended that having younger coaches support them as they would be more patient, 

“because they understand kids.” 

 Comfort with Youth of Same Age. A program or space that is open to all, doesn’t mean 

it is inclusive for all. Youth suggested that if they were with their friends or other youth their age, 

activity spaces would be much more inviting and comfortable for them. For example, Emily (15 

years), described that, “I wouldn't want to be with like the super little kids but then I don’t want 

to be with the really, really big guys.” During another focus group, Samantha (12 years) 
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proposed that, “you could get junior highs and then high schoolers at different times” to support 

younger youth with feeling comfortable playing during drop-in gym times. Youth also explained 

that older youth are often physically stronger, thus they tend to dominate or “take over” in their 

sports and physical activity programs. This was particularly problematic during open gym times. 

When observing the weight floor and gymnasium, Ivan (13 years) illustrated how participating 

alongside adults isn’t comfortable for him:  

Upstairs at the gym, it's basically just men… so if you're like a 12 year old or 13 year old, 

it's going to feel isolating.. on the basketball court.. the older guys, they're much older 

than us, right? And then they could push you around. They could push you by accident. 

Likewise, Aaron (13 years) described what he’s observed previously during drop-in basketball at 

the YMCA, “ earlier, there was this one short kid.. then this humongous guy playing on the big 

nets and the little guy shoots and then he [the humongous guy] smacks it away. He's like get out 

of here.”  

 Gender Stereotypes and Exclusion. Youth described times when they had observed 

girls being excluded from the SPA activities they were participating in. For instance, Fatima (13 

years) commented: 

At the YMCA program for basketball, there’s one girl… and when we play a game 

together on Saturday’s, all she does is run back and forth, her teammates don’t pass to 

her, she’s just running back and forth for the whole hour. 

During one of the focus group meetings, drop-in basketball was taking place in the gymnasium 

close by our meeting room. As a group we also observed it was primarily boys participating. As 

we watched, Alisha (15 years) commented, “many girls don't feel comfortable participating with 

boys. I get that because that has happened to me before.” Stereotypes related to girls and their 
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athletic abilities were discussed as possible reasons why girls might be excluded. Ali (13 years) 

explained, “Sometimes, why girls don't participate in basketball and doing stuff like sports is 

because they feel like it's a boys' thing, not really a girls' thing.” Additionally, Ethan (12 years) 

highlighted how, “they pass to the big guy, the one that's good at it, and a lot of time people don't 

really put girls into the thought of ‘the good’, because it's kind of like a stereotypical thing with 

athletic capabilities.”  

 Youth commented that discomfort and exclusion related to participation with other 

genders was not affecting girls alone. Discussion related to boys feeling excluded also occurred 

during the focus groups. Ali (13 years) described, “even for boys, they also feel left out, because 

some boys they don't get passed to at all… and they can also feel left out... and they don’t feel 

they need to come here anymore.” Potential solutions to address these issues included girls-only 

and boys-only programming, as well as separating participants by skill levels to help youth feel 

more comfortable participating.  

Theme #3: Use Games-Based Approaches 

 In one of the focus group sessions, I facilitated different activities for youth, including a 

mini-game and a skill-focused drill that emphasized the underhand throwing skill. The mini-

game was a modified form of bocce that involved sending bean bags toward a target quicker than 

an opponent. The underhand throwing drill asked youth to practice their aim and accuracy while 

sending a bean bag toward one target. This activity was used to facilitate discussion and 

comparison about the types of activities youth enjoy. Youth cited that playing games were 

preferrable over doing drills for a few different reasons, including they found it more fun and 

challenging. They also liked that they got to work together with others and that there was less 

potential for embarrassment:  
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Because in games, it makes you feel like you are having fun instead of just being forced 

to do something.. The word game just makes you feel like you are already having fun. 

(Garrett, 12 years) 

I like the second one [the mini-game] more…we won't really get embarrassed because 

both of us missed a lot. (Joseph, 15 years) 

 Although most youth preferred the mini-game, it also raised discussion on the value of 

doing drills. Focusing on skills is helpful for getting better at a sport or activity, however, it’s 

important to find a balance that works for youth. Maddi (14 years) commented, “there should be 

a balance between fun and fitness.” She used the word fun in connection to games. Ela (14 years) 

illustrated, “you need those drills and skills because it's also comes part of injury prevention.” A 

few youth also highlighted that the warm-up or drills are often overemphasized in their YMCA 

programs and during physical education at school: 

I think if you're going to do a drill, don't overwhelm it. Don't keep doing different drills 

that leave you like only five minutes to play…because in our gym class sometimes I've 

noticed that majority is just learning the game and the coach talking and doing drills and 

then you only get five minutes of game play. (Nadim, 13 years)  

When [YMCA] coaches do warmups, everyone's fine when they do it for five minutes… 

but doing it for 20 minutes is very annoying to youth (Ali, 13 years) 

During these discussions, youth also suggested having more tournaments would be another way 

that the YMCA could engage more youth in SPA.  

Theme #4: Offer Flexibility 

 A majority of youth stated they preferred SPA program options that provided flexibility, 

specifically, drop-in programs. Program requiring registration in advance were preferable for 
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some youth or in particular circumstances where you wanted to achieve a particular goal. For 

most of the youth in the focus groups, drop-in programs were preferable over registered program 

structures. During these discussions, youth outlined specific details on what this could look like 

and how it would help youth stay involved in SPA.  

 Increased Drop-In Options. Youth suggested that more flexible program structures may 

help other youth stay engaged. One way to increase flexibility was to increase the number of 

drop-in programs offered to youth. As Samantha (12 years) suggested, “if there's always a gym 

open, for youth, for drop-in”, this will make it easier for youth to attend SPA programs. Ela (14 

years) described that one barrier youth face with participating in SPA is that they have busy 

schedules, thus, “it's better to have drop-ins at certain days… so when they find that they're 

available, they can just go in.” Youth also explained that having a consistent drop-in program 

schedule would be helpful. This includes scheduling drop-in programs at the same day and time 

for an extended period of time versus changing it each week. Finally, congruent with an earlier 

theme, youth suggested drop-in times that only for a defined age range (range of 2-3 years max), 

instead of providing open gym time for any age, could help youth feel more comfortable. 

 Drop-in with a Coach. Offering drop-in sessions with a coach was another 

recommendation that came up during two of the focus groups with youth. In discussing issues 

associated with open drop-in gym times, Darsh (13 years) explained “they [the YMCA] need to 

have some sort of staff, at least on the court, to make sure things don't get out of hand and 

rowdy.” Having a coach present who could provide support and facilitate games could help 

youth feel comfortable, especially those who may be intimidated to participated in SPA. Ela (14 

years) further outlined how this drop-in coach could facilitate quality SPA experiences: 
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By coach we mean more of like facilitator, like a supervisor or someone that just makes 

sures that everyone is being included and everything is going safely… but, again, a coach 

could… they could probably take over, and that's not [what] we want in drop-ins. 

In the excerpt above, it’s evident that Ela was skeptical that coaches could still take over and not 

represent their needs. Garrett (12 years) also voiced his concern about adult involvement, but for 

a different reason - “having a volunteer teenager just a little bit younger… because then they 

actually play the game, and they're not, for lack of a better word, [a] ‘try hard’.”  

Theme #5: Youth Learnings 

 At the completion of the focus groups, I asked youth about their experiences with being 

involved in the research process. A couple of youth reported that although they initially joined 

because of the financial incentive, they continued to participate because they found the 

experience rewarding and enjoyable. Alisha (15 years) commented, “when I started [with the 

focus] group, I was like yay money… The thing is now I feel more attached to what we're doing 

right now.” Aaron (13 years) shared a similar experience, “I saw the money, I was like ooh I got 

to join. Then at the end, I got more attached to the program… I like this program a lot more than 

I imagined I’d be.” Other youth shared how being involved in the research process influenced 

their own participation in SPA programs. For example, Joseph (15 years) commented that he 

initially didn’t participate in activities at the YMCA, “before I didn’t come here and now I 

started coming”.  

 I asked what the youth participant learned during the focus groups. Youth described how 

they enjoyed meeting other youth, learning about other people’s experiences in SPA programs 

and having the opportunity to discuss, share and debate their ideas with other youth their age. 

Maddi (14 years) shared that she found out that “there is more people like her… [who] feel crap 
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at basketball” through participating in the study. She also appreciated that “people are trying to 

make it a safer, more comfortable space.” Ryan (13 years) described how he learned to consider 

different points of view: 

I learned to interpret the different opinions that my peers gave, in different ways. After 

seeing some of the others answer questions… I explored these ideas, in ways that I 

wouldn't have if I was the only one here.  

A couple youth also reflected on the value of the focus group experience. For example, Chara 

(14 years) shared “I learned that when a group of people that are almost the same age when they 

share ideas it a lot similar and people get more inspired by it.” Sameer (13 years) shared how he 

realized that providing feedback throughout the focus group was important “Your feedback is 

really important for all these groups… [for] whatever you're planning to do”. A few youth also 

pointed out while they didn’t feel that they learned anything new, they enjoyed the experience 

and the opportunity to meet new people. Finally, a couple of youth participants also expressed 

their excitement to share findings from the focus groups with YMCA stakeholders during the 

final stakeholder meeting. 

 One of the research assistants who supported the focus groups shared in her notes that on 

the first night it seemed “hard for youth to think on their own” while answering the questions I 

was asking. By the last focus groups, I observed that youth seemed to feel much more 

comfortable with the process and found it easier to engage in the discussions. The following is an 

excerpt from my reflexivity journal which discusses this further:  

We had our last focus group session tonight at [YMCA branch #1]. It was a fun and 

engaging discussion. My favourite moment was when youth shared how initially they 

wanted to participate in this research because of the month, but by the end, they described 
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feeling invested in this project and where it was going. We were running out of time and I 

still wanted to ask them about what they learned throughout the process. I said that the 

time was almost up, but if they didn’t mind staying, I wanted to ask a couple more 

questions. All of them except one stayed for an additional 20 minutes of discussion. I 

interpreted this as a strong sign of engagement and interest in the topic, as well as 

anticipation for what might come of all this. (Researcher reflection, Nov 12th, 2019) 

Discussion 

 Maintaining youth engagement in recreational SPA programs and services is an ongoing 

challenge for recreational organizations, especially during the years in which youth transition 

from childhood to adolescence. Within the context of physical literacy, very little attention has 

been paid to the pedagogies that underpin youth recreational SPA opportunities and how they 

fulfill (or not) basic psychological needs in youth. Findings from this study identify that what 

activities are delivered (i.e., use of games or challenges versus drill-based activities), how the 

program is structured (i.e., drop-in versus registered format; degree to which adults facilitate 

choices and involve youth in decisions), and who youth can relate to (i.e., presence of caring and 

engaged adult; similar range of ages involved; co-ed or gender specific programs) influence 

whether youth feel engaged and motivated in SPA programs (Turnridge et al., 2016).  

 The presence of a caring and engaged adult, along with the opportunity to participate 

with other youth of the same age and gender likely supports an adolescent’s ability to feel a 

sense of relatedness with their peers. This finding aligns with results of other studies which have 

documented the importance of facilitating positive social environments where youth can develop 

relationships with adults and other peers, to support their motivation in SPA (Cote et al., 2010; 

Fenton et al., 2016; Howie et al., 2018; Turnridge et al., 2016). Hearing the perspectives of 
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young people and involving them in solutions affecting their participation provides an 

opportunity to find new ways of addressing disengagement in youth SPA. The ideas suggested 

by youth during the focus groups highlight changes that recreational SPA organizations, such as 

YMCAs, could make to encourage greater youth engagement and interest in SPA.    

Alternative Models of Sport and Physical Activity 

 Co-Creation and Participatory Approaches. Although this research did not involve the 

development of a SPA program, youth suggested having more input and decision-making would 

enhance their engagement and motivation to participate in SPA. Recent qualitative studies 

exploring youth experiences and engagement in recreational sport programs have also identified 

co-creation as a way of supporting meaningful youth SPA engagement (Johnston et al., 2019; 

Robinson et al., 2019). Co-creation is characterized as a participatory process that occurs through 

collaboration between different stakeholders. The concept of co-creation spans across many 

disciplines and is grounded in the idea that collective creativity can encourage innovation in 

solving social problems (Rill & Hamalainen, 2018).  

 In the early parts of this study, youth illustrated the importance of being asked to 

participate in research that was about them. Using an action research process that gave youth 

opportunities to have their voices heard and be involved in decisions related to the group 

processes (Wong et al., 2010), laid the groundwork for developing the relational aspects of the 

focus groups and built trust amongst myself and youth (Johnston et al., 2019; Jones et al., 2021). 

A common observation both myself and the research assistants had was how youth interest and 

passion for the issue developed over the duration of the focus groups. Our focus groups shifted 

from a space where I was leading to a space where youth were making more of the contributions 

and comfortable speaking up. High levels of engagement and empowerment are often described 
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as key outcomes of initiatives designed through co-creation (Rill & Hamalainen, 2018). Co-

creation has many parallels to participatory forms of research, where through group dialogue and 

reflection, action and social change can occur (Freire, 1970; Frisby et al., 2005).  

 While the potential for using co-created and participatory approaches to youth SPA could 

likely offer many positive developmental benefits, the use of such approaches are not without 

their challenges and complexities. During the focus groups, youth commented that providing 

choice within a structure was important, however, there was a range of perspectives amongst 

youth regarding how much choice they each preferred. Holt et al. (2013) have also identified the 

importance of increasing autonomy within a structure that has clear boundaries during their 

participatory research project focused on developing after-school sports programs. Bean and 

Forneris (2016) argue that intentionally structuring SPA programs is critical for fostering 

positive youth development outcomes. For practitioners, it would be helpful to gain further 

clarity on how much youth input, voice, and control over decision-making is optimal for 

sustaining engagement in SPA programs, including positive youth development outcomes. How 

much youth input is ideal for their engagement and development? What degree of decision-

making power should be shared with youth? And, how do these dynamics change according to 

the age, stage of development, and context in which youth are participating in SPA? These 

questions reflect the challenge of shifting power from program administrators and coaches to 

youth – a powershift that is also often negotiated within participatory research strategies (Frisby 

et al., 2005). Consulting with youth leaders on such decisions to get their input on these 

questions regarding structure and flexibility prior to program start is one potential way to address 

these questions that has been suggested in participatory research with youth (Frisby et al., 2005; 

Holt et al., 2013). The lessons learned, and challenges encountered during participatory research 
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studies are likely to offer guidance when considering co-created program approaches in youth 

SPA contexts.  

Drop-in Models of Youth Sport and Physical Activity. The majority of youth involved 

in this study stated they preferred more flexible SPA program structures, specifically drop-in 

programs that don’t require registration in advance. The use of drop-in and registered program 

structures is common practice across many recreation organizations in Canada. YMCA drop-in 

programs are often offered as a value add to those who have a membership and do not require 

registration for a defined period of time, whereas registered programs typically require additional 

fees and require registration in advance. Registered program structures can also be accessed by 

individual who may not wish to purchase a membership. Registered program structures may be 

preferred as they are easier to manage and plan for, as well, they bring in additional revenue. 

Findings from this study suggest that prioritizing drop-in program models may support greater 

youth engagement in SPA.  

In Sweden, a different model of youth sport, called drive-in sport, has recently been 

developed to help address issues related to youth participation (Stenling, 2013; Stenling, 2014). 

Drive-in sport initiatives are organized and pre-booked on certain days, however, they maintain 

spontaneity and flexibility for participants as they can choose when they want to drop in and 

participate. This novel approach to delivering sport is intended to address issues of organized 

sport, which has been scrutinized in Sweden for lacking spontaneity, fun and relaxation, and 

emphasizing winning and performance (Stenling, 2014). Offering more flexible models such as 

the Swedish drive-in sport approach, may reduce barriers that youth face and enhance the 

potential for greater youth engagement in SPA.   
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 Games-Based Approaches. Findings from the focus groups with youth indicate their 

preference for games and challenges, while pointing out issues related to traditional forms of 

sport instruction. Youth shared negative experiences with SPA programs, remarking that when 

too much time is spent on drills, it takes away from the fun and enjoyment of the program. 

Games-based approaches, such as TGfU, are often considered an alternative approach to the 

traditional models of sports and games instruction which tend to use highly prescriptive and 

directive forms of instruction (Harvey et al., 2010). Butler (2016) underscores that without 

creativity and freedom during play, physical activity becomes predictable, regimented, and 

restricted. By allowing youth to actively construct their SPA experiences, it can help reclaim 

their interest and enjoyment. Although games-based approaches began to emerge almost 40 

years ago and there have been strong efforts to adopt such approaches in physical education 

contexts within Canada (Doozan & Bae, 2016; Mandigo et al., 2008; PHE Canada, 2020), their 

use in recreational SPA environments remains limited. Previous research has demonstrated that a 

coach’s instructional style is often informed by informal experiences, including their previous 

experience as athletes (Camire et al., 2012), thus it’s not likely that many recreational level SPA 

coaches or instructors have been exposed to games-based approaches. Future studies could 

explore the potential for using games-based approaches within recreational SPA contexts, 

including their integration into coach’s education and training.   

Pedagogies that Support Physical Literacy 

Pedagogical frameworks that can support physical literacy on a practical level are lacking 

(Lundvall, 2015). Developing common pedagogical principles that promote physical literacy 

which are practical in nature would be beneficial for supporting recreational SPA administrators 

and front-line instructors. Whitehead (2010) has advocated for movement toward a curriculum in 
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physical education that fosters physical literacy development, yet she also strongly asserts that, 

“you DO NOT teach physical literacy, and physical literacy is not a pedagogical model” 

(Hyndman & Pill, 2017, p. 3). Just as Metzler (2011) argues that there is no one best model for 

physical education, there are also a number of approaches that could be used to support physical 

literacy development in recreational contexts. Understanding the experiences that youth, as the 

benefactors or recipients of physical literacy pedagogies, is important for designing inclusive, 

safe and engagement spaces that support their motivation to keep participating (Nesdoly et al., 

2014). Although a number of pedagogical approaches can support physical literacy, not all youth 

may experience them the same way. Findings from this study investigated the experiences that 

youth had in connection to the pedagogies that guided their SPA programs at the YMCA. Future 

studies investigating participant experiences are necessary for enabling deeper understanding of 

the ways in which different physical literacy pedagogies both support and/ or hinder meaningful 

experiences and participant intrinsic motivation.  

Physical literacy pedagogies that maximize engagement through emphasizing youth 

autonomy and quality interactions with others, while drawing upon their interests and using 

meaningful learning activities have potential for supporting positive experiences and sustaining 

youth engagement within SPA contexts (Beni et al., 2017; Nesdoly et al., 2021). Almond (2013) 

previously outlined the link between autonomy and engagement in relation to physical literacy, 

suggesting that self-directed activities are more engaging and satisfying than activities imposed 

by others. He proposes that fostering physical literacy is essentially a pedagogy of engagement. 

Stimulating curiosity and challenge according to the interest level of a child is essential for 

developing their competence (Almond, 2013). Roberts et al. (2019) suggest that intrinsic 

challenges guided by personal experimentation, discovery and self-selected risk be embraced by 
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practitioners to foster physical literacy. They also described how collaboration and co-adapting 

alongside others within a movement environment is the biggest influence on self-organization 

and holistic development of physical literacy. Self-organization is a process central to human 

development and represents a dynamic interaction between an individual and their environment 

that leads to perceiving, thinking, and acting (Kim & Sankey, 2010). According to Dudley 

(2015), the core elements of physical literacy must start with supporting the motivation of 

students by connecting learning opportunities to their own interests. Encouraging youth 

autonomy and input through use of co-creation provides practitioners with a practical strategy for 

supporting youth physical literacy.  

Designing program structures and co-creating programs with youth may support a more 

equitable and democratic process (Ozer et al., 2020) within SPA contexts (Butler, 2016). The use 

of participatory approaches with youth have also become more common with health equity 

promotion efforts (Ozer et al., 2020), thus may have increased potential to address issues of 

inequity that arise in SPA environments. Co-creation and participatory approaches could help 

close the gap between what a coach thinks youth SPA should be like and what youth are looking 

for in their programs. In their action research project with an Indigenous community, Nesdoly et 

al. (2021) identified how culture and spirituality were important aspects of creating meaningful 

physical activity experiences with Indigenous youth. This exploration of the perspectives of 

physical literacy amongst Indigenous peoples broadens our understanding of how a pedagogical 

approach needs to be modified to support long-term physical activity with Indigenous youth. By 

engaging with the groups that are recipients of physical literacy programs and initiatives, 

practitioners and researchers can identify how the pedagogies used created meaning and enriched 
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the lives of the participants, as well as identify future strategies to ensure the pedagogies used are 

meaningful for certain groups, but not for others. 

Especially during the transition into adolescence, a time in which youth tend to disengage 

from SPA, recreational SPA administrators and coaches working should consider reducing their 

reliance on directive pedagogies and shift toward adopting participatory pedagogies instead. 

Recommendations from youth in this study to use games-based approaches and enhance drop-in 

SPA program models reflect practical pedagogical strategies that are less prescriptive in nature, 

allowing youth more opportunity to actively construct their own SPA experiences. Butler (2016) 

advocates for use of an offshoot of the TGfU model, called Inventing Games, within physical 

education where students become involved in designing their own games structures. She purports 

that often the games that children invent “are usually fun, fair, and inclusive, as players quickly 

develop and enforce sophisticated rules” (p.4), as well inventing their own games provide 

opportunities for students to develop understanding of what it means to be a good team player. 

Gleddie and Morgan (2020) have also recently published a theoretical framework to support 

physical literacy praxis, highlighting the importance of autonomy-supportive approaches as a 

way to support meaningful experiences and transform physical education contexts. Involving 

youth in co-creating their SPA experiences enables the design of experiences that are fun and 

meaningful for participants, thus supporting intrinsic motivation and other important attributes of 

physical literacy.  

Strengths and Limitations 

 This study adds to the existing base of evidence of youth engagement in SPA and has 

practical significance for recreational practitioners, such as those working in YMCAs. Use of an 

action research approach allowed for integration of evidence-based practices and experiential 
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ways of knowing (Bailey et al., 2018). With use of a full-scale participatory action research 

approach, the study would have shifted more power and decision-making control over to youth. 

Shifting more control to youth would not only be challenging for practical reasons (i.e., attending 

school, lack of time to dedicate to research), it would have limited the integration of different 

types of knowledge and potentially the extent to which knowledge generated could have been 

shared with YMCA stakeholders. As a facilitator of the focus groups, I often spent time 

coordinating and communicating between YMCA stakeholders and youth. An additional strength 

of this is study includes that it is one of a limited number of studies that have used action 

research to address barriers youth face with participating in recreational SPA (Holt et al., 2013; 

Robinson et al., 2019).  

 An important limitation to note is the size of some of the meetings. One of the focus 

groups had nine youth participating, which created challenges for capturing what each youth said 

and tracking who said what. Both stakeholder meetings involving the YMCA were also large 

group meetings and breaking down into smaller groups was necessary to support meaningful 

discussion between youth and YMCA staff. This made it difficult to capture all discussions that 

took place, therefore the findings are limited based on what voices I was able to capture in my 

analysis.   

The actionability (Bradbury-Huang, 2010) of this study was limited as we could not carry 

forward the momentum created during the focus groups and stakeholder meeting due to the onset 

of the COVID-19 pandemic which occurred a few months after this study. Prioritizing one 

course of action and implementing a co-created SPA program with youth in continuation to this 

study immediately would have helped maintain the interest level of youth involved. This was not 

possible due the logistics involved with conducting research (i.e., would have required a new 
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ethics application) and program planning (i.e., recreational spaces for programs require bookings 

several months in advance). There were also challenges related to engaging and empowering 

youth to share their ideas throughout the focus groups which limited the degree to which youth 

could be involved as full partners in the research process (Bradbury-Huang, 2010).    

 Reflexive Analysis. Frisby et al. (2005) discuss the challenges related to negotiating 

issues of power and privilege as researchers facilitating a participatory research study. As the 

research was laid out in advance before recruiting youth involvement, it was challenging to 

provide more decision-making power to youth. At times when I attempted to stand back and 

limit my level of input, I also found it created a sense of pressure on youth. Providing more 

explanation and examples helped youth understand what I was asking of them, however, it also 

meant I shared more of my own opinions and ideas. Moreover, although I attempted to find ways 

to involve youth who were quieter or more introverted through use of small groups, creative 

activities, worksheets, and other facilitation techniques, I often observed that it was the same 

youth who were most comfortable speaking. A few youth participants involved in the focus 

groups hardly spoke up at all during the larger group discussions. In reflecting on my own 

positionality as an adult who is white, female and educated, my ability to build rapport and relate 

to some of the youth may have been limited. Having a couple of older youth become involved as 

research assistants or note takers could be one strategy to address this disconnect. Future action 

research studies could also involve youth in the design phase of the research to ensure that the 

data collection and analytic processes are youth-friendly and address issues of importance to 

them (Trussel, 2008).  
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Conclusion 

Understanding how the instructional pedagogy and the broader social context influence 

youth participation in SPA is vital for supporting their physical literacy. When youth have 

opportunities to provide input on solutions related to challenges they face while participating in 

SPA, it can drive the development of new and alternative ways to approach the delivery of 

programs designed for them. Findings from this study identified that alternative models of SPA 

programming could increase youth engagement in recreational spaces where they play. 

Participatory approaches to program development where youth share power in the program 

design process offer potential for increasing youth SPA engagement. Through use of action 

research, space was provided for youth and program administrators to come together, discuss, 

and reflect on issues that are of relevance to both groups of stakeholders. Bringing together 

groups of stakeholders that don’t typically interact is a useful process for driving improvements 

in the pedagogical practices used by recreational SPA organizations.   
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Table 3-1 

 

Youth Participant Information  

 

Pseudonym Sex Age 

Chara 

Sameer 

Ivan 

Priya 

Abir 

Kiaan 

Omar 

Mahir 

Aaron 

Joseph 

Alisha 

Ali 

Cali 

Mike 

Ifa 

Fatima 

Emily 

Maddi 

Abigail 

Maha 

Saira 

Leo 

Garrett 

Nadim 

Ryan 

Ela 

Darsh 

Dhir 

Ethan 

Samantha 

Alexis 
  

female 

male 

male 

female 

male 

male 

male 

male 

male 

male 

female 

male 

male 

male 

male 

female 

female 

female 

female 

female 

female 

male 

male 

male 

male 

female 

male 

male 

male 

female 

female 
 

14 

13 

13 

14 

13 

13 

13 

14 

13 

15 

15 

13 

12 

12 

12 

13 

15 

14 

14 

15 

14 

13 

12 

13 

13 

14 

13 

13 

12 

12 

12 
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Figure 3-1. The Typology of Youth Participation and Empowerment (TYPE) Pyramid created by 

Wong et al. (2010) to demonstrate different types of youth-adult partnership. Permission from 

publisher for reuse in a thesis/ dissertation from John Wiley and Songs and Copyright Clearance 

Center, license # 5174340036190.  
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Development of the Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity Training 

Program 

 

Introduction 

 

 Action researchers subscribe to a contextualist epistemology which assumes that 

knowledge is specific to the empirical and theoretical situation it is generated within (Herr & 

Anderson, 2005). Reason and Bradbury in Brydon-Miller et al. (2003) suggest that action 

research “seeks to bring together action and reflection, theory and practice, in participation with 

others in the pursuit of practical solutions to issue of pressing concerns to people, and more 

generally the flourishing of individual persons and their communities” (p. 10). Theoretical 

knowledge should therefore be consistent and congruent with practical experiences (Bradbury-

Huang, 2010). In the context of SPA, one way that traditional researchers support work that aims 

to enhance SPA participation and engagement on a practical level is by sharing and 

disseminating theoretical knowledge. However, simply disseminating knowledge is not sufficient 

for researchers leading action research projects. The outputs and outcomes of an action research 

project cannot stop at the publication of an academic manuscript or completion of a dissertation. 

Action researchers should also support the implementation of meaningful solutions that helps 

address the problems they are studying (Wetzel & Ewbank, 2013). A key output of this 

dissertation was the development of the Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity 

training program (see appendix - training program facilitation guide and content). The formal 

research process that led to the co-creation of the training program was a collaborative research 

effort involving YMCA stakeholders. The specific details of the research process are presented 

in chapter five. This chapter outlines background information on the training objectives, structure 
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and modes of delivery, facilitator knowledge and skill requirements, content areas and theoretical 

frameworks embedded within the training program.  

Development of the Training Program 

 The training program was informed by a variety of sources, including the empirical 

evidence generated during the earlier phases of my dissertation research, the experiential 

knowledge of YMCA stakeholders, my own experiential knowledge in SPA, and theoretical 

frameworks that I had been exposed to throughout my academic training. It was developed 

through ongoing collaboration with YMCA staff which took place over a period of 

approximately six months.  

Training Objectives and Aims 

 Decisions about what objectives the Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity 

training program would address were made through an iterative process. The YMCA staff 

decided that this training could be offered to anyone who delivers SPA programming to youth 

age 12-15 years, including management staff, program delivery staff and volunteers. They felt 

that training for instructors and coaches working with this particular age group was lacking 

within their organization. The overarching training objectives were discussed ongoing at the 

same time that decisions about the structure and content were also being made. The final set of 

training objectives for the Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity training program 

were approved by the YMCA staff at the last focus group meeting and included the following 

• To raise awareness of those working with youth about what contributes to youth engagement 

and disengagement in the context of sport and physical activity. 

• To build knowledge and understanding of what a positive youth development approach looks 

like and explore different youth-adult interactions that can support youth empowerment. 
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• To build knowledge and skills about a holistic approach to physical literacy, including 

instructional strategies that can support youth physical literacy development in sport and 

physical activity programs. 

• To explore use of a Teaching Games for Understanding approach and increase knowledge 

and skills of those working with youth to incorporate a learner-centered approach into their 

youth sport and physical activity programs. 

• To encourage those working with youth to critically reflect on their instructional approaches 

and how they can implement theoretical knowledge from this course into their programs. 

 The YMCA staff felt the stories and data excerpts shared by youth during the first two 

studies would be a powerful way to support instructor engagement and motivation to work 

toward improvements in their pedagogical practice. Another underlying aim of the training was 

to engage volunteers who directly deliver SPA youth programs. Finally, the YMCA staff also 

wanted to use this training program as a way to support organizational learning and change 

regarding youth engagement and empowerment.  

Training Structure and Modes of Delivery 

 The Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity training program is structured 

over five modules. The first four modules can be delivered online or in person. If delivered 

online, they could be delivered synchronously or asynchronously. The fifth module is intended to 

be delivered in person only, as the YMCA staff felt this was necessary to support experiential 

learning. This training program was developed during the COVID-19 pandemic, thus the YMCA 

staff involved wanted to ensure that elements of the training could be implemented online in the 

case that public health restrictions did not allow for in-person learning. They also wanted to have 

the flexibility to move between online and in-person learning to provide more options for staff 
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and volunteers to participate. The YMCA staff described challenges related to engaging 

volunteer SPA coaches and instructors in training they’ve provided in the past. Offering more 

online training options, including both synchronous and asynchronous modes of delivery, to 

volunteers was considered a way to help address barriers that volunteers faced in attending 

training sessions. The facilitator who leads the training would make decisions about the mode of 

delivery based on the needs of their participants.  

Facilitator  

 Discussions about the required background and training of the facilitator were a focal 

point of my discussion with the YMCA staff during the development process. The facilitator for 

the Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity training program should have experience 

with delivering SPA programs with youth, however, they do not need to be an expert. The 

YMCA stakeholders provided examples of certain staff they felt would have enough experience 

and realized that although staff may have experience, they may be coming in with different 

education backgrounds. To support the content and theoretical knowledge of the facilitator, a 

facilitation manual was created in conjunction with the training materials. This manual provides 

the background for important concepts that are integrated into the training program. I also 

created recordings of PowerPoint presentations for modules one to four, that the facilitator could 

view in advance or integrate into the training program if they felt they didn’t have the 

background to present certain content areas. The most important attribute and skill set that the 

facilitator should have is the willingness to ‘facilitate’. They should be skilled at supporting 

meaningful participation and reflective dialogue with groups of young adult and adult learners.    
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Content 

 Module 1. The objectives for the first module are focused on raising awareness and 

knowledge of the challenges that youth face when participating in SPA amongst those taking the 

training. This includes enhancing their understanding of what contributes to youth engagement 

and disengagement. The YMCA staff felt that sharing learning from the earlier phases of 

research would support these objectives, thus the module starts off by introducing the 

‘wondering ghost’ narrative described earlier in chapter two. It also shares important findings, 

such as the importance of supporting participant learning and autonomy, identifying potential 

opportunities where youth may feel embarrassed, use of games-based approaches, and 

highlighting engagement issues related to gender. Another key concept that is highlight in this 

module is how working ‘with’ youth through intentionally asking for their input and ideas can 

support their engagement. The concept of working ‘with’ participants is intended to be modeled 

during the facilitation of this module. The module finishes with asking participants to critically 

reflect on their own experiences and how this influences their current pedagogical practice.  

 Module 2. The second module is focused on developing participant knowledge and 

understanding about how to support positive youth development. The module is split into three 

sections, beginning with an introduction to holistic development, including domains of 

development. The second part of the module is focused on exploring how SPA can contribute to 

positive youth development and examining different approaches to supporting youth 

development. Positive youth development approaches that are discussed in this module include 

the Five Cs Model of Positive Youth Development (Geldhof et al., 2015; Ramey et al., 2017; 

Weiss, 2011) and Sport Plus vs. Plus Sport approaches to programming (Coakley, 2016). The 

final part of the module describes the Typology for Youth Participation and Empowerment 
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developed by Wong et al. (2010) and explores how different types of youth-adult partnerships 

can support developmental outcomes. The use of a pluralistic approach is emphasized as a 

strategy that participants can adopt in their work with youth. Participants are asked to reflect on 

the use of the approaches presented in the module, including how they could support stronger 

youth-adult partnerships in their SPA programs. The YMCA staff felt this was a critical 

component to the training that has the potential to revitalize their approach to working with 

youth. 

 Module 3. The third module of Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity 

introduces physical literacy definitions and constructs. It also examines the SDT and its 

connection to supporting youth physical literacy (Mandigo et al., 2008). Participants are asked to 

reflect on how they could integrate physical literacy constructs, including related concepts from 

the SDT (i.e., autonomy, perceived competence and relatedness), into their SPA programs. 

Instructional strategies that support physical literacy (Silverman & Mercier, 2015) are also 

explored as part of a reflection activity. Resources from Active for Life are provided to build 

participant awareness of free physical literacy resources and lesson plans available.  

 Module 4. The objective of the fourth module is to explain the principles and methods 

underpinning TGfU, while comparing this pedagogical model to traditional models of SPA that 

focus on skills and drills. Important characteristics of the TGfU model that are highlighted 

include centering lessons around a tactical objective, teaching skills in the context of the game, 

starting with a game, use of small-sided games and smaller group games, and use of questioning 

to support learner understanding (Mandigo et al., 2007; Mitchell et al., 2021). Participants are 

also asked to apply TGfU by designing a lesson plan. The four TGfU games categories (i.e., 

target games, striking and fielding games, net and wall games, invasion games) are introduced 
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and additional resources are provided for instructors which they can use in designing their lesson 

plans. The YMCA staff felt this was a critical piece of content for the Working ‘with’ Youth in 

Sport and Physical Activity training program as it offers practical guidance for instructors and 

coaches delivering sport activities.  

 Module 5. The fifth module is a culmination of content presented in the earlier modules 

and is completed in person over a three-hour session. The session starts off with an ice breaker 

activity where participants can get to know one another, while reviewing key concepts of the 

training program. Sample games and activities guided by a TGfU approach are presented and 

discussed in the next segment of the in-person session. Pedagogical principles of TGfU are 

presented (i.e., sampling, tactical complexity, exaggeration) (Mandigo et al., 2007). Games from 

the net and wall games and invasion games categories were selected for this training as the 

YMCA staff suggested these games categories would be most applicable to their SPA programs. 

This training doesn’t focus on teaching technique of fundamental movement or fundamental 

sport skills but does explain the importance of teaching skills in the context of a game and 

ensuring that skills aren’t prioritized at the expense of other physical literacy constructs. In 

discussion with the YMCA staff, it was suggested that many coaches and instructors would still 

take a NCCP certification if coaching a specific sport program, thus, it was assumed they would 

receive training on fundamental movement skills and fundamental sport skills through those 

opportunities instead of through this training program. The final activity of the in-person session 

asks participants to review the lesson plan they developed in module four with other participants 

in the group. A key task incorporated in the lesson plan asks participants to consider ways they 

could activate youth voice and participation in their SPA programs. This final module closes off 

with participants reflecting on their key learnings. The facilitator also asks participants to 
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consider what additional organizational supports and resources they need to implement these 

learning’s in their SPA programs.  

Theoretical Frameworks 

 Several theories and models informed the development of the Working ‘with’ Youth in 

Sport and Physical Activity training program. During the development of the training program, I 

presented models that I though may have relevance for YMCA youth SPA programs. Each of 

these models were discussed and considered through discussion with YMCA staff. This includes 

models that were presented earlier in this dissertation such as Whitehead’s (2010) holistic 

conceptualization of physical literacy, the TGfU model, SDT, and Wong et al.’s (2010) Typology 

for Youth Participation and Empowerment. The Five Cs Model of Positive Youth Development 

(Geldhof et al., 2015; Ramey et al., 2017; Weiss, 2011) and Sport Plus vs. Plus Sport approaches 

to SPA programming (Coakley, 2016) were also presented and discussed in the next sections.  

 The Five Cs Model of Positive Youth Development. According to Geldhof et al. 

(2015), youth thrive when five central elements are fostered: competence, confidence, caring, 

character, and connection. Sport and physical activity programs can support these five elements 

when they offer youth opportunities to develop life skills, build supportive relationships with 

adults, and enhance their leadership capacities (Agans et al., 2016). When youth are situated 

within supportive environments that positively support their development, youth are also more 

likely ‘contribute’ back to their community, which is often considered the ‘sixth’ C of the model 

(Agans et al., 2016; Geldhof et al., 2015). In considering this model, the YMCA staff felt it 

aligned with principles that were already embedded within YMCA youth programs, thus it was 

included into the Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity training program.  
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 Sport Plus vs. Plus Sport. Positive youth development theories are often considered 

outside the context of youth SPA programs. Coakley (2016) suggests that many SPA programs 

operate under the flawed assumption that ‘sport produces positive outcomes’, therefore 

contributing to complacency in sport organizations because there is limited stimulus to integrate 

positive youth development theories. Therefore, minimal benefits and even negative 

developmental outcomes may occur in youth SPA programs if the integration of pedagogical or 

developmental theories are integrated. An important distinction in determining the potential for 

positive developmental outcomes is to consider whether youth SPA programs centre their efforts 

on youth developmental outcomes or sport performance as the main objective (Coakley, 2016). 

When organizations center their efforts on youth development, SPA spaces and programs 

become vehicles for positive youth development. This is referred to a Plus Sport model for 

programming. In contrast, when SPA programs are run by organizations that are driven by a 

strong sport performance ethic, efforts to implement positive youth development strategies may 

be difficult and become secondary, thus limiting the potential for beneficial developmental 

outcomes in youth. The latter approach is also known as Sport Plus emphasis (Coakley, 2016).  

 Clarifying the overall aim of youth SPA programs became an underlying objective of the 

training program as volunteers leading YMCA programs are often unclear about the objectives 

of the sport programs they are tasked with leading. A lack of communication was highlighted as 

a key barrier related to this. One of the challenges we faced in designing and developing the 

Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity training program was figuring out what 

participant outcomes it was intending to support. When I initially presented this model to the 

YMCA staff involved in designing and developing, it led to debate about whether some 

programs should focus on sport performance objectives, while others should focus on youth 
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development. After discussion over a couple of meetings, it became clearer that the goals and 

mission of the YMCA aligned with a Plus Sport model. Discussing the differences between the 

Plus Sport vs. Sport Plus approach to programming was embedded into the training program to 

support communication, awareness and clarity about YMCA Calgary’s SPA program objectives.  

Conclusion 

 The Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity training program was an 

important output created through this dissertation research. The training program intends to 

support YMCA recreation instructors and staff who work with youth in SPA contexts. More 

specifically, this training program aims to increase instructor capacity and motivation with 

making changes to their pedagogical practices that will lead to enhanced physical literacy 

outcomes in youth program participants. The Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical 

Activity training program was also developed to help address underlying organizational goals, 

including volunteer engagement, catalyze change in organizational practices related to youth 

engagement and empowerment, and the dissemination of knowledge learned through the first 

two studies in this dissertation. The training embeds six theoretical frameworks, including a 

Whiteheadian conceptualization of physical literacy, the TGfU model, the SDT, Wong et al.’s 

(2010) Typology for Youth Participation and Empowerment, the Five Cs Model of Positive Youth 

Development, and Sport Plus vs. Plus Sport approaches to SPA programming. Understanding the 

context in which this training program was developed, its intended use, and the theoretical 

models underpinning the content is important to share with other practitioners, external to the 

YMCA, who may be looking for training initiatives that can support the physical literacy aims 

within their organization. The degree to which the findings and outputs of action research studies 

are transferable to other communities depends on the similarities between the two sites (Meyer, 
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2000), thus it’s important to provide contextual details underpinning this training program to aid 

readers with assessing its potential use elsewhere. 
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Chapter 5: Study 3 

Facilitating physical literacy through development of a recreation instructor training in a 

YMCA context 
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Facilitating physical literacy through development of a recreation instructor training in a 

YMCA context 

Introduction  

Adolescence is an important developmental period for supporting sustained participation 

and engagement in SPA. Efforts to support youth physical literacy are critical as data indicate 

that only 5% of youth aged 12 to 17 are meeting physical activity guidelines and are less 

physically active than children 5-11 years (Statistics Canada, 2015a). Physical education 

programs are often emphasized as the most critical setting (Lundvall, 2015; Roetert & 

MacDonald, 2015; Silverman & Mercier, 2015) for supporting physical literacy, defined by the 

International Physical Literacy Association (2017) as “the motivation, confidence, physical 

competence, knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in 

physical activities for life” (para. 1). However, recreational programs and spaces where youth 

engage in SPA outside of school hours also play an important role.  

The Framework for Recreation in Canada 2015 (CPRA, 2015) highlights physical 

literacy as a key priority area for achieving its vision, “in which everyone is engaged in 

meaningful, accessible recreation experiences that foster: individual wellbeing, community 

wellbeing and the wellbeing of our natural and built environments” (p. 18). Operationalizing 

physical literacy across the recreation sector is a challenge as physical literacy initiatives are 

typically developed at the organizational level with low levels of coordination on a provincial or 

national level. Not withstanding, many national and provincial organizations have put substantial 

efforts into creating professional development opportunities and trainings to support recreation 

practitioners with integrating physical literacy into their programs and services (Active for Life, 

2021; Graham & Pask, 2013; Sullivan et al., 2010). This study explored the process of 
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developing and designing a youth-informed recreation instructors training to uncover factors that 

support or challenge the implementation of physical literacy within a recreation context.  

Implementation of Physical Literacy through Professional Development 

 Canadian recreation and sport agencies such as Active for Life, Coaching Association of 

Canada, Alberta Sport Connection, viaSport BC, and Canadian YMCAs are examples of 

organizations that have taken active steps to support implementation of physical literacy. 

Organizational efforts in recreation and sport to support physical literacy typically focus on the 

instructors, leaders, and coaches who directly deliver programming. Through supporting training 

for direct delivery staff and volunteers, it is assumed that these efforts contribute to the 

development of physical literacy among the children, youth, and adults they work with. 

Regardless of the number of resources and professional development opportunities created 

within the sport and recreation sector, limited numbers of studies have investigated the influence 

of instructor training on youth physical literacy (Bremer et al., 2020). Even within the education 

sector which has made huge investments for supporting physical literacy, a gap continues to exist 

in understanding how teacher professional development supports student physical literacy 

development (Edwards et al., 2019; Durden-Myers & Keegan, 2019; Law et al., 2018; Sum & 

Wallhead, 2018; Wright et al., 2020). 

 Deepening our understanding of the types and structures of professional development is 

important for gaining insight on how youth physical literacy development can be fostered 

through SPA programs (Bremer et al., 2020). Details such as the structure of training (i.e., one-

time training’s, ongoing mentorship/ follow-up), duration (i.e., how many sessions or hours are 

necessary, over what period of time), content (i.e., theories and pedagogical models used, 

program planning support) and facilitation strategies used (i.e., classroom based, experiential, 
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reflection) are important elements. Moreover, the ways in which a professional development 

program either fits or is adapted to the organizational context is another consideration, as is the 

learning theory informing the training plan (Dewey, 1938; Kolb, 1984). Furthermore, physical 

literacy is multidimensional concept (Cairney et al., 2019), which has also received critique for 

having different interpretations (Hyndman & Pill, 2017; Jurbala 2015). It can also be 

philosophically challenging to understand (Durden-Myers & Keegan, 2019), leaving room for 

misinterpretation by practitioners (Edwards et al., 2019). Therefore, it’s especially important to 

consider the underlying physical literacy pedagogical theories, frameworks and models 

informing professional development.  

 Bremer et al. (2020) recently evaluated the impacts of a 12-week physical literacy 

intervention taking place in existing afterschool programs in Canada for children 7-13 years. The 

intervention involved a two hour training for the program leaders who delivered the program. 

The training delivered through the intervention consisted of a classroom workshop followed by a 

hands-on session to encourage experiential learning. The authors didn’t report on specific 

theories or pedagogical frameworks used to support physical literacy, however, they did 

highlight how their intervention integrated physical literacy as a holistic, multi-dimensional 

concept. In addition to the training, program leaders received weekly calls where a member of 

the research team helped the leader deal with any issues and develop an action plan for the next 

program session. Results of a questionnaire completed by the program leaders at pre- and post-

training, and post-intervention indicated that the training had a beneficial and sustained impact 

on the leaders’ perceived knowledge and self-efficacy. Despite the positive effects on the 

program leaders, the afterschool program had limited effects on the movement skills, self-

efficacy and motivation of the children participating in the program. However, in comparison to 
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a control group, children in the afterschool program had significant improvements in their 

enjoyment level, as well as significant increases in the confidence of their leader. At the end of 

the program, leaders also identified equipment and behavioural challenges as barriers for 

implementing the program as it was intended by the research team.  

  Research in elementary schools has highlighted the importance of teacher training in 

supporting the delivery of quality physical education programs (Law et al., 2018; Mandigo et al., 

2004). Wright et al. (2020) explored the feasibility of a 10-week job-embedded professional 

development program with a group of Canadian generalist teachers. The length of the job-

embedded professional development program was designed based on the practical constraints of 

the setting including funding available, length of the term and teacher schedules. The training 

program was facilitated by a team of local experts to the students, while the teacher participants 

observed or participated in the activities and games. Content of the training was informed by the 

TGfU model and models of cooperative learning used within physical education. Findings from 

the study demonstrated that generalist teachers were able to make positive adaptations to their 

classes to support student physical literacy outcomes after participating in the training. 

Specifically, the generalist teachers’ reported higher levels of confidence, knowledge and 

intention to include physical literacy concepts in their classes. The research team also measured 

changes in student motor competence, with findings indicating a positive effect on student 

overhand throw when taught by the expert facilitators. A decline in the student’s movement 

skills was identified when the generalist teachers’ returned to teaching their physical education 

classes after completing the 10-week training, however, the researchers suggested that this may 

have been due to a seasonal effect.  
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 A Welsh study by Edwards et al. (2019), focused on the development and evaluation of a 

professional development program for primary school teachers while exploring how the program 

modified knowledge and operationalization of physical literacy in physical education. The 

research team used a collaborative approach to determine the needs of grade six teachers in two 

primary schools, which was followed by a 1-hour workshop and a 6-month physical literacy 

intervention embedded weekly into the physical education classrooms of three teachers. Dialogic 

discussions and reflection between the research team and the three teachers were used to explore 

the curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment modalities used to support student physical literacy 

development. Using a qualitative research design, the research team observed an increase in the 

teachers’ knowledge and operationalization of physical literacy after participating in the 1-hour 

workshop and 6-month intervention. The 1-hour workshop was effective at increasing teacher 

knowledge about physical literacy, however, this was not enough time to support teachers with 

operationalizing the term in their physical education programs. The researchers highlighted the 

importance of taking the time to understand the needs of the teachers, prior to designing the 

workshop and 6-month physical literacy professional development program.   

Using Action Research to Design and Develop a Recreation Instructors Training 

 Understanding the context in which a recreation instructors training is to be used and 

applied, including what type of program and target audience it focuses on, and how it addresses 

the practical needs of practitioners, is critical for influencing changes in pedagogical practice in 

practitioners (Edwards et al., 2019; Wright et al., 2020). Contextual considerations are also 

important for understanding how professional development can influence physical literacy in the 

children or youth that training efforts are intended to support. Recreation facilities, such as 

YMCAs tend to operate under different circumstances than afterschool programs or physical 
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education programs. For example, trainings offered in YMCA recreational settings are often 

provided to coaches and instructors who teach a wide variety of SPA programs (e.g., basketball, 

multi-sport programs, badminton, day camps, etc.), not just one particular sport or program 

curriculum. Therefore, recreation instructor training is often intended to support the delivery of a 

broad range of program objectives. Although earlier studies (Edwards et al., 2019; Law et al., 

2018; Wright et al., 2020) have investigated the impacts of arguably, well-designed professional 

development programs, they were applied and studied in vastly different SPA settings.  

 Research that is context sensitive is necessary for understanding and responding 

appropriately to the complex nature of social and health issues facing a community (Tremblay & 

Richard, 2011). Participatory research orientations, such as action research, attempt to foster the 

development of partnerships between communities and academic institutions to address specific 

issues affecting a community (Flicker et al., 2007). Participatory approaches are also evolving as 

a research strategy that can facilitate the implementation of physical literacy concepts into SPA 

programs at a local level (Robinson et al., 2019). 

Research Purpose 

 The purpose of the comprehensive action research project was to investigate pedagogical 

approaches that are effective at supporting youth participation in physical activity and sport in a 

YMCA recreation context, by co-creating a youth-informed recreation instructor training module 

with YMCA staff. This particular study focused on the development and design of a youth-

informed recreation instructors training module and included the following objectives: 

• Design and develop a youth-informed recreation instructors training module that can 

be implemented within a YMCA recreation context through working with YMCA 

staff. The output related to this objective was discussed in detail in chapter four.  



146 

 

• Through a stakeholder engagement process, use principles of action research to 

ensure the training product meets the intended outcomes and is ‘catalytic’ (Newton & 

Burgess, 2008), ‘workable’ (Heikkinen et al., 2012) and ‘actionable’ (Bradbury-

Huang, 2010) from a YMCA organizational perspective. 

 This research is the culmination of the two earlier studies that sought to understand how 

youth experiences in YMCA recreation programs shape physical literacy and explore ideas that 

youth have for more effectively engaging other youth in recreational SPA. This earlier work also 

provided insight on the value of involving participants in program design decisions and using a 

bottom-up planning process, as opposed to a top-down process that is designed by recreation 

instructors and providers for youth.  
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Methods 

Study Design and Context 

 The design and development of the recreation instructors training program took place 

between July to November 2020. This study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, a 

tumultuous time, which has led to significant changes in how individuals and communities view 

their leisure time and access recreation services (Dimanche et al., 2021). On March 15th, 2020, 

the Alberta Government (Canada) declared a state of public health emergency, which resulted in 

a 3-month closure of recreation facilities (Alberta Government, 2020a). At the time of this study, 

the YMCA had resumed the delivery of some programs and services (e.g., childcare) which were 

permitted to operate under the COVID-19 public health restrictions if specific guidelines were in 

place (e.g., physical distancing, mask wearing). However, a majority of YMCA programs and 

services were unable to resume (e.g., fitness classes, youth sports programs) due to the public 

health restrictions. The COVID-19 pandemic has had devastating financial impacts on YMCA 

Calgary as an organization resulting in cancellation of programs, loss of memberships, extensive 

staff layoffs, and a revenue loss in excess of $32 million dollars for the year 2020 alone (YMCA 

Calgary, 2020). In early 2021, YMCA Calgary also had to permanently close the doors of one of 

its longest standing facilities due to rising costs and declining membership (YMCA Calgary, 

2021). 

 Three members of the YMCA senior leadership team provided initial input into the 

design of this study. The Brock University Research Ethics Board (File #19-343) approved this 

study prior to the start of recruitment. A total of six YMCA Calgary staff were recruited to 

participate as co-collaborators in this study. Due to the restrictions and layoffs that had taken 

place related to the COVID-19 pandemic, there were minimal numbers of YMCA staff still 
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working and in-person interaction was not possible. Although not ideal, an online focus group 

format was used to engage the YMCA staff and collaboratively design the training program. Use 

of online focus groups was also appropriate given that the YMCA staff had become accustomed 

to using online meeting formats during the COVID-19 pandemic and thus, it was a method that 

was familiar for the staff involved in the research (Seal, 2018). This study took place over seven 

online focus groups, to encourage dialogue, reflection (Freire, 1970), and develop the training 

material content. There were plans to deliver the resulting training with a different group of 

YMCA staff to get additional feedback on the content, however, as the draft of the resulting 

training product was completed, the YMCA had to shut down their operations again for period of 

approximately 4 months in early December due to a second wave of heightened COVID-19 cases 

in Alberta (Alberta Government, 2020b). The pandemic also created challenges for conducting 

an action research study that relies heavily on developing relationships with practitioners and 

community members (Bradbury-Huang, 2010). Regardless of the challenges imposed on the 

action research process due to COVID-19, I tried to support the engagement process with 

YMCA staff through phone calls, online meetings, and emails. This was important for helping 

YMCA staff stay involved during a stressful time when they were working from home and 

juggling demanding workloads.  

 Validation of the Research Process. Attending to rigour and validity is critical for 

advancing action research orientations as a robust and trustworthy form of inquiry (Newton & 

Burgess, 2008). Validation principles developed by Newton and Burgess (2008), Heikkinen et al. 

(2012), and Bradbury-Huang’s (2010) were used to guide the development of a physical literacy 

focused training program for recreation instructors and support trustworthiness. As this study 

was focused on the improvement of practice and service delivery within a YMCA recreation 
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context, according to Newton and Burgess (2008), it may be considered a practical mode of 

educational action research. With practical modes of action research, outcome and catalytic 

validity are given primary concern, while process and democratic validity are of secondary 

priority (Newton & Burgess, 2008). Outcome validity is concerned with degree to which the 

outcomes of the research process match the intended purpose. Catalytic validity focuses on the 

potential for transformation and change facilitated by the research process and is aligned with 

other scholarly definitions of quality and validation (Bradbury-Huang, 2020; Heikkinen et al., 

2012). For example, Heikkinen et al. (2012) proposes workability as the pragmatic qualities of 

the research process, including changes that take place while uncovering issues related to power 

structures and empowerment of practitioners (Heikkinen et al., 2012). Similarly, Bradbury-

Huang (2010) suggests that a key criterion for judging the quality of action research studies is 

‘actionability’, defined as, “the extent to which the project provides new ideas that guide action 

response to need” (p. 103). The principles of outcome validity, catalytic validity, workability and 

actionability were embedded as key goals of the research process and throughout the facilitation 

of the focus groups to ensure the study objectives were met.  

Recruitment and Participants 

Seven YMCA staff were initially recruited through a purposeful sampling strategy, 

specifically maximum variation sampling (Glesne, 2016). However, one of the staff dropped out 

and didn’t attend any of the focus group meetings. Recruitment took place through discussions 

with the management team based on available staff resources. Staff were invited to participate 

through an email forwarded by the YMCA management team. Unfortunately, due to a high 

number of employees being laid due to COVID-19, a minimal number of YMCA management 

staff were still working and eligible to participate in the study. Additionally, youth programs 



150 

 

were not running at this time, therefore no front-line program staff were employed and able to 

participate in this study. Consent was obtained from all YMCA staff prior to their involvement in 

the study. The YMCA staff who participated (4 females, 2 males; ages 31-52 years) represented 

different departments, including youth engagement, sports programs, family programs, and 

human resources. The staff also represented different levels of the YMCA leadership team, from 

mid-level to senior level management roles.  

Data Collection and Analysis 

Focus groups. Seven online focus groups (~1.5 hours each) were held with the YMCA 

staff participating in the study. The focus groups were held over Zoom and audio recorded. The 

focus group schedule was developed with YMCA staff based on their availability and the 

workload required in between focus groups to create the training program. I created an initial 

draft of the focus group facilitation guide prior to the start of the focus groups, however, this was 

modified as necessary during the focus group meetings (see appendix study 3 research 

materials). Prior to each focus group, YMCA staff were emailed an agenda and any relevant 

work related to the staff training module to review. They were also sent the transcripts after each 

focus group meeting and asked to review for accuracy. I facilitated all of the focus groups. This 

process was based off a similar approach used in the design of a body image program, which was 

also guided by action research (Bailey & Gammage, 2020).  

The action research process is aligned with critical pedagogy where “reflection and action 

which truly transform reality, is the source of knowledge and creation” (Freire, 1970, p. 100-

101). The focus groups were designed to create a reflective pedagogical space (Seal, 2018) that 

allowed the YMCA staff and myself to discuss what underlying needs a training program for 

recreation instructors would address, what content was most critical for this training program, 
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and how this training would fit within existing YMCA training systems. We also reflected on 

previous challenges and learnings we each had with developing, designing and delivering 

training within a YMCA context. Ongoing dialogue and reflection allows for researchers and the 

co-collaborators of a project to relay experiences and information, create common 

understandings of the issue under study and supports praxis (Eikeland, 2015). To support YMCA 

staff knowledge and awareness of pedagogical approaches that support youth physical literacy, I 

typically presented a concept, framework, or research study, then asked for thoughts and 

feedback on the relevance of the concept during the focus groups. Practical experiences were 

often shared by the YMCA staff in relation to what I presented. After each meeting, I would 

consider what additional literature or research may be useful for the next meeting. I also started 

putting together a draft of the training program facilitation guide see (appendix study 3 training 

program facilitation guide). This process was reflective of Kolb and Hill’s (2014) description of 

action research as a “learning process that works through a cycle of concrete experience followed 

by reflection, then by the development of abstract concepts, leading into testing the new 

experience” (p. 6). The focus groups provided opportunities to learn new concepts, reflect on 

these learning’s in relation to our concrete experiences, and discuss how the concepts could be 

used practically.  

Reflexivity. In addition to the focus groups, I took detailed notes throughout the focus 

groups and engaged in reflexive journaling. Reflexivity is a venue for situating one’s position to 

work through the “complicated and complicating ways that different differences interact and 

shift across various contingencies to shape all aspects of our lives” (Lather, 2006, p. 50). My 

positionality as a researcher completing my dissertation is complicated by my former role as a 

project manager with YMCA Calgary where I used to lead the physical literacy strategy and 
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developed many different training initiatives. I previously worked with five of the six YMCA 

staff who participated in the focus groups. My preunderstanding of organizational processes and 

existing relationships with YMCA staff was a critical advantage with knowing who to talk to and 

how things worked (Coghlan & Shani, 2007). However, my insider status was also a challenge. 

The following excerpt from my reflexivity journal highlights the awkwardness I felt arise while 

facilitating one of the focus group meetings.  

One thing I’ve noticed is how hard it is to navigate the role I have as the ‘researcher’ 

facilitating the focus groups. Sometimes it feels as though I’m back in my old job with 

the YMCA. For example, I was asked by one of the senior YMCA staff involved in this 

research to directly contact another YMCA staff who she thinks should participate in the 

study, however, this is not what was outlined for the recruitment process. This felt 

awkward as it was also an ethical concern since it could be pressuring for me to reach out 

directly and ask for them to participate. This same senior level staff also asked me to 

follow-up with another newer, more junior staff who did not show up to the first meeting 

to hold this person accountable. In my old job, I would have done as she had asked no 

problem, but I didn’t feel it was appropriate or ethical for me to do this as part of my 

dissertation research. (Researcher reflection, July 17th, 2020)  

There were many other moments where I felt tension arise in relation to my role as a 

facilitator. For example, deciding what concepts, models, literature, and frameworks to share and 

present to the YMCA staff during the focus groups was another aspect where I often felt biased 

and unsure. I was an embedded part of the process. I recognize how my choices, opinions and 

selections strongly influenced the discussions we had during the focus groups, as well as the 

directions we eventually took with the recreation instructor training program. Although I 
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attempted to present my viewpoints as being open to debate amongst the focus group participants 

(Coghlan & Shani, 2007), I recognize the substantial degree of power I held in the researcher-

facilitator role.  

Data analysis. The data collected throughout the focus groups were analyzed between 

each meeting and presented for verification at subsequent meetings with the YMCA 

stakeholders. I used a transcription service called Rev to transcribe the audio recordings after 

each focus group. Data were analyzed based on Braun and Clark’s (2006) thematic data analysis 

process, which aligns with a constructionist framework. QSR Nvivo 12 software was used to 

organize all data (QSR International Pty Ltd. 2018).  After each of the audio files were 

transcribed, I reviewed them for accuracy and immersed myself in reviewing the transcripts to 

identify initial patterns. I coded each transcript inductively and then organized the codes into 

emerging themes. The emerging themes that I identified after each focus group were shared with 

the YMCA staff at the start of the next focus group meeting for further discussion and to support 

trustworthiness. A thematic map (see Figure 5-1) was created at the end of the focus groups to 

help identify additional connections and meaning before a final set of themes were created 

(Braun & Clark, 2006). The focus group meetings continued until a point where consensus was 

reached on who the training content was for, how it would be delivered, what content would be 

included, and all training content was created (see appendix study 3 research materials) 

Discussions related to outcome validity, catalytic validity (Newton & Burgess, 2008), 

workability (Heikkinen et al., 2012) and actionability (Bradbury-Huang, 2010) that occurred 

during the last two focus group meetings also indicated that the study objectives had been 

reached.  
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Findings 

 A key research objective outlined for this study was to co-create a training program for 

recreation instructors that supports youth participation in physical activity and sport programs. 

The final training product, called Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity, includes a 

facilitation guide and five modules, consisting of PowerPoint slides, videos, reflection activities, 

and practical activities (see appendix study 3 training program content). Working ‘with’ Youth in 

Sport and Physical Activity uses a hybrid-model that incorporates a mix of online and in-person, 

experiential learning, which can be modified depending on the needs of the facilitator and 

participants (see appendix study 3 training program facilitation manual). All training materials 

were given to the YMCA and placed on the organizational learning management system.  

 The development and design of Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity was 

created through ongoing dialogue and reflection during the focus groups. A broad range of topics 

were often covered during the course of one focus group meeting, from logistical considerations 

for the training, to identification of broader organizational issues connected to facilitating 

physical literacy, to reflecting on learnings from earlier phases of this research. In relation to the 

research objective focused on the co-creation of a training program for recreation instructors, 

four themes were identified: 1) shared understandings of training objectives, 2) integrating 

holistic physical literacy, 3) youth development and empowerment, and 4) working within 

existing structures and systems. The themes reflected underlying challenges, gaps, and goals of 

those working in recreational SPA. Pseudonyms are used to ensure participant anonymity. 

Theme #1: Shared Understandings of Training Goals and Aims 

 During the first three focus groups, a significant proportion of time was devoted to 

determining what a training for recreation instructors should focus on, who it should target, how 
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it should be delivered, and what underlying needs the training was intended to address. Tara 

described there were “half a dozen different rabbit holes” we could have gone down. The staff 

eventually agreed that this training could support all managers, staff, and instructors who work 

with youth or are involved with youth SPA programming. Developing a common understanding 

of the training goals and aims was informed by discussions about what gaps or needs this 

training was trying to address. Three sub-themes were identified including 1) engaging 

volunteers, 2) rooting in previous research, and 3) creating a paradigm shift.  

 Engaging volunteers. Issues related to volunteer lack of time and interest to participate 

in training were highlighted as a critical issue during the focus group discussions. Another issue 

raised was related to a lack of volunteer knowledge about program objectives. Volunteers are 

often recruited to deliver YMCA youth SPA programs. Staff proposed that providing more 

direction in the overall objectives of YMCA SPA programs through this training could help 

address this issue. For example, Tara commented, “we're specifically designing this to develop 

skills and give tools to our volunteers that we've never given them before… this would be huge 

in retaining those really good coaches that we've not been able to in the past.” Paul, also agreed 

that, “if everybody had a common understanding of what the sports programs purpose was, I bet 

it would be easier to train our volunteers to be able to instruct to that.” He later added that “it'd 

be nice for the instructors who we couldn't retain because they didn't know what they were 

supposed to do or what their expectations were, except that we had this demand and needed to 

fill volunteer positions with people.” The use of a hybrid format involving online and in person 

training was also intended to help address the barriers that volunteers face with attending 

training. 
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 Rooting in earlier research. Five out of the six staff involved had been involved in at 

least one of the previous research phases related to this dissertation. The YMCA staff shared 

examples of how using the data from the earlier phases, that was contextually relevant to the 

YMCA, would be helpful for outlining the foundation for the training and sharing issues that 

youth face in their SPA programs. Maya commented, “it's a good idea to actually have the 

[previous research] content in… it [demonstrates] that the training has been rooted in good 

research. And it gives another perspective.” Two of the staff suggested using the story shared by 

one of the youth participants from the first study who felt like a wandering ghost on the 

basketball court, would be a powerful way to engage recreation instructors. Tara said, “I think 

the wandering ghost story, and the specific youth experiences will help to overcome a lot of 

people's preconceived notions of how you should and should not coach sports… these are some 

very negative experiences that youth have had in traditional kind of sport settings, I think this is a 

perfect starting place to set that foundation.”  

 Creating a paradigm shift. Changes to organizational ways of thinking related to 

physical literacy and youth engagement were identified as critical goals for this training. In 

relation to developing the objectives for the training, the YMCA staff asserted that this training 

was only one piece of a larger set of actions that need to be taken to support change in practice. 

Paul described his perspective on what this paradigm shift entailed, “reframe[ing] our sport and 

recreation programs as vehicles for youth development and youth empowerment. It's so 

incredibly powerful and it's the unique role that the Y plays in Canada.” He later added, “it's not 

about doing some training with people so they do things different, it's a systemic change… it's 

going to involve a different way of our managers and supervisors approaching their program 

development and program supervision” in relation to using SPA as a vehicle for supporting 
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positive youth development. During one of the focus groups, I shared history related to the 

origins of physical education in Canada and its ties to military practices. Sandra explained how 

changes in organizational practices were connected, commenting, 

it's a whole philosophy shift… the military need was around perfection and accuracy, 

which comes with repetitive practice or repetition of a certain skill. That's very much 

needed in that environment… part of the training will require us to have a century's worth 

of training and belief in how things work and change it. 

 Related to this was discussion about facilitating change in thinking about what a good 

quality program looks like. Tara reflected on her own views of quality programming and broader 

changes she would like to see, “my default is to look at a program, and if it looks like one of my 

old basketball practices, I think that's a good program. But I have to remind myself that that's not 

necessarily true.” Sandra shared a conversation she recently had with a volunteer related to a lack 

of a common understanding across the organization on what SPA programming is intending to 

achieve at the YMCA. From her perspective, this was an important gap related to supporting 

organizational change: 

I had this conversation with the floor hockey volunteer.. He goes, I'll do whatever you 

want me to do. All he was doing is throwing the puck out… Literally you would have 

games all day. And he was there to manage the behavior. There was no skill 

development. But he was a great volunteer, because he was like, tell me what you want 

me to do… we're not necessarily clear as to what we're trying to achieve. 

To support the paradigm shift that the YMCA staff felt was needed, this foundational training 

would primarily include content focused on drawing from holistic approaches to physical literacy 
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and facilitating a common understanding of how to engage and empower youth, with an 

emphasis on supporting practical knowledge and skills. 

Theme #2: Integrating Holistic Physical Literacy  

 During the first and second focus groups, I introduced literature and theoretical 

background on physical literacy development, including existing tensions amongst scholars and 

organizations related to different notions of physical literacy. This led to extensive discussion on 

what a holistic approach to physical literacy means from a practical perspective and how it could 

be facilitated through this training. Three sub-themes were constructed related to this theme: 1) 

need for a balanced, practical approach, 2) incorporating TGfU, and 3) supporting all aspects of 

coaching. 

 Need for a Balanced, Practical Approach to Physical Literacy. Four of the YMCA 

staff participating in the focus groups had previous training in physical literacy. All the staff 

involved also had extensive backgrounds and several years of experience within their respective 

roles, which led to a fruitful discussion on what physical literacy is and how physical literacy can 

be integrated into SPA programs. James described his understanding of a holistic approach to 

physical literacy, “[it’s] not just investing in someone so that they have the fitness level, or they 

develop the mature forms of different fitness skills, but that they relate to SPA with positive 

experiences.”  

The YMCA staff acknowledged how earlier organizational efforts to support physical 

literacy had placed an emphasis on fundamental movement skills at the expense of other 

constructs of physical literacy. For example, Tara highlighted her experiences with developing a 

program that focused on children’s fundamental movement skills and how it had “fallen flat” 

because “people don't register for it [and] parents don't care about fundamental movement skills, 
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they don't know what it means”. How and whether programs should focus on the experiences 

and/ or outcomes formed another part of our discussion. Based on her previous experiences, 

Sandra cautioned the need to be aware how we define physical literacy and the risk it has for 

becoming a fad, 

We go, ‘Oh, competition is bad.’ And I'm not saying that negative competition is good, 

but what I'm afraid of is that we go from one extreme to the other... We used to do sport 

camps at the YMCA years ago, 15-20 years ago, but we got rid of them because staff 

would go out, they had no training, there was no outcomes. They'd throw a ball in the 

middle of the field and kids, they'd go, ‘Okay. Let's play soccer.’ Then, kids would play 

and some would be bored, and there was no skill development. We didn't play games, or 

if we did we didn't keep score. There were no winners or losers… they [the kids] were 

like, ‘This is dumb.’ If you start training people and going, it's just about the journey”, 

that's great, but children learn best when they're achieving something, kids like games… 

they like to keep score. They like to know that they're getting better. I get nervous about 

this, because we need to also define what non-holistic or holistic means and [what it] 

doesn't.  

In contrast, Tara contended, “if [the program is] too rigid for the standards and outcomes, then it 

could push out some kids… where they're seeking joy and exhilaration. So I think you need a 

balanced approach.” Paul added, “we've got equity seeking families, where physical activity isn't 

part of their lives, and so they probably won't be successful starting an activity with [over]-

organized structures, even semi-competitive.”  

Presenting a balanced approach to physical literacy, which focuses on both the journey 

and experiences (processes) and development of skills and knowledge (outcomes) was 
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considered a crucial underpinning for the training. During the last focus group, I presented 

different evaluation methods (i.e., qualitative and quantitative methods of evaluation), indicators 

(e.g., perceived self-efficacy, life skills, fundamental movement skills) and tools (e.g., Youth 

Experience Survey, Physical Literacy Assessment for Youth) that have been used to assess 

physical literacy and positive youth development programs. The YMCA staff acknowledged the 

importance of emphasizing the experience and focusing on youth engagement that a holistic 

conceptualization of physical literacy encourages. However, it was also evident that there was a 

need to align this training effort and physical literacy related program outcomes with other 

important organizational metrics including program registrations, volunteer retention levels, and 

financial impacts. James commented on indicators of success from this perspective, 

we can look at the metrics of consistency of registration, are families coming, are they 

registering for multiple sessions, the longevity of the instructors, particularly volunteers, 

are they dropping out after one season or are they volunteering over the year, are they 

volunteering over several years. 

Additionally, Paul remarked,  

if we can do these programs right, we'll be able to attract and retain our participation over 

multiple years of programming. We'll be able to grow a junior high sport program, for 

instance, if we can get this youth engagement part right… That also has a long-term 

financial impact for us. 

 Incorporating Teaching Games for Understanding. During the second last focus 

group, I presented information on the TGfU model and posed questions to the group regarding its 

potential for use within a recreational SPA context. Concepts related to TGfU and use of games-

based approaches emerged from study two and through discussions I had with YMCA staff while 
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completing my dissertation research. While completing my dissertation research, I began 

teaching a course called ‘Teaching Games for Understanding’ at Mount Royal University in 

Calgary, AB. Many of the YMCA staff were aware of this and were curious about the content of 

the course I was teaching, thus, it was a logical focus group topic to include. Paul reflected on 

the value of a model that is focused on supporting understanding of tactics. He explained, 

If I was an instructor, I would find that [TGfU model] really helpful… particularly 

because we tend to attract the youth that wouldn't normally do a community basketball 

program or a minor basketball association, right? We're sort of this catch basin of 

youth… You don't want that situation where a young person says they feel like a ghost on 

the court. And are terrified if they get the ball.  

James had previously attended a TGfU workshop so he was familiar with the model. He said, 

“the biggest takeaway for me was the shift away from playing a more mature version of the 

game where you'd often have a minority of the participants who would be doing most of the 

practice.” Tara was also supportive of the TGfU model, suggesting that it “is the key to this 

paradigm shift” which this training was intending to support. She added that TGfU should be 

“the foundation” and she “[found] the TGFU stuff the most practical for shifting away from 

skills and drills.” It was evident from this discussion that the YMCA staff felt the TGfU model 

would be a valuable approach to share with their coaches.  

 Supporting all aspects of coaching. Other gaps in SPA instructor knowledge and skills 

were illustrated by the YMCA staff during the focus groups. The YMCA staff outlined a need to 

support their instructors with a broader understanding all aspects of what makes a good coach in 

connection to physical literacy. Sandra discussed how important it was to recruit instructors who 

have the ability to connect with kids. She said, 
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It feels like we don't always ask the right questions or target the skills we need. It's like, 

‘Have you played basketball before? Do you play sports? Are you sporty?’ And 

sometimes it's like who cares? If you can't connect with a kid, who cares. 

 Other gaps that were noted by YMCA staff included program planning, behaviour 

management, teaching fundamental movement skills, and practical ideas for activities. Tara 

commented that instructors need support with understanding how to instruct in an engaging and 

empowering way. She said the instructors are “very much at the level of ‘I need drill ideas. I 

need to know the skills I’m teaching. I need you to help me plan my hour with these kids." Tara 

added further on in the discussion that “this [training] is us teaching them [instructors] to do that 

in a way that's more engaging and more empowering to those kids, more than just here's how you 

dribble.” YMCA staff expressed that emphasis should be placed on incorporating as many 

practical activities and ideas as possible into a training for recreation instructors. They also 

shared barriers related to supporting instructors, including lack of clarity related to program 

outcomes, lack of training support for new instructors and lack of time to provide that the 

necessary support. However, when instructors were provided with program outlines and 

curriculum, it made it easier for them to deliver a quality program. For example, Paul shared, 

I've been just as guilty of telling people, ‘you need to deliver a program’, without much 

guidance about what the program is supposed to look like… So run an after-school kids 

program. Well, most people have it in their head what an after-school kids program looks 

like, but we make a lot of assumptions in that case. When we finally developed a good 

outline and curriculum for them… it was a lot easier to train our staff and to see them 

grow and develop. 
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Theme #3: Youth Development and Empowerment 

 Youth development and empowerment was highlighted as an underlying objective for all 

YMCA youth programs, including SPA programs. Advancing knowledge and skills that support 

youth with feeling engaged in their programs was seen as critical for supporting these broader 

organizational objectives. Two sub-themes were identified: 1) defining youth engagement and 2) 

building instructor capacity.  

 Defining youth engagement. Prior to the start of the focus groups, one of the pieces of 

feedback I received from the YMCA staff on the facilitation guide was the need to discuss a 

common definition of youth engagement. During the focus groups, YMCA staff discussed how 

the focus for sport programs varied depending on the instructor and that a gap in youth 

engagement and empowerment existed within the organization. Paul explained that “it's pretty 

critical that we think about how we can teach them [instructors] to engage with youth effectively 

at that same time. So, how do we solicit feedback from youth? How do you include their voice?” 

In response to this need for creating a common understanding of youth engagement, I presented a 

framework by Wong et al. (2010) called the Typology for Youth Participation and Empowerment 

for Child and Adolescent Health Promotion. Wong et al. (2010) present five types of youth-adult 

partnerships (vessel, symbolic, pluralistic, independent, autonomous), where youth and adults 

have varying degrees of voice and decision-making power. The framework also outlines that the 

way in which youth are engaged influences the developmental outcome. The YMCA staff felt 

that including this model in the training would be a useful way to discern different types of youth 

engagement and their corresponding developmental benefits. Maya suggested that, “this model 

could be a checklist to say that what does my program offer and what level of that shared control 

does my program offer.”  
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 Amongst the focus group participants, there was debate about what types of engagement 

would be best suited for different programs. James suggested that some programs, such as 

lifeguard courses should “be closer to symbolic or to the vessel, where you have a certain skill 

set, and ethics, and professionalism that you're instilling in youth.” Other participants 

respectfully disagreed and suggested that “soliciting the feedback of our youth and giving them 

some voice and leadership” was important for all programs, thus suggesting youth programs 

work toward adopting a pluralistic approach (Wong et al., 2010).  

  Building instructor capacity. Regardless of the differences in viewpoints, the staff 

agreed that modelling a pluralistic or participatory style of engagement, where decision-making 

is shared and the participants have opportunities to provide input, would be important to model 

throughout the training. Another point raised was how instructors are used to providing 

structured programs, where they decide the activities in advance, thus they would need support 

with using a different approach. Paul reflected on his own experiences as a volunteer in relation 

to this discussion: 

We want our instructors to deliver the training in a sort of a participatory way and so this 

training be delivered in that way as well… I often just showed up the day of and was like, 

‘Oh, I hope I can figure something out, because this is one of two or three volunteer 

opportunities, plus my full time job’ at the time… I think it's pretty critical that we also 

think about how we can teach them to engage with youth effectively at that same time.  

Tara added that “a lot of our instructors are literally youth themselves… we're talking about 

youth in programs, but we also have to think about how we're empowering and engaging youth 

that we have running these programs… it's like a circle.” Sophia observed that “this model is 

also similar with anything to do with engagement in diversity and inclusion.” Later in the 
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discussion she cautioned how important it was that the YMCA is prepared to listen to youth 

voices if we are using a participatory approach, as “frustration also arises when we ask 

employees to provide their voice… and then nothing happens… they lose interest.” 

Theme #4: Working Within Existing Structures and Systems 

 Understanding how this training fits in with existing organizational structures and 

systems was important for determining the delivery structure for the training, including which 

programs and departments this training should target. There were discussions related to the 

current ways that program planning and development takes place within the YMCA. This theme 

included two sub-themes: 1) clarifying a training pathway and 2) navigating top-down processes. 

 Clarifying a training pathway. YMCA staff involved in the focus groups brought up 

concerns with regard to how that this training would fit in with other trainings they already offer. 

Different departments and managers already used a variety of approaches to training and have 

established training pathways in place to support their programs. Maya shared, “I was thinking 

about what trainings we already have and how is it different to the training which we're going to 

be offering.” Paul was concerned with what programs this training would support. He said, “if 

we're going to develop a training session, is there a continuum of programs that we're 

developing?” Another issue that arose was the turnover of front-line roles and how this 

influences how new staff or volunteers are trained. For example, Tara pointed out that training 

plans: 

exists in its own way, in every ILT [Integrated Leadership Team] at different levels. If we 

onboard a new grade six volunteer, it's very local at the branch, you are going to be 

helping with badminton sport night… like this is where the badminton nets are and this is 
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what time you need to show up… because there's enough turnover of people running 

these programs on the ground.  

 As the YMCA is an organization that offers a multitude of SPA opportunities for youth, it 

was difficult to determine which specific programs and services this training could support. 

During the third focus group, I asked how this training would work within their current 

offering’s and what would be different about it. Tara shared, “there's a lack of time to develop 

this big foundation or theoretical approach to youth… it becomes very… transactional.” I also 

asked how this training would support coaches who already participate in the NCCP. Sandra 

explained,  

I would like to say it depends on the volunteer… on their level of maturity and on their 

specific sport background and what they're coming in… [but] we can't have it be 

necessarily that individual cause we're working with pretty big numbers… we would like 

them to progress through at least this foundational training, NCCP specific to the sport 

that they're coaching and then our healthy child development so that they have every 

piece.  

The YMCA staff agreed that this training program would be accompanied by other program 

specific training’s (e.g., NCCP Basketball FUNdamentals) that were already in place.  

 Navigating top-down processes. Throughout the focus groups, YMCA staff suggested 

that there were broader needs related to supporting recreation instructors with facilitating youth 

physical literacy in their programs. Early on in the focus group meeting’s, there was concern that 

although this training was intended for recreation instructors, the managers or supervisors were 

actually the ones who had the authority to create change and thus, they should also participate in 

this training. Paul commented, “we can teach our instructors all of this, but they may or may not 
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be an authority to maybe design the program.” Sophia agreed and responded: 

in my perspective, all programming’s are usually top down. The big boss will as the 

managers [say], ‘hey, think of something for this current situation’… maybe the 

programmers might not have the additional information they need to create the 

programming that will incorporate what we've talked about, like engagement, and 

planning, and how the [broader] organization might also need it. 

Paul also pointed out, that while he agreed “the Y is a top down organization… we put a lot of 

autonomy in the hands of our on the ground instructors to come up with the plans.” Instructors 

tend to be placed into their roles “without given much guidance about what the program is 

supposed to look like.” This leads to variation in how programs are implemented. Therefore, 

making changes to the approaches that recreation instructors were using needed to start with 

involving those at the top of the organization from their perspective. 
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Discussion 

 

 Creating training programs and professional development opportunities that can facilitate 

physical literacy informed instructional practices offer a promising strategy for implementing 

physical literacy on a practical level (Durden-Myers & Keegan, 2019; Van Wyk, 2016). Without 

adequate training and organizational support, an instructor’s ability to foster physical literacy in 

youth is limited (Van Wyk, 2016; Weaver et al., 2011). Recent research has begun to evaluate 

the influence that physical literacy professional development programs have on enhancing 

teacher and instructor capacity to integrate physical literacy concepts (Bremer et al., 2020; 

Edwards., 2019; Sum & Wallhead, 2018; Wright et al., 2020). However, only one study was 

conducted with instructors in an after-school setting (Bremer et al., 2020). To the best of my 

knowledge, there have been no studies exploring the development and design of a recreation 

instructors training to support the integration of physical literacy concepts in a large, multi-

activity recreational context, such as a YMCA. This study provides insight on the development 

of physical literacy training intended to support recreation instructors, including organizational 

processes and structures that can help or hinder instructor capacity. It also identifies tensions and 

struggles that YMCA staff had with the integration of physical literacy concepts that were not 

only conceptual in nature, but also related to the use of good pedagogical practices. Finally, it 

also reinforces the need to work ‘with’ recreation practitioners to ensure training is relevant and 

addresses organizational needs.  

Fostering Pedagogies for Physical Literacy through Professional Development  

 Findings of this study indicate the need to start with basic components of good pedagogy 

when considering strategies for integrating physical literacy in recreational SPA environments. 

The YMCA staff cited barriers to supporting quality in programs including, a lack of clarity and 
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communication about program goals and outcomes, lack of training support for new instructors, 

and lack of instructor preparation and planning for a session. Defining a clear purpose or 

objective for youth SPA programs is not only essential for guiding a recreation instructor’s 

pedagogical approach, but also for clarifying accountability structures for individuals working 

for an organization. If those who directly deliver programs are not clear on the objectives of the 

program they are instructing, this makes it challenging for them to understand what the values 

and expectations of the organization are (Weaver et al., 2011).  

 Silverman and Mercier (2015) argue that instructional design decisions and how these 

decisions are adapted for a class impact student learning related to physical literacy. They also 

suggest that the degree of teacher preparedness to deliver content, their ability to present tasks in 

an organized manner, and the teacher’s ability to adapt to differences amongst students, will 

enhance their capacity to engage students with lower levels of skill (Silverman & Mercier, 2015). 

Related to this, Sloan (2010) cites lack of content knowledge and dedicated planning time as 

another major barrier for physical education teachers. Findings from Study 1 of this dissertation 

emphasized how coaches that received training that was specific to their program area felt more 

competent leading engaging programs. The development of a foundational training for recreation 

instructors should be embedded in part of a broader professional development strategy to support 

good pedagogical practices. This includes ensuring there is clarity about program objectives 

(Weaver et al., 2011), use of a well-designed curriculum (Casey & Kirk, 2020; Silverman & 

Mercier, 2015), ensuring instructors have adequate time to plan and prepare program sessions 

(Sloan, 2010), and providing a base level of training for instructors.  

 In conjunction with supporting basic elements of pedagogical practices, incorporating 

content on using the TGfU model offered a promising way forward for supporting recreation 



170 

 

instructors with regard to fostering the use of pedagogies that support physical literacy. For 

YMCA staff, the TGfU model offered a practical alternative to the skill-focused, traditional ways 

of teaching sports and physical activity. Not only did it allow for comparison between distinctly 

different pedagogical approaches, but YMCA staff also valued the strategies it offered for 

engaging youth. Embedding teaching of relevant fundamental movement skills within game 

structures (Mitchell et al., 2021) was a framework that could be used across many YMCA sports 

programs. Furthermore, the TGfU model offered a solution to the issues that the YMCA 

observes related to declining youth participation in recreational SPA programs, as it represents a 

way to better engage wandering ghosts or youth who don’t feel included. Future research should 

focus on the implementation of the TGfU model within recreational SPA programs and its ability 

to support youth physical literacy outcomes. Research investigating the feasibility of adopting a 

TGfU model within a recreation context is especially important given that the majority of the 

discussion on the usefulness of TGfU for supporting physical literacy has taken place within 

physical education environments (Doozan & Bae, 2016; Mandigo & Corlett, 2010; Mandigo et 

al., 2008).  

 Physical literacy educators who develop and design professional development shouldn’t 

lose sight that recreational instructors may have a variety of knowledge, skills, education, and 

experiences related to their pedagogical practices. An important objective for this training was to 

engage volunteers who are instructing youth SPA programs, especially as the Canadian 

recreation and sport sectors tend to rely heavily on volunteers to deliver SPA programs (Statistics 

Canada, 2015b). Volunteers may have limited amounts of time they can dedicate to participating 

in professional development. An important next step with this research would be to engage with 

volunteers to better understand their responsibilities and needs. Without collaborating with 
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volunteer instructors, this training is at risk for becoming more of a one-off training or workshop 

where volunteers become passive consumers of knowledge instead of active participants in their 

professional development (Edwards et al., 2019).  

 Training programs for recreation instructors should be one component of a larger, 

ongoing professional development strategy. Professional development that supports instructor 

capacity to continuously engage with best practice in physical literacy pedagogy and reflect upon 

their own experiences and instructional preferences is likely to be more effective in building 

instructor capacity to foster youth physical literacy (Hullinger & DiGirolamo, 2020; Hullinger et 

al., 2019). Moreover, reflective practices are useful for questioning instructional approaches in 

SPA that may reinforce harmful stereotypes and reproduce inequality, especially in relation to 

gender, race, ability, and sexual orientation (Azzarito & Macdonald, 2016; Cowley et al., 2021; 

Valley & Graber, 2017). In addition to supporting reflective practices with coaches, Hullinger 

and DiGirolamo (2020) encourage ongoing feedback and the development of learning networks 

where instructors can continue to grow and develop their instructional approaches. Creating 

ongoing opportunities for recreation instructors to engage with other instructors and practitioners 

isn’t only beneficial for supporting learning and growth related to instructional practices but 

could also support volunteer engagement (Barnes & Sharpe, 2009), which was an important 

objective for the YMCA staff involved with this study. In their work with a group of physical 

education teachers in Hong Kong, Ha et al. (2004) found that collaborative strategies to 

supporting teacher professional development positively influenced the integration of changes in 

curriculum.  
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Implementing Physical Literacy in Recreation 

 The implementation of physical literacy and related concepts is influenced by the context 

in which it is being applied. Holistic or monist perspectives of physical literacy value both the 

process and outcomes of movement and are often described as “experience-oriented” 

(McCaffery & Singleton, 2013, p. 11) in contrast to non-holistic views of physical literacy. Non-

holistic views of physical literacy or movement tend to ascribe more value to the ‘physical’ 

instead of the cognitive, affective, and social dimensions of development (Whitehead, 2010). 

Findings from this study underscore the need for a balanced view of physical literacy in a 

YMCA organizational context. 

Neoliberal ideologies may pose challenges to recreation organizations wishing to support 

the implementation of holistic conceptualizations of physical literacy (Chen, 2015). The 

neoliberalist paradigm has pervasively redefined the role of the non-profit sector, shifting its 

orientation toward a business model with increased emphasis on management, efficiency, 

performance, and financial accountability (Evans et al., 2005; McGovern, 2017; Tink et al., 

2020). Non-profit work is now structured much like the private sector and has changed 

dramatically in their structural characteristics, such as high degrees of departmentalization and 

formalization in managing staff and volunteer roles, as well as top down approaches and more 

hierarchy (Barnes & Sharpe, 2009). Findings from this study suggest that the YMCA staff were 

supportive of integrating practices that were reflective of holistic physical literacy, however, they 

also attempted to align the aims of physical literacy with the attainment of financial targets. 

Moreover, while a top-down organizational structure with more hierarchy can support efficiency, 

it may not be as appealing for supporting volunteer engagement (Barnes & Sharpe, 2009). In 

neoliberal organizations, program models tend to emphasize efficiency and quantity of 
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participants impacted by dollars spent, thus it is typical to focus on increasing the numbers of 

participants in programs and services with less emphasis on the quality of the experiences 

(Simmons 2011). Neoliberal ideologies that underpin the operations of recreation organizations 

can also create challenges for non-profit recreation organizations who wish to orient their 

pedagogical practices toward more experience oriented conceptualizations of physical literacy, 

as quality improvement measures such as training, coaching and mentorship cost money.  

Youth Empowerment and Physical literacy  

A novel element of the Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity training co-

created with YMCA staff was the attention given to empowering youth. YMCA staff involved in 

the focus groups strongly advocated for a ‘paradigm shift’ in their approach to working with 

youth and recreation instructors, especially given that many instructors are youth themselves. 

They also suggested that the training program model a participatory approach so that instructors 

could apply this to their own work. Integrating a participatory approach was challenging as this 

depends on the experience and openness of the training program facilitator and the YMCA 

leadership. Regardless, we identified opportunities where facilitators could pose discussion 

questions to instructors about how they could activate youth voice and times where they could let 

youth have more decision-making control. Youth participating in recreational SPA programs are 

not only subject to the discretionary power of their coaches and instructions, but also subject to 

the beliefs, values, and interests of the recreation organization they are administered by. The 

Canadian Parks and Recreation Association (CPRA) (2015) defines recreation as, “the 

experience that results from freely chosen participation in physical, social, intellectual, creative 

and spiritual pursuits that enhance individual and community well-being” (p. 4). In support of 

creating opportunities for youth to ‘freely’ explore their lives through SPA, while their 
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development through enriching movement experiences (Jurbala, 2015; Rudd et al., 2020) 

recreation providers should consider how youth physical literacy programs support youth 

empowerment and autonomy.  

As per Wong’s et al. (2010) typology which describes different levels of youth and adult 

involvement, the ideal form of youth engagement is pluralistic, where youth share decision-

making with adults (Wong et al., 2010). A pluralistic type of engagement is aligned with a 

participatory approach, as they both encourage democratic forms of participation and sharing of 

decision-making power (Gaventa & Cornwall, 2007). Participatory pedagogies where recreation 

instructors intentionally co-create with youth have potential to support important developmental 

outcomes, including youth empowerment (Wong et al., 2010). Moreover, through incorporating 

participatory approaches within a training program for recreation instructors, recreation 

practitioners and instructors may become more attuned to the needs of their youth participants. 

Embedding participatory processes into organizational training programs opens the potential to 

shift power structures as it creates new avenues for acquiring practical knowledge and expands 

who participates in decision-making related to the design and delivery of youth SPA programs 

(Gaventa & Cornwall, 2007). Providing opportunities for recreation instructors to have input on 

broader structures and systems that guide youth programs especially those who are youth, opens 

a gateway for the integration of bottom-up planning processes. 

Validity of the Action Research Process  

 A second objective of this research was to use action research principles to ensure the 

training product is ‘catalytic’ (Newton & Burgess, 2008), ‘workable’ (Heikkinen et al., 2012) 

and ‘actionable’ (Bradbury-Huang, 2010). Principles of outcome validity, catalytic validity 

(Newton & Burgess, 20018), workability (Heikkinen et al., 2012), and actionability (Bradbury-
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Huang, 2010) were used to guide the design and development of the recreation instructor training 

co-created with YMCA staff for this study. I presented these concepts early on in the first focus 

group to help centre discussion on how we would know whether the study objective were met. 

The YMCA staff agreed that one way we would know the research objectives were attained is 

whether “we have a product” at the end. In this regard, outcome validity was achieved as a 

complete draft of the training program was developed by the seventh focus group, however, 

Newton and Burgess (2008) contend that assessing outcome validity alone is not sufficient, as it 

ignores the emancipatory aims of the action research process.  

A strength of the research process was that it helped the YMCA staff uncover new ideas, 

avenues, and directions they could take to support youth physical literacy. This relates to the 

actionability, or the “extent to which the project provides new ideas that guide action response to 

need (Bradubry-Huang, 2010, p. 103). The discussions that followed the presentation of holistic 

conceptualizations of physical literacy, the Wong et al. (2010) typology for youth empowerment, 

and the TGfU model were some of the most important for igniting debate amongst the YMCA 

staff. These models appeared to “deepen the understanding of the participants” (Newton & 

Burgess, 2008, p. 26) with regard to how they could foster youth engagement and physical 

literacy through their SPA programs, thus also supporting catalytic validity.  

The ability of the research to “transform” and “motivate the participants” (Newton & 

Burgess, 2008, p. 26) are key elements of catalytic validity and may be considered comparable to 

critical consciousness raising (Freire, 1970). This was an area that could have been strengthened 

with the focus group participants (i.e., YMCA stakeholders). Similarly, the capacity of the 

research to support empowerment of recreation practitioners (i.e., workability) was also 

restricted. There were many challenges to conducting this study during COVID-19. As the focus 
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groups were nearing the end, a second wave of increased COVID-19 cases was occurring in 

Calgary, AB. This meant the staff involved in the focus groups were often pulled in different 

directions and thus, many staff involved in the focus groups had to miss entire sessions or 

portions of the meetings. Furthermore, due to layoffs that took place related to COVID-19, we 

were unable to involve youth or front-line recreation instructors in the research process. 

Involving youth and recreation instructors in making future developments to the training 

program is an important next step. Furthermore, future research should evaluate the effectiveness 

of recreation instructor training and program development with enhancing recreation instructor 

knowledge, skills, and capacities to foster physical literacy in their youth SPA programs.  

Conclusion  

 Recreation organizations have similar goals and objectives to physical education 

programs, however, they operate in vastly different contexts. They also share similar 

opportunities to support youth with developing physical literacy, especially those who lack skills 

or don’t get as many opportunities to participate in SPA programs throughout their childhood 

(Casey & Kirk, 2020). The experience of working together with YMCA staff highlighted how 

researchers can use their knowledge of physical literacy theory and philosophy to help deepen 

practitioner understanding of different interpretations of physical literacy. Simultaneously, 

researchers and academics can also gain a better understanding of the practical needs of 

practitioners, helping to identify meaningful avenues for physical literacy research and program 

development. Future research to support the implementation of physical literacy in recreation 

should be done in collaboration with recreation practitioners, organizational policy-makers, and 

funders, to help address systemic challenges that non-profit recreation organizations face.  
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Chapter 6: General Discussion 

 

 The purpose of this doctoral dissertation was to investigate pedagogical approaches that 

can foster youth physical literacy in a recreation context, while supporting organizational change 

through action research. The first two studies in this dissertation identified factors that contribute 

to youth engagement and disengagement, gaps in instructor pedagogical knowledge and physical 

literacy understanding, and ideas that youth have for encouraging higher levels of youth SPA 

participation. The third study used findings from the first two studies to co-create a recreation 

instructor training program (Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity), while 

illustrating the organizational context and constraints in which physical literacy concepts were 

being facilitated. These studies have made pedagogical and practical contributions that are 

important for understanding how physical literacy can be fostered. These studies have also made 

philosophical and methodological contributions that are important for the study of physical 

literacy.  

Pedagogical and Practical Contributions 

 This dissertation advances knowledge related to pedagogical approaches that support 

physical literacy while generating practical ideas useful for enhancing participation and engagement 

amongst youth participating in recreational SPA programs. Findings from the first and second study 

of this dissertation revealed that a gender gap in engagement exists within co-ed recreational SPA 

programs and that recreation instructors do not necessarily have the background or tools to address 

these issues on their own. A second contribution of this dissertation is providing evidence for 

integrating participatory approaches as a strategy to youth physical literacy. Within youth SPA 

programs, a participatory approach has potential for sustaining youth interest, engagement, and 

participation; thus, it should be considered as a pedagogical strategy for fostering youth physical 

literacy. Furthermore, participatory approaches offer opportunities to disrupt power structures that 
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can reinforce and reproduce harmful stereotypes, including inequities connected to the gender (Ozer 

et al., 2020). A third contribution this dissertation makes is the integration of the TGfU model within 

a recreation instructors’ training. This contribution is important considering that the majority of 

efforts have focused on use of the TGfU model within physical education contexts. Finally, this 

research contributes knowledge and about the challenges experienced by recreation practitioners with 

implementing physical literacy development on a practical level. The co-creation of a youth-

informed recreation instructors training program can also help address practical gaps with 

operationalizing physical literacy in a YMCA context.  

Advancing equity in recreational sport and physical activity  

 Ladda (2014) describes physical literacy as a social justice issue requiring a strong 

commitment to equity, diversity, and inclusion in practice. Issues of exclusion in SPA are often 

described as issues of access for individuals who fall into certain social categories, including 

females, ethnic minorities (Munk & Agergaard, 2015), individuals of lower socioeconomic status 

(Tandon et al., 2021), and individuals who experience disabilities (Pushkarenko et al., 2021). 

The exclusion of certain social groups in SPA are also issues of inequity as access to the 

advantages that participation in SPA brings become unequally distributed across particular 

groups of individuals (Lucyk & McLaren, 2017). Investigating the experiences of youth who were 

participating in YMCA programs brought a gender gap in engagement to the surface, thereby 

supporting critical reflection and discussion on how gender inequity can be addressed at an 

organizational and programmatic level. In response to this identifying issue of exclusion on the 

basis of gender, the YMCA began experimenting with girls-only program offerings across 

multiple facilities to create spaces where girls feel comfortable participating in SPA.  

 The ‘wandering ghost’ from study one of this dissertation established a powerful 

metaphor demonstrating difference between issues of access versus issues of inclusion and 
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belonging. Youth participating in SPA programs may not feel a strong sense of inclusion or 

belonging in the activities. While girls-only programs can support participation and increase 

feelings of engagement, it still does not address inequity issues experienced by other genders, 

including transgender or non-binary youth. Rooting the Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and 

Physical Activity training program in the earlier phases of research while incorporating 

discussion related to issues of exclusion, can facilitate critical reflection amongst recreation 

practitioners on how to better support inclusion at a programmatic level. Educating instructors on 

equity issues experienced in programs is a promising practice for challenging existing power 

structures that can reinforce inequities within SPA (Cowley et al., 2021; Valley & Graber, 2017).  

Advancing use of a participatory approach to foster youth physical literacy   

 Participatory processes can support positive youth development and empowerment in SPA by 

giving youth power to identify issues affecting their participation and engagement (Ozer et al., 2020; 

Wong et al., 2010). As youth transition into adolescence, processes to support their autonomy are 

fundamental to their development (Romero et al., 2020; Wray-Lake et al., 2010). Opportunities 

for youth to engage in decision-making have important implications for supporting behavioural 

autonomy, defined by Wray-Lake et al. (2010) as, “youth’s freedom to regulate their own 

behaviour as part of the process of developing independence and self-guided action” (p. 636). 

Findings from the first two studies of this dissertation establish the importance of designing and 

delivering SPA programs that address the developmental needs of youth. Youth-centered 

pedagogies that consider this developmental need are lacking within the physical literacy 

literature. This dissertation gives prominence to the significant opportunity that researchers and 

practitioners have to embed participatory processes when designing SPA programs.  

 Traditional pedagogical relationships between youth and adults are analogous to Freire’s 

(1970) description of banking education, where youth are ‘empty vessels’ to be filled by an 
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‘expert teacher or instructor’. Traditional pedagogies where the instructor assumes most of the 

power can lead to students becoming overly dependent, therefore reducing the potential for 

deeper learning, engagement, and empowerment to occur (Wong et al., 2010). Gleddie and 

Morgan (2021) have recently proposed a new physical literacy theoretical framework for 

supporting student empowerment through physical education to help close the gap between 

research and practice. They describe the direct connections between student empowerment in 

physical education and the development of physical literacy, while reinforcing that the approach 

of the teacher and school culture must be autonomy-supportive. This research builds on the early 

evidence base arguing for the use of autonomy-supportive pedagogies to support physical 

literacy development (Mandigo et al., 2008). While I didn’t have the opportunity to assess the 

use of a participatory approach to youth SPA program design and delivery in connection to 

physical literacy outcomes, I was able to capture the voices and perspectives of youth through 

this dissertation, who outlined how different their developmental needs are from younger 

children. This warrants further exploration and development of youth-centered, participatory 

pedagogies to help address declines in their participation in SPA. Just as Gleddie and Morgan 

(2021) suggest that “that teachers are capable of teaching in a more autonomy-supportive way by 

listening to the voices of their students”, we as researchers should also use more autonomy-

supportive approaches by embedding the voices of youth within our studies. 

 This dissertation makes a practical contribution by sharing theoretical knowledge with 

recreation practitioners to facilitate discussion and critical thought during the Working ‘with’ 

Youth in Sport and Physical Activity training program created in the third study. An entire 

module of this training program was dedicated to youth empowerment, describing different types 
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of youth participation and their influence on youth development. It also integrates reflection 

activities for recreation instructors to complete as they develop and design their programs.  

Advancing use of TGfU within recreational sport and physical activity  

 Instructional pedagogies are often resistant to change (Casey & MacPhail, 2018), 

especially given the lack of critical reflection practices within coaching as a profession (Harvey 

et al., 2010). This dissertation helps advance use of a different pedagogical model for teaching 

sports and games to youth within a YMCA recreation context. During the second study of this 

dissertation, youth shared negative perspectives of SPA programs that focused too much time 

spent on drills, suggesting that this took away from their enjoyment. Games-based approaches, 

such as TGfU, emphasize the developmental progression of games and use of smaller group 

formats, providing a model of instruction that allows recreation practitioners to match the 

abilities of their participants to the game structures they design (Doozan & Bae, 2016; Mitchell 

et al., 2021). During the last study where I collaborated with YMCA staff to co-create a 

recreation instructor training, I shared information on the TGfU model. The response from the 

YMCA staff was positive, with one participant describing this model as essential for supporting 

a “paradigm change” in their youth SPA programs. This provided grounds to incorporate content 

on TGfU into the training program. The fourth and fifth module of the training program are 

centered around the TGfU model and focus on how an instructor can create developmentally 

appropriate progressions to games and sports in their programs. Although TGfU is ‘nothing new’ 

for many physical literacy researchers and physical education teachers as it has been around 

since the early 1980s (Mandigo & Corlett, 2010), there is evidently a research to practice gap 

existing for the recreational sport sector. The third study of my dissertation helped address this 
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gap actively by bridging theory and practice through sharing TGFU as a pedagogy that can foster 

physical literacy with YMCA staff (Doozan & Bae, 2016).  

Advancing the implementation of physical literacy  

 These findings provide important insights on the implementation of physical literacy 

within a not-for-profit YMCA recreation context, an understudied landscape within a sector that 

has received little attention from the physical literacy research community. For researchers and 

organizations aiming to address inactivity in children and youth, investments in time and effort 

focused on enhancing the pedagogical knowledge of instructors and coaches is critical (Harvey 

& Pill, 2019). Implementing ‘practical physical literacy’ (Harvey & Pill, 2019) is largely 

dependent on providing professional development and training opportunities for practitioners. 

Through the co-creation of a recreation instructor training to support youth physical literacy, this 

dissertation supported the pedagogical and content knowledge of the YMCA staff involved 

throughout the different phases of this research and the future recreation instructor’s who 

participate in the training. Physical literacy professional development and training efforts within 

recreation contexts have not been investigated to the best of my knowledge, therefore, this study 

is one of the first to examine the process of designing and developing a physical literacy training 

for recreation instructors. Findings from this final study demonstrate the importance of 

identifying organizational needs, as well as considering existing systems and structures in which 

physical literacy programmatic and training efforts are to be delivered. Although one-size fits all 

physical literacy training efforts have a role in building awareness of physical literacy, they may 

not be as effective for adapting to the needs of specific organizations. Through working together 

with a group of YMCA stakeholders to co-created a organizationally relevant training program, 
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we were able to identify gaps in physical literacy knowledge and ensure the training program 

could be effectively embedded within the YMCAs culture, training systems, and structures.  

 Harvey and Pill (2019) previously identified gaps in knowledge and understanding about 

physical literacy amongst physical education teachers. They also suggest that views of physical 

literacy are dependent on how it’s contextualized. The first study of my dissertation indicated 

that a similar gap in knowledge and understanding of the term existed for some of the 

recreational SPA coaches. During the focus groups with YMCA staff that took place during my 

third dissertation study, we spent time discussing the different ways that physical literacy can be 

conceptualized as holistic and non-holistic. For the YMCA staff, it was evident that physical 

literacy was a concept that needed have a balanced focus on both process and outcomes (i.e., a 

holistic view of physical literacy) to be relevant, however, to reach this consensus in 

understanding, it took time and debate during our focus groups to identify what this means on a 

practical level. Presenting simplistic and varying definitions of physical literacy, without 

allowing for deeper, nuanced discussions on what holistic physical literacy means may lead to 

gaps in practical understanding, rendering the term diluted and meaningless (Edwards et al., 

2017) or encouraging views of physical literacy that over-emphasize motor development or 

fundamental movement skills (Harvey & Pill, 2019).  

 Advancing physical literacy in the recreation sector may require a shift in how recreation 

programs are managed in order to move away from systems of efficiency and productivity, 

toward systems of engagement and processes that more emphasis on the quality of interactions. 

Through becoming aware of the constraints and challenges faced by recreation practitioners to 

advance physical literacy, researchers are better situated to support practitioners with addressing 

the practical problems associated with the advancement of physical literacy and can develop 
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more relevant programs of research(Harvey & Pill, 2019). As academics, we can also collaborate 

with recreation practitioners to clearly identify outcomes of importance and advocate for the use 

of these outcomes with funders of physical literacy efforts so they can be become embedded into 

organizational accountability structures.   

Philosophical and Methodological Contributions 

 Limited physical literacy studies using participatory methodologies, including action 

research, have been conducted (Nesdoly et al., 2021; Robinson et al., 2019; Wessely et al., 

2021). Using action research to facilitate deeper understanding of the pedagogical approaches 

that resonate with youth, while catalyzing organizational change within a YMCA setting 

addresses philosophical and methodological gaps in the study of physical literacy. Edwards et al. 

(2017) point out the lack of attention given to the philosophical assumptions used to study 

physical literacy. They contend that “the philosophical assumptions and the properties of 

physical literacy seem to be ill-aligned in research to date, specifically the predominant 

philosophy of monism” (p. 122). By giving more philosophical consideration to the research 

processes guiding the studies investigating physical literacy, greater advancements on a practical 

and scientific level can be made (Edwards et al., 2017).  

A Participatory Worldview and Holistic Physical Literacy  

Declining youth participation in sport and physical activity is a deeply complex and 

multi-faceted problem. Harvey and Pill (2019) have argued for the use of more naturalistic forms 

of inquiry for the field of physical literacy that are situated within the realities of those delivering 

SPA to children and youth, suggesting that physical literacy has been the subject of too much 

“academic posturing” (p. 851). Qualitative traditions, including participatory research, are often 

an essential element of studies guided by more naturalistic paradigms as they embrace the idea 
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that the human doing the research is an essential part of the research (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). 

Participatory researchers feel a strong sense of commitment to working with practitioners, policy 

makers and members of the community to solve practical issues (Bradbury-Huang, 2010). 

Furthermore, participatory research traditions are based on the idea that you cannot separate a 

theory from action (Brydon-Miller et al., 2003; Lather, 2006). Within participatory research, 

inquiry is incomplete without action (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). Thus, the inquiry process is 

holistic in nature, not fragmented and isolated from practical realities, as is common in other 

forms of inquiry (Greenwood & Levin, 2007), particularly post-positivist traditions where action 

is not seen as the responsibility of the researcher (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). Diverse paradigms, 

methodologies, and methods can add valuable knowledge about physical literacy and its 

interrelated constructs, however, there is still a paucity of research guided by a participatory 

paradigm (Nesdoly et al., 2021; Robinson et al., 2019; Wessely et al., 2021).  

Reason (1998) describes a participatory worldview as “systemic, holistic” (p. 1) with a 

subjective-objective ontology in which an individual and a given cosmos actively participate and 

co-create together. Knowledge is grounded in experience, shared through storytelling, 

understood in connection to the theories used, and has practical relevance to improving our lives 

(Reason, 1998). In contrast, traditional and “mechanical” (Reason, 1998, p. 2) worldviews are 

dualistic, seeing truth as separate from constructions of the human mind with knowledge creation 

belonging to expert researchers. Participatory researchers take a holistic view to the inquiry 

process in comparison to traditional forms of research that seek to break down whole, complex 

systems into separated, component parts for study. Intriguingly, similar philosophical 

comparisons have also been drawn between the Whiteheadian (Edwards et al., 2018; Whitehead, 

2010), monist (holistic) conceptualization of physical literacy and the traditional, dualistic 
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(mechanistic) perspectives of physical literacy. Research strategies for studying physical literacy 

that embrace complexity by recognizing the holistic, nuanced, and contextual nature of such 

issues offer alternative perspectives for developing relevant solutions to practical problems such 

as declining youth participation in SPA (Tremblay & Richard, 2011).  

None of the studies included in this dissertation focused on the measurement of 

component parts to evaluate or assess youth physical literacy. As the researcher who was 

responsible for the design these studies, I viewed physical literacy as a holistic and multi-layered 

concept, influenced by the interconnecting relationships between all of its components (Nesdoly 

et al., 2021). Instead of breaking down physical literacy constructs and studying them as isolated 

variables, this study considered engagement (Almond, 2013) as a practical and holistic way to 

recognize when SPA programs have provided meaningful and enriching experiences amongst 

youth. Upon completing the first study in my dissertation and interviewing youth, it was clear 

that on a practical level, developing, maintaining, and sustaining youth engagement in SPA was 

a critical process to investigate in relation to their physical literacy. Meaningful engagement 

through a physical literacy lens was viewed as being influenced by a variety of constructs 

typically associated with physical literacy, such as self-confidence, physical competence, 

intrinsic motivation, self-efficacy, development of the whole person, and autonomy (Chen, 2015; 

Corbin, 2016, Edwards et al., 2017). This is congruent with Almond’s (2013) notion that 

physical literacy is a relational process driven by a “pedagogy of engagement” (p. 63). In their 

description of participatory cultures, Marsh and Hoff (2019) explain engagement as a step 

beyond participation, which is “evidenced by an individual doing more than showing up, by 

adding to the conversation, extending and expanding not only their knowledge and 

understanding but influencing others as well” (p. 394). Viewing physical literacy as a holistic 
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construction, which can be observed as a form of meaningful engagement in SPA made the term 

more understandable and usable (Nesdoly et al., 2021). The participatory approach to research 

adopted for my dissertation studies has opened up new understandings of the term, physical 

literacy, which arguably, is important for supporting more action on a practical level.  

Use of Action Research to Support Change 

The practical potential of physical literacy-focused efforts to support improvements in the 

quality of SPA has been subject to critique and debate amongst scholars (Harvey & Pill; 2019; 

Jurbala, 2015). The action research orientation embraces practical and experiential ways of 

knowing through co-generating with practitioners, policy makers, and community stakeholders 

(Bradbury-Huang, 2010; Brydon-Miller et al., 2003), thus making it a useful form of research to 

address the challenges facing physical literacy practitioners. Physically embedding myself within 

the YMCA throughout the course of my dissertation research allowed for not only the formal 

elements of this research, but also many other formal and informal opportunities to get feedback 

and learn from staff and volunteers regarding the objectives of my dissertation research. For 

example, during one hallway conversation with a YMCA staff, I heard about her challenges with 

getting her volunteers to attend training sessions. She was frustrated by their lack of interest to 

participate in the NCCP basketball training sessions she was organizing or to participate in 

anything extra beyond showing up to coach their one hour per week. Having access to these 

types of conversations was valuable for understanding the practical realities and challenges the 

YMCA faced with advancing physical literacy in youth SPA programs. I was also able to relay 

these types of staff experiences to YMCA leaders during discussions we had about this research.  

Through use of collaborative study designs where power and decision-making are shared 

with stakeholders, action researchers are able to engage in more transformative research (Lather, 
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1986; Freire, 1970; Torre, 2009). Engaging with YMCA leaders and staff early on in the design 

of each of my dissertation studies ensured the development of a practical and useful program of 

research. Setting aside intentional times for myself and YMCA stakeholders to reflect on the data 

together was also important for developing a shared understanding of the constraints they 

collectively faced with their work to support youth physical literacy. Reflecting on the data 

together became a mechanism for identifying and imagining potential solutions, as well as 

mapping out future courses of action (Hill, 2014) that could be implemented to support youth 

engagement in SPA.  

Bringing youth into this discussion during the second study of this dissertation allowed 

for the entry of entirely different perspectives into these discussions with YMCA staff. For 

example, at the stakeholder meeting in the second study, youth shared their idea to do drop-in 

sports with a coach. YMCA programs are typically divided into two categories – those that 

require registration in advance for a defined period of time, and those that are drop-in. Registered 

programs are designed and delivered by a volunteer coach or staff, thus an additional fee is 

typically charged. Drop-in programs don’t charge additional fees, therefore programming is 

typically more flexible. For youth who were looking for more flexibility, having drop-in 

programs with a coach would be an ideal solution. Making changes of this nature to YMCA 

program structure requires those with decision-making power to be involved. Through involving 

youth and sharing their experiences and ideas, a more cohesive view of the organizational and 

pedagogical factors influencing youth physical literacy was formed and new solutions identified.  

A common theme within the action research literature is the connection it has to 

education (Brydon-Miller et al., 2003; Freire, 1970; Lather, 2006). Freire (1970), in his 

revolutionary text, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, describes a learning process as a two-way, 
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dialogical interaction. While I was able to learn more about the practical realities of YMCA staff 

and challenges faced by youth throughout this study, I was also able to share my knowledge as a 

physical literacy researcher and educator. For some parts of my research, I acted as an educator 

sharing best practices from the literature at different in times during data collection and analysis 

with youth and YMCA stakeholders. During other times, I became a knowledge broker when 

asked to share my knowledge as a physical literacy researcher and educator through 

presentations to the YMCA staff and community (e.g., guest speaker for the 2020 YMCA 

Annual General Meeting), by joining staff meetings (e.g., sharing best practices for engaging 

youth; incorporating TGfU into programs), and through helping lead training sessions related to 

SPA and physical literacy (e.g., incorporating assessment of physical literacy into SPA 

programs). I also often received follow-up emails from staff asking for ideas and best practices 

they could draw upon for their programs. For example, on staff emailed very shortly after the 

onset of the COVID-19 pandemic to ask for ways that he could engage youth in his SPA 

programs while ensuring physical distancing.  

A key strength of this action research dissertation was the integration of methods that 

brought different stakeholders together. Negotiating the structures and systems of power in an 

effort to facilitate opportunities for social change is an important commitment of the action 

research orientation (Kihl & Wiese-Bjornstal, 2014). Foster-Fishman and Law (2010) highlight 

learnings from their youth participatory action research, including that opportunities to foster 

change are limited unless there is opportunity to engage with leaders and staff of organizations 

and, “think critically about their ability to support youth’s voice and continue to promote their 

participatory power” (p. 82). Through these meetings I hoped to facilitate meaningful exchanges 

between different stakeholder groups who held different views and experiences in relation to 
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supporting youth physical literacy. Working closely with the YMCA leadership team throughout 

all phases of the study supported their continued involvement. My existing relationships with the 

YMCA leaders and staff, along with working knowledge as a former staff of the YMCA proved 

to be a tremendous advantage in navigating organizational power structures and facilitating 

opportunities for praxis (Kihl & Wiese-Bjornstal, 2014). The openness and willingness of the 

YMCA leadership team to learn through this research was also critical. Not only were the 

organizational leaders keen to support the research, but they were also committed to supporting 

my development and success as a PhD student.  

Reflexivity 

Reflexivity is an important tradition for most qualitative forms of inquiry, including the 

action research orientation. Through positioning ourselves in our studies, we demonstrate 

transparency in the decisions and interpretations that were made throughout the research process 

(Bradbury-Huang, 2010). Ballard (1994) suggests that “the writing of previously hidden 

experiences is a way of supporting discussion about embodied knowing in research” (p. 102). As 

the research process is inherently laden with values, reflexivity allows us to better understand the 

“philosophical, ethical and political values that undergird knowledge production” (Lather, 2006, 

p. 53). Furthermore, by situating ourselves as researchers within a text, we can provide a more 

accurate representation of the knowledge we present to our reader’s (Creamer, 2011), therefore 

enhancing the trustworthiness of our studies (Jones et al., 2014). While the views of the 67 youth 

and YMCA stakeholders are shared throughout this dissertation, it’s important that these voices 

are positioned amongst my own views.  

The challenges and problems I faced in my former YMCA staff role, as a practitioner is 

what led me to undertake my doctoral studies, thus moving into this researcher position. Prior to 
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this, I worked in a project manager position, tasked with to improving the quality of SPA 

programs by integrate physical literacy constructs. I often felt I was moving a rock up a steep 

hill. Regardless of developing and implementing numerous physical literacy training sessions 

across several different departments, combined with other efforts to support physical literacy and 

quality (e.g., creating quality check-lists, conducting program evaluations), it never felt like I 

was making real progress. There were so many layers of people and processes to navigate, while 

always being faced with an inevitable lack of time. The strategies I employed in collaboration 

with many other staff seemed superficial and lacking in potential for challenging the deeper, 

systemic ways of operating that constrained program quality. I worked with so many passionate, 

hard-working, and intelligent people – why was making change for an obviously good reason, so 

hard? 

Transitioning into becoming a doctoral student afforded me the opportunity to step back 

and comprehend why a job I was so passionate about was simultaneously, so frustrating. As I 

began my training as a qualitative researcher, it was almost immediately obvious to me that I 

could never ignore my previous experiences as a practitioner. Stringer (2014) describes action 

researchers act as facilitators, helping the community explore the issue in an intentional and 

systematic approach. Action research offered the perfect combination of being able to act as a 

researcher and investigate what was happening during my experiences at the YMCA, while also 

continuing on a path that could support change in a different way (Reason & Bradbury, 2008). 

My decision to use action research to guide my dissertation research is reflective of my belief 

that research should not be a distant or isolated process separated from those that are affected by 

the issue under study and that the only way to ensure it isn’t, is through partnership and 

participation with communities (Bradbury-Huang, 2010).  
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One area that could have been strengthened throughout my dissertation studies was my 

efforts to support partnership and participation with youth. An important goal of action research 

is to support social change (Brydon-Miller et al., 2010), which some action research scholars 

suggest is aligned with empowerment goals (Torre, 2009; Kihl & Wiese-Bjornstal, 2014; 

Bradbury-Huang, 2010). Youth empowerment goals in action research may include helping 

youth deepen their understanding of a phenomenon, enhancing their capacities to be critical, 

building their confidence (Vaughan, 2014) or finding ways for their voices to be shared and 

listened to (Fox & Osato, 2018; Torre, 2009). Although I attempted to use methods that could 

support ‘critical consciousness raising’ (Freire, 1970; Vaughan, 2014) in the second study, I 

found this concept challenging to navigate. The following excerpt from my reflexivity journal 

reflects this: 

I have realized how little there is available on how you actually encourage critical 

consciousness raising (Freire, 1970). What is the most effective way to engage these 

youth in critical thinking about why some youth participate and others don’t and what we 

can do about. And, is it just me whose interested or do they care? I asked the group 

tonight why they think youth their age drop out of sports and physical activities?  The 

answers I got were ‘because we’re lazy’, ‘because of fortnight’, ‘because of 

transportation’.  I went right into sharing the results I got from my interviews last summer 

which shared different reasons, such as lack of inclusion, worries about being left out or 

judged, program designs for children not youth and because it’s a boys game (girls not 

feeling confident in wanting to participate in co-ed programs).  I could see them become 

interested and engaged at this point (as indicated by the quietness and focus in the room). 
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Maybe this is the path to critical consciousness raising. (Researcher reflection, October 

15th, 2019).  

Lather’s (1986) notion of ‘false consciousness’, defined as, “the denial of how our common-

sense ways of looking at the world are permeated with meanings that sustain our 

disempowerment” (p. 264) helped me consider this research supported critical thinking in youth. 

However, there may have been missed opportunities. For example, as I designed the second 

study of this dissertation, I could have asked the youth participants I interviewed if they would 

like to continue to be involved by helping plan the next phase of research. Another way to 

address the limited level of youth involvement would have been include youth in reviewing 

elements of the training module co-created with YMCA staff. 

 Understanding how a researcher’s social identity and the social identities of the 

participants influenced the interpretation and representation of the research findings is another 

important element of reflexivity. Analysis and interpretation are inextricably linked to our 

experiences, worldview and social identities, including our age, sex, gender, race, and culture 

(Jones et al., 2014). One of the YMCA branches that I worked with throughout my dissertation 

studies is located in an area of Calgary that has a much higher than average newcomer 

population (City of Calgary, 2016). During both of the focus groups I conducted at this YMCA, I 

was the only white person in the room. There were also more boys and fewer girls participating 

in the focus groups at this YMCA branch. I explored this further in the following excerpt from 

my reflexivity journal: 

Foucault in Robinson and Kellet (2005) suggests that, “it (power) was most effective 

when it was undetected” (p. 87). In attempting to maintain awareness of the power I hold 

by actively listening to what the youth participants were telling me, I am also trying to 
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notice what is not being said by them. Furthermore, there were a total of 6 boys and 2 

girls in both of the focus groups tonight. I observed that the girls tend to be much less 

talkative and appear much more timid than the boys. I am constantly searching for 

specific ways I can ensure the girls have their voices heard. I tried putting them in small 

groups and using various worksheets with quotes from earlier research to reflect and 

think about.  They have incredible insights to share, but it seems their voices are 

overpowered at times. (Researcher reflection, November 7th, 2019).  

Perhaps being a female conducting this study made me more sensitive to the experiences of the 

girls involved in the focus groups and thus, I paid more attention to their involvement or lack 

thereof as noted in the excerpt above. Regardless, being a white woman in a position of authority 

and power in relation to the youth participants, I recognize the privilege I had facilitating the 

focus groups, analyzing the data, and making most of the decisions about data representation.  

Limitations  

 

 It’s important to discuss the limitations of this dissertation research. As the 

epistemological foundations of participatory inquiries are quite different from other forms of 

inquiry, there are unique considerations for judging the trustworthiness or quality of a 

participatory research project. Participatory research does not focus on finding truth as the goal 

of inquiry. Reason (2006) describes the purpose of inquiry is “to forge a more direct link 

between intellectual knowledge and moment-to-moment personal and social action so that 

inquiry contributes directly to the flourishing of human persons, their communities, and the 

ecosystems of which they are part” (p. 188). Although a distinguishing feature of action research 

is its potential to support social change, the transferability of research findings is limited 

(Bradbury-Huang, 2010; Brydon-Miller et al., 2003). The learnings and findings may have 
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significance in other contexts (Bradbury-Huang, 2010), however, this is dependent on the 

context in which they are applied to (Jones et al., 2014). Findings from this research may have 

relevance for other YMCAs and non-profit recreation providers, however, not all aspects may be 

as relevant for a physical education context for example.  

 Participatory forms of research are time-intensive for both the researcher and the co-

collaborators (Frisby et al., 2005). During my data collection, there were weeks where I was at 

two different YMCAs at least four or more times per week. From spending time recruiting youth 

and coaches, to meeting with YMCA supervisors and managers, to training research assistant’s, 

to reviewing the data with different members of the YMCA leadership team, I invested a lot of 

time developing relationships to support this research. I attempted to involve youth and YMCA 

staff in as much as the data interpretation process as I could, however, they also had limited 

amounts of available time to participate in this research, which constrained my ability to get their 

involvement with reviewing data excerpts, helping categorize codes or engaging in deeper 

discussions about the data.  

 As a doctoral student, I faced additional constraints which further contributed to the 

limitations of the three studies. I had to be aware of the time-sensitive nature of the milestones 

within my academic program. Conducting my dissertation research in a different city than the 

university where I was studying under further contributed to time challenges I faced. For 

example, the first study was completed during the summer of 2018 in Calgary. At this time, I 

was also in the process of studying for my candidacy exam which was set to take place in the fall 

of 2018. I felt very rushed with completing analysis for the 18 interviews I completed that 

summer. I had very little time to spend interpreting the data with the YMCA staff before I had to 

return to St. Catharines to complete my comprehensive exam. There were also important 
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learnings I had as I was studying for my comprehensive exam that I was not able to apply to the 

design of the first study. For example, finding more ways to involve youth and keep them 

engaged after the research was not something I gave as much thought to as I did for the second 

study, although it was clearly outlined in much of the action research literature I reviewed for my 

candidacy exam. I was much less aware of the specific methods and techniques that action 

researchers have used to support ‘critical consciousness’ until I completed my candidacy exam. 

Learnings unfold in an iterative fashion in action research (Bailey, 2018), especially for a 

doctoral student who is new to leading this type of research. 

 A final limitation worthy of note is that my last dissertation study had to be completed 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Upon completing focus groups with youth in late November of 

2019, I spent many meetings discussing the findings and designing a final study for my 

dissertation with YMCA stakeholders. With the onset of the CVOID-19 pandemic, this all had to 

be changed. This was initially frustrating and upsetting for me, as I was excited and invested in 

the initial design for my last study. The initial design for my last study involved the co-creation 

of a SPA program with a group of youth who we would have recruited from the second study. 

This design also entailed spending time with a few dedicated coaches to train them on concepts 

of physical literacy and youth empowerment, in addition to integrating their perspectives into the 

youth SPA program design. Completing focus groups online with the YMCA staff worked for 

the purposes of co-producing a recreation instructors’ program and completing my final 

dissertation study, however, it was not always conducive for supporting deeper levels of 

discussion and engagement with the data throughout the study. It was also taxing time for the 

staff participating. To this date, YMCA Calgary’s staff team is half of what it was prior to the 

onset of the COVID-19 pandemic (T. Connelly, personal communication, November 5, 2021). 
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The staff who remained and able to participate in my final dissertation study were juggling 

multiple roles and tasks. As the final study of my dissertation was completed over a time period 

where the staff participating were in complete survival mode, it likely wasn’t an ideal time to 

discuss changes to existing training structures.  

Future Directions 

 Within each manuscript, there were suggestions for future directions of research. One 

important direction is related to the knowledge gap that exists about youth-centered pedagogies 

that can support physical literacy. Physical literacy is often conceptualized as a developmental 

pathway (McCaffery & Singleton, 2013), yet research investigating pedagogical strategies that 

can support adolescent engagement in SPA and physical literacy, is lacking. A recent scoping 

review by Filho et al. (2021) indicated there have been a limited number of studies examining 

the components that can support physical activity and physical literacy in adolescents. Holt et al. 

(2016) have also identified the need to generate deeper understanding of the processes through 

which youth attain positive developmental benefits from SPA participation, especially in 

connection to the broader social and ecological factors where youth participate. The studies in 

this dissertation described how youth are looking for opportunities to not only have more 

autonomy, but also have more input on the ways their SPA programs are delivered and 

structured. However, no data was collected to describe or explain how the use of a participatory 

approach to program design and delivery can contribute to physical literacy outcomes in youth. 

Considering the broader literature on positive youth development, engagement, and 

empowerment (Wong et al., 2010), the emergence of physical literacy studies that have adopted 

participatory research designs (Robinson et al., 2019), and evidence suggesting the positive 

influence that autonomy-supportive pedagogies have on physical literacy outcomes (Gleddie & 
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Morgan, 2021; Mandigo et al., 2008), further attention regarding the use of participatory 

approaches within youth SPA programming is warranted. Investigating the use of a games-based 

or TGfU approach within a youth recreational SPA context is certainly a worthwhile future 

direction. Physical literacy is not a pedagogy (Hyndman & Pill, 2017), however, more 

knowledge about the pedagogical models that foster physical literacy during specific stages of 

development are important for advancing the field of physical literacy.  

 How physical literacy concepts are facilitated is dependent on the context in which it is 

being emphasized (Edwards et al., 2019; Wright et al., 2020). Researchers should continue to 

explore the challenges and constraints that recreation providers face, especially with attempting 

to operationalize holistic notions of physical literacy. This includes the influence and impacts 

that training programs and professional development initiatives have with supporting coaches 

and instructors. A complete copy of the facilitation guide and PowerPoint slides for the 

recreation instructor’s training program created through this dissertation, Working with Youth in 

Sport and Physical Activity, is available in the appendix. The training program materials are also 

available for any practitioner, organization or researcher that would like to use it or study the use 

of it. Assessing the effects of training programs and professional development initiatives such as 

this would be helpful for identifying strategies to support ‘practical physical literacy’ (Harvey & 

Pill, 2019). Longitudinal research would also be useful for determining the impacts of this type 

of training program over time. Recreation organizations will likely need to provide additional 

professional development opportunities in combination with the Working with Youth in Sport 

and Physical Activity training program to support ongoing retainment of the concepts and critical 

reflection on pedagogical practices used in youth recreational SPA programs.  
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 Issues related to volunteer engagement and turnover with coaches and instructors were 

identified as an issue that affected program quality, restricting the YMCAs ability to foster youth 

physical literacy. Studying the broader organizational cultures, ways of working, and systems 

which influence youth SPA experiences is another important direction for future research. 

Neoliberal organizational policies have significantly re-shaped the nature of volunteerism. 

Volunteer management has shifted away from being a strategy to support community 

development, toward a private sector model, where volunteers have become “unpaid workers” 

(Dean, 2015, p. 141). Barnes and Sharpe (2009) suggest that traditional volunteer management 

approaches based on a business model, where volunteer roles are overly formalized and 

controlled, may not be ‘volunteer friendly’. Instead, collaborative approaches that support 

volunteer autonomy and engagement, may be more effective for retaining volunteers (Barnes & 

Sharpe, 2009). Examining the experiences of volunteer coaches and instructors who deliver 

youth SPA programs would be a worthwhile future research direction that could help identify 

new avenues for implementing physical literacy. 

Conclusion 

 This dissertation opens up new and different directions for the study and implementation 

of youth-centered, pedagogies that support physical literacy. The first study identified factors 

that supported youth engagement (i.e., sense of enjoyment, learning and accomplishment, 

comfort with peers in program) and disengagement (i.e., low sense of autonomy, exclusion, 

feeling judged, potential for embarrassment, gender stereotypes) in a recreational SPA context. A 

gap in coaches understanding of physical literacy was also found. Findings from the second 

study highlighted autonomy as a critical developmental need that youth have within their SPA 

programs, as they transition into adolescence. Specifically, youth described how opportunities to 
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provide input and have more decision-making influence could support their engagement and 

motivation to participate in SPA. Viewing physical literacy through a youth empowerment lens 

offers novel insights on how practitioners can more effectively engage youth in the design and 

delivery of SPA programs. Learnings from the second study demonstrated how youth 

recreational SPA experiences are also influenced by broader organizational pedagogies and 

structures. The final study built on the learnings from the first two studies by developing a youth-

informed recreation instructors training. Through the use of action research, this dissertation 

offers novel theoretical insights on physical literacy, and most importantly, new directions for 

advancing youth-centered, physical literacy pedagogies on a practical level.  
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Study 1 Research Materials 

 

Youth Interview Guide 

 

Rapport/ Background 

- Tell me about your involvement in YMCA sport and physical activity programs. How 

long have you been participating in YMCAs sport/ programs? 

o Why did you decide to join this particular sport/ program? 

o Do you participate in other programs at the YMCA as well? If so, what 

programs? 

 

Learning 

• What types of things have you learned by coming to the sport/ program?   

1) Have you learned any new ‘life skills’ [e.g. how to get along with others or how to solve 

problems]? 

2) Have you learned any new ‘physical skills’ [e.g. how to dribble]? 

3) Tell me about the social connections you have made. Have you made any friends by 

coming? Have you met new people? 

4) How will the things you have learned help you in other areas outside of the YMCA? 

 

Feedback on Program 

• What do you like best about XXX sport/ program? What do you like most about your 

program instructor? 

• What do you like least about XXX sport/ program? What do you like least about your 

program instructor? 

• Were there any times in the program that you felt like you couldn’t do something the 

instructor asked you to do because it was too hard?   

• Were there any times in the program that you felt like the program was too easy?  Was 

there anything that felt boring to you?  If so, please explain 

• During the program, when did you feel most confident about your movement ability?  

What about least confident?  Tell me about those times. 

• What makes this program fun for you? 

• What are your most favourite activities you do in this program? Least favourite? 

• Do you think it’s important to participate in programs like this?  Why or why not? 

• Will you continue to participate in YMCA programs/ sports after your program finishes? 

 

Ideas for supporting other youth 

• There is research that shows that youth about your age tend to start dropping out of 

sports and physical activity programs like this one (CFLRI, 2016) .  Do you have any 

ideas as to why this might be?  Please explain. 
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• There is also research that shows that girls don’t participate in sports and physical 

activity as much as boys do (CFLRI, 2016).  Do you know any reasons why this might 

be?  Please explain. 

 

Closing 

• Do you have anything else you want to add?  

 

 

 

 

Coach/ Instructor Interview Guide 

 

Rapport/ Background 

- Tell me about your involvement in YMCA sport and physical activity programs. How 

long have you been coaching YMCAs sport/ programs? 

- What capacity have you been involved with instructing youth programs at YMCA 

Calgary? 

- What are some of the key roles of your position? 

Understanding of Physical Literacy  

• Have you heard of the term physical literacy before?  

o [If yes] Could you describe in your own words, what it means to you? 

o [If no, briefly provide a basic definition of what physical literacy means.  

• Tell me about the YMCA’s approach to supporting youth physical literacy. 

o Are there any guiding principles in place for what you do during your program? 

o Have you received any training on physical literacy?  Or other forms of professional 

development?  Are they mandatory or optional trainings? Please tell me about the 

trainings you have attended and what you have learned.  

o [If they have participated in physical literacy training] How do instructors at YMCA 

Calgary support physical literacy in their programs? 

o How do you support your participants with staying involved in sport and physical 

activity? 

Program Planning 

• How do you develop plans for your sessions?  

o Can you give me an example of a time when you had to change or modify your 

program. 

o What kinds of modifications or adaptations do you typically make to your programs?   

o How do you accommodate a diverse range of participant skills and abilities in your 

program? 

• What types of challenges do you face in planning and delivering your programs at the 

YMCA? 

Ideas for Supporting Youth 



223 

 

• There is research that shows that youth around age 9-15yrs start dropping out of sports and 

physical activity programs like this one (CFLRI, 2017) .  Do you have any ideas as to why 

this might be?  Please explain. 

• There is also research that shows that girls don’t participate in sports and physical activity as 

much as boys do (CFLRI, 2017).  Why do you think this might be happening?   

Closing 

- Do you have anything else you want to add?  
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Study 2 Research Materials  

 

Recruitment Poster 
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Focus Group Discussion Guide 

 

Focus group #1 

• Introductions, review of research purpose and ice breaker activity 

• Guidelines for discussions (i.e., right to pass, data shared anonymously, can withdraw 

anytime, listen to others, respect for different ideas) 

• What is research? 

o Draw a researcher activity (Fox & Osato, 2018) 

o Who does research? Can youth do research?  

o Why is youth involvement in this study important?  

• Overview of previous research conducted at the YMCA 

Focus group #2 

• Review the data/ ideas shared last week 

o What surprised you? What have  I missed? 

o Why would I share the themes with you? 

• Small group discussions on results from previous research 

o What do you think about the results/ quotes from the earlier research conducted at 

the YMCA? 

o What ideas do you have for how to better engage youth in sport and physical 

activity based on the results/ quotes? 

• Games-based approaches vs. technique focused approaches   

o Comparison of technique focused throwing drill vs. games-based approach with 

throwing - which activity did you like best?  Why?  What specific parts did you 

enjoy the most?  Was there anything you didn’t enjoy? 

Focus group #3 

• Review the data/ ideas shared last week 

o What surprised you? What have  I missed? 

• Strategies for increasing enjoyment in physical activity and sport (video’s from PHE 

Canada) 

o Highlight top 3/ lowest 3 strategies 

o Why did you make these choices? 

• Facility tour 

o How ‘youth friendly’ are different spaces at the YMCA? Obstacles to participating 

in each space? 

o What would make spaces more engaging or comfortable for you? 

Focus group #4 

• Review the data/ ideas shared last week 

o Review loose themes of data. What have I missed? 

• What should we do with this information? How should it be shared? 

o Preparing for meeting with other YMCA stakeholders 

• Learning’s 
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o What have you learned by coming to these focus groups? 

• Wrap-up/ thank you 

 

 

 

Stakeholder Meeting Discussion Guide 

 

Introductions/ Ice Breaker/ Plan for Today 

Review focus group guidelines (i.e. right to pass, only share what you’re comfortable 

sharing, you can choose to withdraw at anytime, help each other) 

Background/ Research Process 

Review study objectives and research process, present themes so far 

Small group discussions 

Split into small groups of 4 (~2 youth and ~2 YMCA stakeholder per group) 

Review themes/ quotes on the wall as a small group 

Small group brainstorm 

List top 10 ideas for next steps/ action areas, select top 5 

Groups present back to larger group 

Wrap-up/ closing 

Thank you for participating  
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Study 3 Ethics Clearance 
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Study 3 Research Materials  

 

Focus Group Facilitation Guide 

 

Focus group #1 

• Introductions, permission to record, guidelines for discussions 

• Validation of the research process (workability, actionability), achieving consensus 

• Action research process, research objectives 

• Definitions of physical literacy, holistic vs. non-holistic approaches to physical literacy 

(have you heard of physical literacy before? what are you thoughts on holistic vs. non-

holistic views of physical literacy) 

• Brief presentation of Wong et al.’s (2010) Typology of Youth Participation and 

Engagement 

• Training needs/ objectives (who is this training for? What will this training do? Structure/ 

format of the training?) 

Focus group #2 

• Review minor changes to the consent form (approved by ethics board) 

• Recap of content presented last week 

• Review the data/ ideas shared last week (potential emerging themes) 

• Training needs/ objectives discussion continued (who is this training for? structure/ format 

of training? need for training in different YMCA departments? how does it fit in with other 

trainings?) 

• Recap of findings from phase 1 - wandering ghosts 

• Overview of TGfU 

Focus group #3 

• Recap of content presented last week 

• Review the data/ ideas shared last week (potential emerging themes) 

• Confirming training needs and objectives 

• Continued overview/ discussion on TGfU  

• Overview of Positive Youth Development (5 C’s model) 

• Overview of self-determination theory 

Focus group #4 

• Recap of content presented last week 

• Review the data/ ideas shared last week (potential emerging themes) 

• Clarifying objectives of YMCA youth sport and physical activity programs 

• Instructional strategies to support physical literacy (Silverman & Mercier, 2015) 

• Continued discussion on TGfU (additional content on specific games categories) 

Focus group #5 

• Recap of content presented last week 

• Review the data/ ideas shared last week (potential emerging themes) 
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• Confirming objectives of YMCA youth sport and physical activity programs 

• Sport Plus vs. Plus Sport models of programming (Holt, 2016) 

• Review of training outline created 

• Evaluation (what are we evaluating? what would indicate success from this training? what 

would indicate this training didn’t work?) 

Focus group #6 

• Recap of content presented last week 

• Review the data/ ideas shared last week (potential emerging themes) 

• Review of content created so far (what feedback do you have? what am I missing? have I 

addressed learning’s from previous research? what challenges do you foresee using this 

training module?) 

• Confirming objectives of YMCA youth sport and physical activity programs 

• Evaluation indicators and tools for youth sport and physical activity programs (e.g., 

perceived self-efficacy, physical literacy – confidence, motivation, FMS, knowledge, 

Youth Experience Survey, Intrinsic Motivation Inventory, PLAY tools) 

Focus group #7 

• Recap of content presented last week 

• Review the data/ ideas shared last week (potential emerging themes) 

• Review of training program content (how does this deliver on YMCA training needs? how 

does this incorporate learning’s from earlier research? What aspects need further work?) 

• Validation – how will this training module be used? How does this training module 

provide new ideas for recreation instructors in regard to their work with youth? How has 

this module changed your perceptions of your work with youth and physical literacy? 

What have you learned through participating in this study? 

• Closing 
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Facilitation Manual for Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity  
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Overview 

 

The Story Behind this Training 

 

This training was developed as part of a PhD student, Jennie Petersen’s dissertation research 

taking place from 2017-2020 conducted in collaboration with YMCA Calgary. The training 

content is based on the findings of three phases of research focused on addressing the issue of 

youth drop-out from sport and physical activity programs. Adolescence is a sensitive time period 

in which many youth begin to drop out of sports and physical activity. This is a trend that has 

been identified nationally across Canada, but also an issue that has been observed in many 

YMCA youth programs. The approach used to guide this work is called action research, a type of 

research where researchers work together with members of a community to solve a local issue. 

Jennie worked together with over 60 YMCA stakeholders, including youth who participate in 

YMCA programs, volunteers who instruct programs and YMCA staff who coordinate 

programming. Through interviews and focus groups with youth, several factors were identified 

as contributing to youth engagement and dis-engagement. The training module itself has been 

created based on the findings and is intended to encourage reflection of instructional approaches 

used to support positive youth development and physical literacy. The International Physical 

literacy Association (2017) defines physical literacy as, “the motivation, confidence, physical 

competence, knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in 

physical activities for life”. Through taking this training, it is our hope that through taking this 

training, participants will develop a deeper understanding and appreciation of specific principles 

and methods that can be used to support positive developmental outcomes with youth, including 

physical literacy, by working ‘with’ youth. This training course and final product of the research 

was co-created with several members of the YMCA staff team and is intended to share the 

learning’s from the research project to support youth with wanting to stay involved with physical 

activity and sport over a life-time. 

 

How to Use this Facilitation Guide 

 

The facilitation manual is intended to be used as a ‘guide’ if you are leading or facilitating the 

training content for Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity. The manual will guide 

you through delivering the key content pieces and related resources. It will also encourage use of 

specific instructional strategies and tools to help create engagement with the participants of your 

session. It is suggested that the five modules be delivered using a blended model, with online and 

face to face components. This manual was developed during the COVID-19 pandemic and thus 

the blended format has been created to reflect this; however, it can be modified and adapted as 

needed. The training itself does not have to be facilitated by a sport and physical activity ‘expert’ 

and can be delivered by anyone who has some experience working with youth in sport and 

physical activity environments. It can be used in any context, however, it was originally 

developed for a YMCA recreational sport context. The key to facilitating this training course is 

to take on a role of ‘facilitator’ of reflection and action with your participants. 
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 Instructions for Setting Up the Course 

 

Getting Set up on the Learning Management System 

 

The course content is stored on the YMCAs Learning Management System. If you are 

facilitating this course you will need to be set up as a course administrator through your HR 

representative.  

 

Training Course Outline 

 

In the section following, you will find a sample training course outline that you can use to 

structure your course. Providing your participants with this outline is key for communicating the 

structure and format of the course. You will need to change the dates and outline which modules 

may be delivered online or in-person. The template is a suggestion and you are welcome to make 

adjustments as you need to. 

 

Welcome Announcement 

It’s recommended that you send a welcome message once you have added all the participants for 

this course. In this message you will want to provide some brief details on how the training 

course will run (e.g. blended model with mix of online and face to face learning for example), 

where to find the training course outline and the schedule. You can also invite your participants 

to introduce themselves and contribute to a discussion on ground rules.  

Ground Rules Discussion 

 

Creating a safe learning environment is key for helping your learners feel comfortable. It’s also 

important to hear their thoughts and perspectives. Three critical ground rules include: 

1. Confidentiality 

a. The discussions that you have as a group are like a cone of silence. It’s okay to share 

what you’re learning in this course with others, but please keep other people’s names 

and identities confidential when sharing any stories or learning’s. 

2. Respect for other’s ideas 

a. Please keep an open mind and respect any opinions or ideas that are different than 

your own. 

3. Engage 

a. An important part of this course is engaging, discussing and reflecting with others. 

Please contribute to the discussions, whether responding to ideas posted by others on 

discussion board or during a face to face session – your engagement is important! 
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Sample Course Outline - Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity 

 

Instructor: Jennie Petersen, PhD Candidate, Brock University 

Email: jp17ub@brocku.ca 

 

Course Dates: Jan 11th – Feb 8th, 2021 

This course will be delivered over 5 weeks. Each week participants will be asked to complete 

one module. The final module will be held face to face and is scheduled for Feb 8th, 5-8pm (3 

hours). 

 

Description 

Adolescence, a sensitive developmental period is also a time when many youth across Canada 

drop out of sports and physical activity. Coaches and instructors can either positively or negative 

influence this trend. By working ‘with’ youth, coaches and instructors can create a more positive, 

engaging program environment that better supports youth with wanting to stay involved with 

physical activity and sport over the long-term. This training is intended for any recreational sport 

and physical activity instructors, supervisors and managers who work with youth age 12-15 years 

and wish to expand their knowledge and skills in creating more engaging sport and physical 

activity programs ‘with youth’. 

 

Format/ Modules 

This training course will use a blended model (mix between online and face to face learning) 

with five modules. There are four modules that need to be completed online prior to taking the 

fifth and finale module, which is delivered face to face. Participants will be asked to complete 

the modules with a cohort of other learners and participate in all online and in-class sessions. 

Each week, participants will be asked to complete one module (see course schedule for more 

details). 

 

Learning Management Site 

The course materials and resources will be hosted in the YMCA Learning Management System. 

Upon registration for the training, you will receive more information with your login details. You 

can also email Jennie Petersen – jp17ub@brocku.ca for access to the training materials, 

including the powerpoint slides and additional resources. 

 

Participant Reflection/ Activities 

For each module, there is a reflection or activity that the participants will be asked to complete to 

help apply the learning’s from the module. With the reflection and activities, it’s important that 

the participants receive feedback. There are a number of ways you can do this. For example, you 

can decide to have them submit these reflections/ activities directly to you, you could set up a 

discussion board posting system and ask participants to share, or you could put your participants 

into small groups and have them share with each other.   

 

Training Objectives 

• To raise awareness of those working with youth about what contributes to youth engagement 

and disengagement in the context of sport and physical activity. 

mailto:jp17ub@brocku.ca
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• To build knowledge and understanding of what a positive youth development approach looks 

like and explore different youth-adult interactions that can support youth empowerment. 

• To build knowledge and skills about a holistic approach to physical literacy, including 

instructional strategies that can support youth physical literacy development in sport and 

physical activity programs. 

• To explore use of a Teaching Games for Understanding approach and increase knowledge 

and skills of those working with youth to incorporate a learner-centered approach into their 

youth sport and physical activity programs. 

• To encourage those working with youth to critically reflect on their instructional approaches 

and how they can implement theoretical knowledge from this course into their programs. 

 

Course Schedule 

Week Module Tasks 

Jan 11th-15th 

(online)  

Module 1 – Tales 

of Wandering 

Ghosts 

1. Watch Module 1 - Sharing the tales of wandering 

ghosts 

2. Read the Executive Summaries of the research 

informing this training  

3. Answer the reflection questions provided. 

Jan 18th – 

22nd  

(online) 

Module 2 – 

Positive Youth 

Development  

1. Watch Module 2 Part A Video – A holistic approach to 

development and what is positive youth development? 

2. Watch Module 2 Part B Video – Positive youth 

development frameworks in sport and physical activity 

3. Watch Module 2 Part C Video – Ways of working 

‘with’ youth 

4. Answer the reflection questions provided. 

Jan 25th – 

29th  

(online) 

Module 3 – A 

Holistic Approach 

to Youth Physical 

Literacy  

1. Watch Module 3 Video – A holistic approach to 

physical literacy and self-determination theory.  

2. Have participants read the article – Teaching for 

Physical Literacy: Implications to Instructional Design 

by Silverman & Mercier (2015) 

3. Have participants review the Active for Life Lesson 

Plan Resources 

4. Complete the module 3 reflection and activity 

Feb 1st – 5th   

(online) 

Module 4 – 

Teaching Games 

for Understanding 

1. Have participants review the ‘Kids are sacred, games 

are not’ task by watching three Teaching Games for 

Understanding video resources provided on the LMS. 

2. Watch the TGfU Summary and Key Points video after 

watching the three previous video resources 

3. Based on the sport or program the participants teach, 

have them select one of the TGfU games categories 

(e.g. net/ wall games, invasion games, etc.). Ensure 

participants review the resources for the particular 
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games category they select. Encourage participants to 

review other games categories. 

4. Have participants develop a sample lesson plan for a 

sport or program they are currently teaching based on a 

TGfU approach.  

Feb 8th (in-

person) 

Module 5 – 

Putting 

Knowledge into 

Action 

1. Attend the in-person session (bring sample lesson plan 

from module 4) 

2. Complete the post-session reflection activity (includes 

submission of a lesson plan for feedback). 
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Module 1 – Tales of Wandering Ghosts (online) 

 

Module Objective 

• To raise awareness of those working with youth about the experiences and perspectives 

youth have about their participation in sport and physical activity, including both the positive 

and negative aspects.   

• Develop understanding of what contributes to youth engagement and disengagement. 

• This module also shares the key themes and learning’s from the research project that led to 

the development of this training course. 

LMS Resources/ Materials 

- Module 1 Video - Sharing the tales of wandering ghosts 

- Executive Summary on Phase 1 - Action Research with Youth 

- Executive Summary on Phase 2 – Action Research with Youth 

Activities 

1. Have participants review the resources/ materials provided for module 1 on the LMS 

2. Have participants answer the following reflection questions: 

a. Reflect on whether you’ve observed any wandering ghosts in the programs you’ve 

instructed. 

b. Reflect on your past experiences with physical activity, sports and physical education 

growing up. 

c. Reflect on how your past experiences have influenced your practice (i.e. what, how, 

why  you coach/ instruct the way you do). 

d. How can instructors and coaches support these wandering ghosts? How can the 

YMCA as a whole support wandering ghosts? 

Background for Facilitator 

The term wandering ghost is used to capture the experiences of youth who are participating in 

programs yet were excluded from the fun and enjoyment of sport and physical activity.  The term 

also highlights the absence of youth voice and perspective in programs that are often designed 

‘for’ them, not ‘with’ them. 

 

In the first two phases of research, youth shared many different experiences and perspectives 

about their recreational sport program experiences. It’s important to remember that they may not 

reflect all youth experiences. A key takeaway you can share with your participants is that you 

cannot truly know or understand one’s experience unless you ask them. Engaging with and 

asking youth about their experiences in sport and physical activity can provide tremendous 

insight on what type of supports they need to stay engaged and feel motivated to want to 

participate.  

 

As you work through this course, it’s important to consider the concept of working ‘with’ your 

participants. Consider opportunities where you can involve your participants in the design of the 

training to better meet their needs or interests.  Don’t feel you need to stick to every activity or 

suggestion in this manual – adapt to your context as needed. For example, if your participants 
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have expressed a particular interest area, you could incorporate additional content or set up a 

different discussion post or find a guest speaker who could share more insight.  

 

References for Module 1 

• Canadian Fitness & Lifestyle Research Institute. (2016). Bulletin 02: Participation in 

organized physical activity and sport. Retrieved from 

http://www.cflri.ca/sites/default/files/node/1426/files/CANPLAY_2015_Bulletin%202_Parti

cipation%20in%20organized%20PA-sport.pdf 

• Comte, M., Hobin, E., Majumdar, S.R., Plotnikoff, R.D., Ball, G.D.C., McGavock, J., & the 

MIPASS and Healthy Hearts Investigators Teams (2013). Patterns of weekday and weekend 

physical activity in youth in 2 Canadian provinces. Applied Physiology, Nutrition and 

Metabolism, 38(2), 115-119. https://doi.org/10.1139/apnm-2012-0100 

• Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Penguin Education.  

• Greenwood, D.J., & Levin, M. (2007). Introduction to Action Research. Sage Publications. 

 

  

http://www.cflri.ca/sites/default/files/node/1426/files/CANPLAY_2015_Bulletin%202_Participation%20in%20organized%20PA-sport.pdf
http://www.cflri.ca/sites/default/files/node/1426/files/CANPLAY_2015_Bulletin%202_Participation%20in%20organized%20PA-sport.pdf
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Module 2 – Positive Youth Development (online) 

 

Module Objective 

• To develop understanding of what a holistic approach to development is, including different 

domains of development. 

• To gain knowledge about what positive youth development is within the context of youth 

sport and physical activity programs. 

• Explore how sport and physical activity can contribute to positive youth development, 

including differences between a Sport Plus vs. Plus Sport approach to programming. 

• To develop understanding of different approaches to working with youth and explore how a 

pluralistic approach to working ‘with’ youth can support youth empowerment and increased 

youth engagement. 

LMS Resources/ Materials 

- Module 2 Part A Video – A holistic approach to development and what is positive youth 

development? 

- Module 2 Part B Video – Positive youth development frameworks in sport and physical 

activity 

- Module 2 Part C Video – Ways of working ‘with’ youth 

Activities 

1. Have participants review the three video resources provided for module 2 on the LMS 

2. Have participants answer the following reflection questions: 

a. Consider the 5 C’s and Sport Plus/ Plus Sport models. How does your own approach 

to program design and development align (or not) with those models?  

b. In thinking about the model presented on different types of youth-adult interactions in 

this video, what type of youth-adult interaction do you tend to use?  

c. How could you encourage stronger youth-adult partnerships in your program? What 

types of ideas do you have for hearing voices of youth and sharing decision-making 

with them? 

Background for Facilitator 

To develop programs that support positive youth development, it’s important to have a sense of 

what youth are facing as they move from child into adolescence. It’s also important to consider 

how we as instructors and coaches create a program environment that supports optimal states of 

development for youth. Efforts to promote physical activity are also often intertwined with 

positive youth development goals in recreation and sport. Developmental processes that use a 

holistic approach aim to engage all domains of development – physical, cognitive, affective, and 

social to support development of the whole person, as opposed to just physical components such 

as fitness or skills, as is common in many sport and physical activity programs. In programs 

where positive youth development is the overarching goal, we must put youth at the core of our 

programming vs. outcomes pertaining to performance or achievement alone.   

 

Sports and physical activity provide an important opportunity to support positive youth 

development. Those who work in positive youth development, aim to support optimal 

development of their participants. To optimize the potential for positive developmental 
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experiences and outcomes in youth programs, it’s important to consider the processes instructors 

use and experiences facilitated by the instructor. In other words, the context created by the 

instructor has a direct impact on the developmental outcomes and experiences youth will have in 

a program. Emphasizing positive youth development in your programs means centering 

programming on youth and not necessarily on the goals or objectives that we, as the coaches or 

instructors may want to achieve ‘on’ our youth participants. Instead, we shift our program design 

to focusing on where youth are at and what keeps them motivated to keep coming back. The 

models presented in the Part B video review different approaches to supporting development.   

 

Empowerment of youth is strongly connected to positive youth development. The ways in which 

adults, including coaches and instructors interact ‘with’ youth is important for supporting 

positive developmental experiences. The final part C video reviews a typology for youth 

participation and empowerment. The degree to which youth have a voice, can actively 

contribute, and have involvement in decision-making with adults is important for participation, 

empowerment and development.  

 

References for Module 2 

• Coakley, J. (2011). Youth sports: What counts as “positive development?” Journal of Sport 
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Development through Sport (pp. 21-33). Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. 

• Fraser-Thomas, J.L., Cote, J., & Deakin, J. (2005). Youth sports programs: An avenue to 

foster positive youth development. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 10(1), 19-40. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1740898042000334890 

• Gard, M., & Kirk, D. (2007). Obesity discourse and the crisis of faith in disciplinary 

technology. Utbildning & Demokrati, 16(2), 17-36. 

• Geldhof, G.J., Bowers, E.P., Mueller, M.K., Napolitano, C.M., Callina, K.S., Walsh, K.J., 

Lerner, J.V. & Lerner, R.M. (2015). The five Cs model of positive youth development. In 

E.P. Bowers, G.J. Geldhof, S.K. Johnson, L.J. Hilliard, R.M. Hershberg, J.V. Lerner, & R.M. 
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Module 3 - A Holistic Approach to Youth Physical Literacy (online) 

 

Module Objective 

 

• To explore what a holistic approach to supporting youth physical literacy development is. 

• To gain an understanding of self-determination theory and how it relates to sport and 

physical activity programs. 

LMS Resources/ Materials 

• Module 3 Video – A holistic approach to physical literacy and self-determination theory.  

• Article: Teaching for Physical Literacy: Implications to Instructional Design by Silverman & 

Mercier (2015) 

• Review the Active for Life Lesson Plan Resources 

Activities 

1. Prior to starting the other activities for this session, have participants contribute to a 

discussion post by stating 1-2 things that they already know about physical literacy. This will 

give you a sense of how much knowledge participants already have about this concept. 

a. Often you fill find participants emphasize the physical aspects, such as fundamental 

movement skills or make points that are fairly general, such as reiterating commonly 

accepted definitions of physical literacy. 

2. Have participants review the video resource provided for module 3 on the LMS 

3. Have participants read the article – Teaching for Physical Literacy: Implications to 

Instructional Design by Silverman & Mercier (2015) 

4. Have participants review the Active for Life Lesson Planning Resources 

5. Have participants complete the module 3 reflection question and activity: 

a. Consider the holistic approach to physical literacy and the self-determination theory. 

How could you integrate these concepts into your programs? How can you support 

intrinsic motivation in your participants? 

b. Develop a list of 10 instructional strategies that are important for supporting physical 

literacy in youth. You can pull these out from the readings or resources provided. One 

example could be ‘reduce time spent in line-ups so learners aren’t standing around for 

too long’ or ‘provide demonstration of games/ activities to help different learning 

styles with understanding what to do’. 

The Silverman and Mercier (2015) article describes a number of instructional strategies that 

participants can draw from for their module 3 reflection activity. Below is a listing of examples 

that participants may pull out in response to this question.    

• Reduce amount of time spent in line ups (p. 151) 

• Use skill-related or modified games (p. 151) 

• Plan! - “Teachers who plan more have students who learn more” (p. 152) 

• Use modifications to student appropriate practice (p. 152) 

• Ensure you have enough equipment for each student to allow for adequate practice (p. 151) 

• Teacher presentation: Short and focused explanations (p. 152) 

• Provide a demonstration (p. 152) 
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• Organize students individually, pairs or in small groups – avoid large group practice/ game 

settings (p. 153) 

• Gradually increase complexity (p. 154) 

• Change instructional tasks frequently to avoid boredom/ behaviour challenges (p. 153) 

• Ensure you modify tasks and practice so low skilled students can be successful (p. 153) 

• Avoid placing students in game situations that are too complex – can negative affect 

motivation/ confidence (p. 153) 

• Interact with students (p. 154) 

• Show respect toward students (p. 154) 

• If students don’t have the appropriate skill, avoid highly competitive activities (p. 154) 

 

Background for Facilitator 

Physical literacy can be defined as “the motivation, confidence, physical competence, knowledge 

and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life” 

(Sport for Life, 2020).  Physical literacy offers a more holistic understanding of physical activity 

or sport participation, with development of the concept providing a renewed way of thinking that 

has united practitioners across various disciplines (Whitehead, 2010).  Margaret Whitehead, the 

British scholar credited with popularizing the term ‘physical literacy’, contends that PL is about 

moving away from contemporary thinking where the body is solely an instrumental object useful 

for achieving goals of the mind, toward a more holistic view, where the body and mind can also 

become intertwined. A holistic perspective of movement requires a different understanding of 

the motivational process where intrinsic values of enjoyment, self-actualization and perceived 

competence become key for supporting intrinsic motivation in participants.  

 

Self-determination theory (SDT) is based off the idea that when one is autonomous and feels 

competent, they are able to relate to others and thus their intrinsic motivation is enhanced.  There 

is considerable research on the SDT which demonstrates that motivation to participate in sport 

and physical activity are strongly correlated with autonomy, perceived competence, social 

support and enjoyment (Wainwright et al., 2018; Weiss, 2011; Mandigo et al., 2008). Autonomy 

can be described as a person’s perception as having choice or freedom over a particular matter 

(Mandigo et al., 2008). Self-directed activities where an individual has flexibility and is involved 

in decision-making tend to be more fulfilling and engaging than activities prescribed or imposed.    

It's important to help instructors and coaches understand that physical literacy is not simply 

fundamental movement skills. To take a holistic approach to physical literacy means focusing on 

all developmental domains, not just the physical aspect (e.g. fundamental movement skills, 

fitness outcomes). I’ve seen many good intentioned coaches and instructors operationalize 

physical literacy by emphasizing a particular fundamental movement skill on different days of 

the week. An approach that does not also consider the other constructs of physical literacy (e.g. 

motivation or knowledge and understanding) or other domains of development (e.g. affective 

domain, cognitive domain) would not be a holistic approach.   

 

References for Module 3 

• Chen, A. (2015). Operationalizing physical literacy for learners: Embodying the motivation 

to move. Journal of Health and Sport Science, 4, 125-131. 

• International Physical Literacy Association. (2017). [Home page]. Retrieved from 

https://www.physical-literacy.org.uk/ 

https://www.physical-literacy.org.uk/
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Module 4 – Teaching Games for Understanding (online) 

 

Module Objective 

 

• To explain the underlying theory, principles and methods behind Teaching Games for 
Understanding (TGfU) and compare to other strategies for teaching sports and games to youth. 

• To apply the theory, principles and methods of TGfU by designing a lesson plan.  

LMS Resources/ Materials 

• Complete the ‘Kids are sacred, games are not’ task by watching the three video links 

provided. 

• TGfU Summary and Key Points Video 

• Target Games Overview and Lesson Plan Resources 

• Striking and Fielding Games Overview and Lesson Plan Resources 

• Net and Wall Games Overview and Lesson Plan Resources 

• Invasion Games Overview and Lesson Plan Resources 

Activities 

1. Have participants review the ‘Kids are sacred, games are not’ task by watching three 

Teaching Games for Understanding video resources provided on the LMS. 

2. Watch the TGfU Summary and Key Points video after watching the three previous video 

resources 

3. Based on the sport or program the participants teach, have them select one of the TGfU 

games categories (e.g. net/ wall games, invasion games, etc.). Ensure participants review the 

resources for the particular games category they select. Encourage participants to review 

other games categories. 

4. Have participants develop a sample lesson plan for a sport or program they are currently 

teaching based on a TGfU approach. Have them integrate aspects of what they have learned 

from the previous modules.  

Background for Facilitator 

Teaching Games for Understanding (TGfU) is a learner-centered approach to teaching sports and 

games. Teaching Games for Understanding uses modified versions of games to encourage 

problem solving and decision-making, while also teaching technical skills.  (Johnson & Walker, 

2016; Rovegno & Dolly, 2006). Bunker and Thorpe originally created the TGfU model in 1982, 

out of dissatisfaction with the way that most sports and games emphasized an authoritarian 

approach to skill development through highly structured drills and lessons (Sheppard & Gleddie, 

2014).  They observed that a traditional, technique-based approach that focuses on teaching skills 

before playing the game was relatively unsuccessful due to several reasons including its 

emphasis on ‘doing’, as opposed to integrating the physical ‘doing’ with the cognitive aspects of 

‘thinking’ and ‘knowing’.  

 

In the TGfU model, games are categorized into four categories based on similarities between the 

tactical components and skills used.  The idea is that concepts of one sport can easily be 

transferred to a sport within the same category.  The four TGfU games categories include target 

games (e.g. bowing, golf, bocce, etc.), net/wall games (e.g. squash, volleyball, tennis, etc.), 
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striking and fielding (e.g. softball, cricket, kickball, etc.) and invasion/ territorial games (e.g. 

rugby, soccer, basketball, etc.) (Sheppard & Gleddie, 2014).   

 

A central feature of the TGfU approach is the focus on developing an understanding of the game 

or the tactical strategies at the same time as learning technical skills (Rovegno & Dolly, 2006), 

thus skills are put into context of the game. This means that sessions start with a modified, 

smaller version of a game before any skill work is done. In traditional, technique-focused 

instructional styles (i.e. drill and skill styles), typically the format of a lesson is warm-up, skills, 

game. Additionally, the learner is more of a passive recipient of information which is focused on 

improving technical skills, whereas in the TGfU model, learners are actively engaged in reading 

the environment and making decisions on how to navigate it, resulting in an increased 

appreciation for how the game works. The instructor asks the learners a lot of questions to help 

reinforce their understanding of the game. This helps engage the cognitive domain and build 

understanding of how to play. Furthermore, lessons are centered on tactical concepts (e.g. 

maintaining consistency in net/ wall games or maintaining possession of the ball in invasion 

games). 

 

A final note is that games are typically small-sided to start, meaning that in TGfU, full-sided 

games wouldn’t be played until all players have a good understanding of how to play the games 

and the basic skills to participate. For example, in basketball, instead of playing 5v5, you may 

start with modified games that are smaller and simpler but have the same tactical concepts, such 

as a 3v2 version of basketball. Using smaller groups for sessions also increases the engagement 

as there is more time on task for participants, and inclusion as they will feel more comfortable 

trying new things and relating to others in smaller groups.  

 

References for Module 4 

• Consentino, F., & Howell, M.L. (1970). A history of physical education in Canada. Toronto, 
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• Hopper, T., & Kruisselbrink, D. (2002). Teaching games for understanding: what does it look like 
and how does it influence student skill learning and game performance? Retrieved from 
http://web.uvic.ca/~thopper/WEB/articles/Advante/TGFUmotorlearn.pdf 

• Johnson, I. L., & Walker, E. R. (2016). Teaching games for understanding: Building a physically 
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Module 5 – Putting Knowledge into Action (in person) 

 

Module Objective 

• To review content from previous modules and apply into action.  

• To develop a complete lesson plan using a holistic approach to physical literacy, including 
principles and methods of Teaching Games for Understanding. 

• To incorporate strategies that support positive youth development and empowerment into the  
lesson plan (as per bullet above). 
 

LMS Resources/ Materials 

• Take away lesson plans for each games category 

• Target Games Overview and Lesson Plan Resources 

• Striking and Fielding Games Overview and Lesson Plan Resources 

• Net and Wall Games Overview and Lesson Plan Resources 

• Invasion Games Overview and Lesson Plan Resources 

 

Activities 

1. Participants will attend a 3-hour face to face session (see detailed lesson plan for this session 

below) 

2. Have participants complete a final reflection activity in small groups: 

a. Describe the top 3 learning’s or take away’s you had from this course. 

b. Reflect on the instructional approach you used prior to taking this course. How 

will or has your instructional approach changed based on the information 

presented throughout the course? 

c. Develop a final lesson plan that you can use for your sport or physical activity 

program that incorporates your knowledge from the training course.  

d. In this lesson plan, describe what elements are new for you? How did you 

structure your lesson plan and why? 

3. Facilitate a final reflection discussion with the whole group: 

a. Have groups share their top learning and two ways that they can activate youth 

voice and in their lessons going forth. 

b. Ask participants what other resources and supports they need going forth as they 

prepare to deliver their programs.  

c. Ask participants about ways that YMCA Calgary can improve their program 

design/ development processes to ensure they are youth centered.  

 

Sample Facilitation Plan for Face To Face Session (background for facilitator is included 

throughout) 

Depending on the group, you may adjust the activities to focus on certain types of games. For 

example, if most of your group is basketball or soccer, you may remove the net/ wall games 

activities and increase the number of invasion game. 

Prior to the session, remind participants to bring their lesson plan from module 4. 

For this session, you will likely need a classroom and gymnasium space, along with various 

equipment depending on the specific activities/ games you decide on.  
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Opening (~30 min) 

- Introductions 

- Plan for the day 

- Ice breaker 

o Small groups of 4 

▪ Getting into groups 

• Use a deck of cards to get people into groups of 4 

• Based on the number of participants in a course pull out equal 

number of cards. Pull out all suits for one (e.g. all 4 Jacks, all 4 3’s, 

etc.) 

• Hand out and get participants into groups based on suit (e.g. all 

Jacks should be together) 

o Play twenty-one - https://www.playsport.net/activity/21 

▪ Have participants modify the game based on scoring, rules, equipment (i.e. 

3 of the 5 ways you can modify game as presented in module 4) 

Review of key concepts from course (~30 min) 

- Group Brainstorm Activity 

o Participants will summarize the top 5 learning’s from each module on flip chart 

paper.  

o Participants will be put into a total of 4 groups. They will be given flip chart paper 

and markers and asked to list 5 things as a group that were important about one 

assigned module. They can be theoretical concepts or specific ideas of how to 

apply the learning’s. Once they’ve listed 5 things as a group for one module, they 

will move onto the next module and add to the previous groups flip chart. 

- Split into a total of 4 groups 

o Demonstrate another technique for getting people into groups (e.g. assign 

participants to one of four fun categories – e.g. 4 junk food groups, 4 characters 

from a popular movie, etc., then have them find the participants with the same 

categories – so all ‘chips’ are in the same group) 

o Ask why it’s important to get participants into different groups vs. letting them 

pick their own groups? 

- Review flip charts for each module, drawing out important concepts.  

o Use an inquiry-based approach by asking questions to elicit deeper understanding 

from the group about the concepts. 

o Ask specific ways that different concepts can be implemented into action – e.g. 

what are some ways you could give youth more decision-making power in your 

lessons and why is this important? 

TGfU – Net/ Wall Games (~30 min) 

One Bounce 2v2 (https://www.playsport.net/activity/one-bounce) 

 

Tactical focus: maintaining a rally/ maintaining consistency (using striking with hand), finding 

open space 

https://www.playsport.net/activity/21
https://www.playsport.net/activity/one-bounce
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Equipment: 1 ball (volleyball, beachball, Styrofoam ball or tennis ball) per pair; optional - 

racquets 

 

Activity set-up: 

● Get participants into pairs and have pairs join with another pair to create a group of 4 

● Each group creates a mini-court using a bench or skipping rope down the middle as a net, 

creating a separate side for each partner (~half size of badminton or volleyball court) 

● Each group chooses a ball of their choice 

 

Activity instructions: 

● Players strike the ball with an open palm onto the partner’s side to opponents side of court  

o The partner is allowed to have one bounce on their side, after which they must try to 

return the ball to the other side. 

o Count # of times you and your group can successfully return the ball to each other 

without any errors (i.e. bounces out of bounds, unsuccessful returns over net, more 

than one bounce, etc.) 

● Play cooperative game (time groups for 1min), count # of successful returns (try to beat score 

of other teams) 

● Play a competitive game to a score of 5 (rally point) 

o Score a point if other team cannot successfully return it back to your team within 

boundaries 

Questions: 

● Cooperative game 

o Where was the best position to send the ball in order to help the other team be more 

successful in returning it back to you? (space, maintaining a rally) 

● Competitive game 

o what did you do to make it more challenging for your opponent? (setting up attack, 

finding open space) 

● After you sent the ball over the net, where did you move on the court? Why? (base position) 

● When you were on defense, what did you and your teammate do to successfully return the 

ball back?  What were some strategies that you used to work together to ‘defend space’? 

(defend space) 

● Teaching concept - Which game (cooperative or competitive) was easier?  Why? 

 

Skill development 

Fundamental movement skill: striking with palm 

 

Working partners, each partner sets up a hula hoop as a target spot on their side of the court. The 

other partner tries to strike the ball into the hula hoop. Partners will catch the ball in-between and 

either use a bounce or drop the ball from their opposite hand to practice striking. 

• Work towards proficient technique by explaining the different phases of movement 

(which can be applied to all motor skills). Use the following cues for each phase of the 

underhand throw:  
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a) Preparation Phase: face the direction you want the ball to go (i.e. face hula hoop), 

body to the side, watch the ball at all times, legs should be bent 

b) Execution: rotate hips bringing striking hand back, then transfer weight back to 

front, strike the ball with open palm 

c) Follow-through: striking hand follows through to opposite shoulder, return to face 

the opponent 

• Once participants have improved their proficiency, they can increase their distance for 

additional challenge or move the hula hoop to different locations on the court (i.e., 

corners). 

• Participants could also progress to use a striking object, such as a pickleball racquet or 

paddle.  

 

*All motor skills can be analyzed by watching the 3 phases of the motor skill: preparation, 

execution, follow-through. 

 

For teaching cues, detailed steps and videos for teaching fundamental movement skills, check 

out https://activeforlife.com/resource/fundamental-movement-skills-videos/ 

 

 

TGfU Principle of Exaggeration (Mandigo & Anderson, 2003) 

● What would be a way you could ‘exaggerate’ or emphasize a tactical concept within this 

game we just played? (exaggeration is a focus on one tactical concept to help players 

understand that concept) 

o E.g. Focus on concept of ball placement  

▪ Create targets at 4 corners of the court, get a point when you hit that target 

o E.g. Focus on using and defending space (i.e. width or depth of the court) 

▪ Extend the court width or depth 

o E.g. Focus on base position 

▪ Must keep one foot on ‘base area’ at all times (marked by a polyspot) with 

one partner (reduce court size for this) 

o E.g. Focus on communication/ covering court space with partner 

▪ Partners cannot take shot from same section of court, have to switch each time 

(i.e. if one partner is in front and takes a shot, they must move to the back for 

next shot or if partner is on right side of court, they must move to the left side 

for next shot) 

● Each group of 4 chooses one tactical concept to emphasize through exaggeration and 

modifies warm-up game 

o Sets up/ creates a game 

o Option to use racquets/ striking implement 

 

TGfU Principle of Sampling (Mandigo & Anderson, 2003) 

● How could what we did in these games be transferred to other net/ wall games? E.g. 

volleyball, pickleball, badminton, etc.  

 

 

 

https://activeforlife.com/resource/fundamental-movement-skills-videos/
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TGfU – Invasion Games (~30 min) 

 

Pirate Ball 

 

Tactical focus: knock away as many balls as possible and maintain possession of your own ball 

 

Equipment: 1 basketball or soccer ball per player; pylons to split space up 

 

Activity set-up: 

● Split space into ~4 sections of the gym 

● Two different games happening simultaneously  

o Can use different equipment, but all players in one game need the same equipment 

 

Activity Instructions: 

Game form #1 - tactical focus is to knock as many balls away as possible 

● Each player has their own equipment and scores a point every time they knock a ball away of 

another player 

o Players count their own points and get a point each time they knock a ball away 

o If players get their ball knocked away, they have to go get and do 5 jumping jacks 

before re-entering the game 

o Time players for ~2min and see how many points they can get 

 

Game form #2 - tactical focus is to maintain possession of your ball, while still knocking away 

other players balls 

o Each player counts how many times their own ball was knocked away, aim to have as 

low of a score as possible 

o Time players for ~2min  

 

Questions: 

● When was the best time to try to knock away your opponent’s ball? (timing - when to try to 

knock away opponents ball) 

● What did you do to protect your own ball? (tactical awareness) 

o How did you position yourself to protect your own ball? (skill execution/ guarding) 

 

Can’t Touch This - https://www.playsport.net/activity/can%E2%80%99t-touch 

 

Tactical focus: maintain possession, moving into space 

 

Equipment: 4 pylons per group of 6, 1 disc per group of 6, 3 pinnies per group of 6 

  

Activity set-up: 

● Get into groups of 3 (teams will play another team of 3) 

● Create a ~10mx10m grid 

 

Activity instructions: 

● Object of game is to make 5 passes in a row using a frisbee 

https://www.playsport.net/activity/can%E2%80%99t-touch
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o Score a point 

● Start off by throwing and catching 

● Can’t move when you have the frisbee 

● Opposing team can intercept 

o Cannot grab the frisbee from someone’s hands 

o ‘warm defense’ 

● If opposing team intercepts the ball or if team gets 5 passes, turnover 

 

Questions: (focused around maintaining possession) 

● Disc carrier - decisions 

o When was it difficult to pass? 

o How did you ensure a successful pass to your teammate? 

● Support 

o When your team had the ball, how did you support the teammate with the ball? 

o How did teammates without the disc support the player without the disc? 

● Disc Carrier 

o What should you do after you pass the frisbee? 

Modifications: 

● Play same game of 3v3, groups make 2 modifications 

1. make it easier for offensive team  

2. make it harder for offensive team  

 

TGfU Principle of Tactical Complexity 

- What are ways you can make the game easier or harder? 

 

To decrease the challenge, participants could: 

- Take two to three steps with the object before passing it to a group member (rules) 

- Reduce the number of participants defending (change in players) 

- Increase the size of the activity area (boundaries) 

- Decrease the number of times participants pass the ball before getting 1 point (rules/ scoring) 

To increase the challenge, participants could: 

- Set a period of time (e.g., three seconds) before participants must pass the object when on the 

offensive group. If the object is not passed by three seconds, they lose possession of the 

object (rules) 

- Increase number of times participants must pass the object in a row before getting a point 

(rules/ scoring) 

- Decrease the size of the activity area (boundaries) 

- Increase the number of players (change in players) 

*If time, play another modified game with more players - what happens when you add more 

players? 

Questions: 

● How did adding more players change the game?  

o More tactically complex or less? 
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● Did you have more or less options when making decisions? 

Invasion Games Tactical Complexity Concept – Cold, Warm and Hot defense  

Cold defense – defense does not guard or intercept, they are objects to move around (good for 

beginners just learning when trying to maintain possession) 

 

Warm defense – defense can guard, have to be an arms length away, can intercept (good for 

novices) 

 

Hot defense – defense can try to knock the ball away (use with intermediate/ advanced players) 

 

- Tactical complexity increases, ball carriers now has more options/ decisions to make in terms 

of who to pass to 

o This is why full sided games are harder for younger players 

 

TGfU Principle of Game Representation  

- use of a modified game format or smaller group game 

Lesson Planning/ Reflection in Small Groups (~20 min) 

As part of their module 4 activity, participants were to develop a lesson plan. Have participants 

get into groups 2-3 (get their ideas on ways they can get into groups this time). 

- Review lesson plans for alignment with physical literacy and TGfU principles. 

o E.g. does lesson plan start with a game? are there questions included to help players 

understand what to do in the game? 

- Have partners give each other 2 pieces of feedback that would help strengthen their lesson 

plans. 

- As a pair, come up with 5 ways that you could active youth voice and decision-making 

within your lessons.  

- Have groups present their lesson plans to the group. 

Group Discussion/ Closing (~25 min) 

- Have participants share one key take away from the training course 

- Ask participants what additional supports/ resources they need going forth 

- Ask participants about ways that YMCA Calgary can improve their program design/ 

development processes to ensure they are youth centered.  
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PowerPoint Slides for Working ‘with’ Youth in Sport and Physical Activity 

 

Module 1 
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Module 2 - Part A 
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Module 2 - Part B 
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Module 2 - Part C 
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Module 3 
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Module 4 
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