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[bookmark: _Toc212292437]Abstract
The purpose of this study is to explore the benefits of extracurricular sports for year 7 pupils, focusing in particular on academic achievement, social skills and self-esteem.  The study also considers barriers and challenges to extracurricular sports activities by identifying them and discussing ways of overcoming them.  Extracurricular sport is also important to help pupils stay fit and healthy.  The topic was researched by carrying out a systematic literature review of 18 journal articles.  The research found that there were improvements to academic achievement, social skills and self-esteem as a result of pupils’ participation in extracurricular sport, and in particular a sense of belonging and attachment to the extracurricular sport was often the reason for this improvement.  Many barriers and challenges were identified, including cost, lack of facilities and also that the type of sports offered or leading style were sometimes not appealing to the pupils.  ++overcoming.  It is recommended that policy makers and educators consider extracurricular sport activities as part of their strategies to help reduce school absences or student dropouts.


[bookmark: _Toc212292438]Acronyms 
GOT – Girls on Track
PE – physical education
5x60 initiative – extracurricular program in Wales
5x60 leaders – leaders of the extracurricular initiative


1. [bookmark: _Toc212292439]Chapter 1: Introduction and Background
[bookmark: _Toc212292440]Introduction to the topic
This chapter provides an introduction to the research, explaining why it is important to study the benefits of extracurricular sports, and setting out how pupils’ learning and development from extracurricular sports fits into the Curriculum for Wales.  A key question for educators is how pupils should spend their time to gain the maximum benefits academically, psychologically and socially, and whether or not extracurricular activities are an important factor (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  

[bookmark: _Hlk211781521]Historically, a number of educators believed that schools should concentrate only on academic results, and not provide extracurricular activities, on the basis that they had a negative effect on academic achievement (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  James Coleman’s (1961) zero-sum theoretical framework provides a helpful explanation of this approach.  Coleman (1961)’s theory was that a pupil’s available time for academic work, sport and social activities are in competition with each other and therefore if they spend more time participating in extracurricular activities, they will have less time available for academic work, which will lead to a detrimental effect on academic performance (Seow & Pan, 2014). However, many studies have found that extracurricular activities can lead to improved academic achievement, therefore contradicting the zero-sum model (Camp, 1990; Aumetre & Poulin, 2018; Giordano, et al., 2021; Pjanic, et al., 2021).   There is an alternative opinion which is the threshold model, which proposes that extracurricular activities have a positive effect on academic achievement up to a certain point, and have a negative effect beyond that point (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  The threshold model differs from zero sum because it proposes a benefit up to a certain amount of extracurricular activities; however similar to zero sum, the threshold model suggests that overscheduling extracurricular activities to the point of them being excessive can lead to a negative effect on the child’s wellbeing and academic achievement (Ren, et al., 2020) and has been described as having an inverted u shape effect, rather than a linear effect (Seow & Pan, 2014).

In critically evaluating the zero sum and threshold models, both are focused on the effects of extracurricular activities on academic achievement.  This viewpoint can be understood because of the education reforms from the Education Reform Act 1988, which led to a focus on school performance targets and school accountability, as a result of Thatcher’s neo-liberal policies and the marketisation of the schooling system (Gillard, 2018; Fan & Liang, 2020).    The way the system was structured meant that educators had no choice but to focus on academic results that produced strong league tables, because this is what ultimately kept a school open by attracting parents to choose the school for their child, and the higher the number of pupils, the more funding the school would obtain ( Roberts, 2020).  In contrast to this, schools with weak results in league tables would be unattractive to parents, therefore less pupils would be sent to the school, which would in turn reduce the funding, and potentially result in school closure ( Roberts, 2020).   When considering the neo-liberal philosophy in schools and the league tables, it is easy to see why educators would be motivated to find ways of improving the academic achievement of pupils (Gillard, 2018).  

There is a third model, the developmental model, which does not focus solely on academic achievement, and is the most widely used theory in modern times that is also supported by research findings; the model proposes that participation in extracurricular activities can lead to both academic and non-academic benefits (Ren, et al., 2020; Bradley & Conway, 2016; Hughes, et al., 2016; Martinez, et al., 2016).  This study is consistent with the development model because it focuses not only on academic achievement benefits but also on non-academic benefits of social skills and self-esteem. 

Year 7 pupils were chosen for this study because this is a time of transition from childhood to adulthood, when a child changes physiologically, socially, emotionally and cognitively, and a time when exercise is especially important to brain development because research on the brains of preadolescents has shown that exercise can cause a greater bilateral hippocampal volume (Carranza & Simpkins, 2023; Chaddock, et al., 2010; Bryant, et al., 2015).  During the time when the pupils start in secondary school, many experience decreasing self-esteem and increasing anxiety, perhaps partly as a result of adapting to the new school environment, and therefore studying the effects of extracurricular sports on self-esteem is especially relevant (Binsinger, et al., 2006).  It is also a time when children, especially girls, tend to reduce their sport participation, which means it is important to consider how to overcome any barriers and challenges to extracurricular sport (Beadleston, et al., 2019; Armstrong, et al., 2000).  

The definition of extracurricular activities for the purposes of research work has been subject to some discussion among researchers.  It is important to have a clear definition from the outset because research findings from work carried out by Holland & Andre (1987), was criticised as being imbalanced because of an absence of definitions of key terms and theoretical framework (Taylor & Chiogioji, 1988).   The issue of a lack of a definition of the term was the subject of research carried out by Bartkus et al., (2012) who carried out a literature review of definitions and based on their review, proposed the following definition:

“Extracurricular activities are defined as academic or non-academic activities that are conducted under the auspices of the school but occur outside of normal classroom time and are not part of the curriculum. Additionally, extracurricular activities do not involve a grade or academic credit and participation is optional on the part of the student.” (Bartkus, et al., 2012, p. 698)

More recently, Shulruf (2010), offered a shorter definition of extracurricular activities as ‘those which are school-sponsored and external to the core curriculum’ (Shulruf, 2010, p. 594).  Other researchers define extracurricular activities to include those that are held in school, or those held out of school, and the distinction is important because the potential benefits to academic achievement may be greater if the activities are held at the school (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002; Shulruf, 2010).  This dissertation will consider both extracurricular sport led at school as well as those held outside school, but will examine the benefits from school based extracurricular sports.


[bookmark: _Toc212292441]Rationale for the research 
The purpose of this literature-based research project is to explore the extent to which extracurricular sport benefits year 7 pupils, with a specific focus on academic achievement, social skills and self-esteem.  It is important to explore these issues to help inform educators, policy makers and other stakeholders, as they make decisions about extracurricular sports in schools (Holland & Andre, 1987).  

The approach of exploring the academic and non-academic benefits of extracurricular sport is based on the developmental model (Ren, et al., 2020; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  Research suggests that extracurricular sport activities can help improve not only academic achievement, but also self-esteem and social skills of a child (Bradley & Conway, 2016; Hughes, et al., 2016; Martinez, et al., 2016).   Also, research has found that these non-academic benefits are important for a child’s development, for example, there are findings that suggests that extracurricular activities is a factor which leads to a successful career in business, on the basis that the activities help with the development of leadership and interpersonal skills (Bartkus, et al., 2012).   Further, there is research that suggests that the skills gained from extracurricular activities can have lifetime benefits for an individual, especially in deprived areas (Heath, et al., 2022).  The findings of this research will add to the existing literature exploring the benefits of extracurricular sports on academic achievement, social skills and self-esteem.  

Learning about benefits of extracurricular activities is relevant and important for educators because it meets Curriculum for Wales requirements by supporting the development of healthy confident individuals because of self-esteem benefits (Welsh Government, 2022).  Also, the social skills benefits would help the development of enterprising creative contributors who lead and play different roles in teams; and the development of ethical informed citizens who respect the needs and rights of others as part of a diverse society; as well as forming positive relationships with others (Welsh Government, 2022).  Further, under the Area of Learning and Experience of Health and Well-being, there is a requirement for pupils to develop social skills, specifically interaction with social groups to experience social influences; and developing the ability to form, nurture and maintain relationships (Welsh Government, 2022).

Focusing on sports as an extracurricular activity is relevant and important for educators because a further requirement of the Curriculum for Wales is to support the development of healthy confident individuals through the physical activity of sport (Welsh Government, 2022).   In addition, developing physical health and an active lifestyle through extracurricular sport would meet some of the curriculum requirements under the Area of Learning and Experience of Health and Well-being (Welsh Government, 2022).  Research has found that exercising regularly can improve cognitive performance, concentration and memory, which in turn can improve academic performance (Haapala, 2012; Sibley & Etnier, 2003).  It has been suggested that the reason for this is because children with a higher fitness level had a greater bilateral hippocampal volume and better relational memory performance than children with a low fitness level (Chaddock, et al., 2010). 

Another reason for focusing research on extracurricular sport is because pupils’ level of physical activity is too low, with less than 25% of secondary age children participating in the recommended 60 minutes a day (Public Health Wales, 2024).  Extracurricular sport is important in preparing children to create lifelong healthy active lifestyles, and reducing obesity ( Kreinbucher-Bekerle & Mikosch, 2023).  This is especially important because of concerns about low physical activity levels in young people, and schools are an ideal location try to tackle this through extracurricular sport activities on top of physical education lessons, because research has found that extracurricular sport activities can positively influence young people to increase their participation in sport (Rainer, et al., 2015).  
The Welsh Assembly Government has used extracurricular sport to try to increase young people’s physical activity participation through its 5x60 initiative, with a target of 90% or more of secondary school pupils participating in at least 60 minutes daily for 5 days a week in sport and physical activity, including provision of a minimum one hour per week of extracurricular sport, with a particular focus on under-represented groups (Welsh Assembly Government, 2005; Rainer, et al., 2015).  The former Sports Minister Alan Pugh, when he launched the initiative in 2006 at a cost of £7.6million, said ‘If you get the exercise bug when you’re young, it’s with you for life. By 2025 we want almost every young person in Wales doing 5x60 weekly. The introduction of the scheme in secondary schools is a big step along this path’ (Leisure Opportunities, 2006). However, this has not happened and based on a survey that took place in 2022, only 39% of pupils took part in extracurricular sport three or more times a week, 36% participate less than once a week, and 56% took part in at least one extracurricular sport a week (Sports Wales, 2025).  It is therefore important to consider the barriers and challenges to extracurricular sports activities, to help inform educators and policy makers on how to overcome these. 

Schools are in a good position to help improve these low sport participation percentages, through regular physical education and extracurricular sports, as it fits within the Curriculum requirement and schools are an ideal setting for extracurricular activities because of the sports facilities located in the school (Sport Wales, 2025; National Assembly for Wales, 2019).  

Focusing on extracurricular sport for year 7 pupils in particular is important and relevant because research has shown that sustained participation in sport from a young age is likely to increase the chances of the individual continuing to participate in physical activity into adulthood (Kjønnisken, et al., 2009). This would meet the Area of Learning of Health and Wellbeing requirement because there is an expectation that pupils learn about the lifelong benefits of an active lifestyle (National Assembly for Wales, 2019; Welsh Government, 2022).  

Another reason for studying the effects of extracurricular activities is because activities organised by or at the school may result in a social connection and sense of belonging in school, known as the identification/commitment model, which may lead to better attendance and engagement at school, leading to better achievement and outcomes (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002; Estyn, 2024; Welsh Government, 2023).   This is especially relevant to educators and policy makers because of a particular current issue of concern, which is school absences and dropouts, especially following the covid-19 pandemic (Estyn, 2024).   This can be seen from the statistics, it has been found that persistent absences from among pupils eligible for free school meals was 61.4% in 2023/24, and persistent absences of those not eligible for free school meals was 30.9% for the same period, around double the percentages for the year 2018/19 (Welsh Government, 2024).  A recent consultation document by the Welsh Government stated that ‘There is a growing understanding that schools also need to support learners in developing a sense of belonging, connectivity and engagement with school, and to build their resilience and ability to cope with the challenges they face.’ (Welsh Government, 2023, p. 6).  The consultation document suggests that a long-term strategy, in line with the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act of involving pupils in the life of the school community, as well as hearing the pupils’ voices, are essential for trying to enhance engagement and school attendance (Welsh Government, 2023).  

I am motivated to study this topic because I personally benefited greatly from extracurricular sport when I was at school, in terms of social skills from having made new friends, and increased self-esteem from winning competitions, and my involvement in sport has continued.   In terms of my reflexive practice, I need to be aware of a possible bias towards concluding that extracurricular sport leads to benefits in academic achievement, social skills and self-esteem (Bell, et al., 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc212292442]Research Question
In summary, it is suggested that this topic is important to study because of potential benefits to academic achievement, as well as benefits to social skills and self-esteem.  It is hoped that the findings will inform educators, policy makers and other stakeholders, as they make decisions concerning extracurricular sport.  Therefore, the question of the study is as follows:

To what extent do extracurricular sports benefit year 7 pupils, focusing in particular on academic achievement, social skills and self-esteem: a systematic literature review.   
Sub questions - 
1. How do sports extracurricular activities affect academic achievement for children in year 7?
1. What role do sports extracurricular activities play in shaping self-esteem and social skills among children in year 7?
1. Consider the barriers and challenges to extracurricular sports activities.

[bookmark: _Toc212292443]Research Aim 
The aim of the research activity is to explore the extent to which extracurricular sport activities benefit year 7 pupils, focusing in particular on academic achievement, social skills and self-esteem, and considering the barriers and challenges to extracurricular sport. This will be done through a systematic literature review.   
[bookmark: _Toc212292444]Research Objectives
1. To systematically explore whether extracurricular sport activities lead to improved academic achievement, self-esteem and social skills by conducting a literature review.
1. To critically evaluate the literature review findings, by comparing the findings of the different research articles reviewed with each other and with other research articles, as well as considering relevant theory. 
1. To discover the barriers and challenges, through conducting a systematic literature review, focusing in particular on underrepresented groups to gain valuable insights.
1. From the literature review, as part of the aim of considering the barriers and challenges, to identify and critically evaluate ways of overcoming barriers and challenges to participation in extracurricular sport. 


2. [bookmark: _Toc212292445]Literature Review
2.1. [bookmark: _Toc212292446]Introduction 
This chapter explains the methodology used to collect and analyse the literature, and discusses the philosophical paradigm of the study.  The findings from the literature review are set out and have been organized into themes based on the research question.
2.1.1. [bookmark: _Toc212292447]Methodology

This section outlines the methodological framework used to carry out the research.  The research method is a systematic literature review.  A literature review is an analysis and summary of research that has already been carried out, which is important because there is an increasing amount of research findings available and reading a literature review avoids the need to read each individual study separately (Aveyard, et al., 2021; Harden & Thomas, 2005).  A strong literature review involves critically evaluating the literature, for example by questioning the assumptions and claims made, comparing the findings of different research work and evaluating their conclusions (Bell, et al., 2024).  This is useful because it means that when considered together, conclusions can be made about a subject based on the best quality research, and therefore is more likely to provide more reliable and relevant results than would be the case for an individual study  (Aveyard, et al., 2021; Harden & Thomas, 2005).  

Systematic Literature Review

Scholars have been concerned that some traditional literature reviews may not accurately reflect the studies and findings in an area, and as a result, the systematic literature review was created (Harden & Thomas, 2005).  A systematic review was chosen for this dissertation to attempt to maximise the reliability and relevance of the findings while at the same time being as objective and neutral as possible and to minimise bias (Wyse, et al., 2017; Cohen, et al., 2018).  The systematic review process will comprise of 9 stages, which are to develop the research question; create the framework; identify the selection criteria; create a search strategy; choose studies based on the selection criteria; code the studies; assess their quality; synthesize the results in order to answer the research project question; and finally report the findings (Zawacki-Richter, et al., 2020).  This rigorous process means that a systematic review can be a similar concept to primary research while at the same time offers a powerful opportunity to carry out a comprehensive review of an area (Harden & Thomas, 2005). 

Search strategy

A search strategy will be followed to identify directly relevant literature and to eliminate the literature that is not relevant (Bell, et al., 2024).  Rules developed as part of a search strategy helps to ensure that the review is systematic, transparent and consistent (Zawacki-Richter, et al., 2020).  A selection criteria, which is a clear inclusion and exclusion criteria to define what can or cannot be included, will be used for searching for research, and the advantage of having a criteria is to minimise bias  (Zawacki-Richter, et al., 2020; Cohen, et al., 2018).  

The inclusion criteria for this research study are peer-reviewed research articles that have been published worldwide in English; those published after 1st July 2005 (20 years); that specifically examines extracurricular activities and includes extracurricular sport; and covers secondary age children. 

The exclusion criteria for this research study are articles not peer-reviewed and not published in English; those published earlier than 1st July 2005; those solely covering primary age children; and those solely examining the effects of physical activity.

To maximise the numbers of relevant articles to this study, the search terms used were extracurricular sport, extra-curricular sport, co-curricular sport, academic achievement, social skills, self-esteem, barriers and challenges (Bell, et al., 2024).  For the purposes of this research project, co-curricular sport has been included as a search term, because it is similar enough to extracurricular sport because both happen outside normal classroom time, however being mindful that co-curricular activities are specifically defined as those that are aligned to the curriculum (Bartkus, et al., 2012).  

Databases

The main databases to be used will be the UWTSD library catalogue, and Google Scholar.  News articles from the BBC or The Guardian or Sky’s dedicated education departments will also be searched as they can be helpful to find current stories, up-to-date information and links to relevant reports (Bell, et al., 2024).  Many scholars suggest that including grey literature such as government reports can help to reduce publication bias, and therefore reports and policy documents from the government and influential relevant associations (online websites) will be included as part of the search for studies (Cohen, et al., 2018; Zawacki-Richter, et al., 2020).  It is important for the search to be comprehensive in order to identify the available research information from the databases (Aveyard, et al., 2021).

Search Results

To ensure the quality and value of the systematic literature review, the preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analysis flow-chart (PRISMA) was followed to report the research work in a clear and transparent way (Page & Moher, 2016).  This means following a thorough process of identification of records, screening, assessing the articles for eligibility, to arrive at the end with studies to be included for the synthesis (Aveyard, et al., 2021).   

The PRISMA flowchart helps the researcher to identify the studies for review through a systematic process.  The first step was to identify the studies from the search, and 714 were found.  The second step was screening which means to assess the relevance of the articles by reference to the inclusion and exclusion criteria and removing duplicates, and 78 were remaining (Aveyard, et al., 2021).  The final step is to include the best quality and most relevant studies, and 18 were remaining.  The PRISMA flowchart can be seen below.


Identification of studies via databases and registers


Records identified from:
Databases, including the UWTSD database and Google Scholar (n = 702)
Website search (n =12 )
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Reports not retrieved: Duplicates;
Those not in English;
Those unavailable (n = 636).
Reports sought for retrieval
(n = 714)





Screening




Reports assessed for eligibility
(n = 78)
Reports excluded due to: Exclusively relating to primary school; 
Covering physical activity generally, not extracurricular specifically. (n = 65)







Studies included in review
(n = 18)


Included



(PRISMA, 2024-2025)


Ethical Considerations

It is important that a researcher understands the ethical considerations when choosing studies for the literature review and only studies that have appropriately considered the ethics are included in the review (British Educational Research Association, 2024).   All articles were reviewed for ethical considerations, all were peer reviewed and from trustworthy sources, and the findings are noted in appendix 2 (Cohen, et al., 2018).  It is also important to consider the perspectives of the researchers and participants of the selected studies, as this may influence the findings of those studies (Zawacki-Richter, et al., 2020).

2.1.2. [bookmark: _Toc212292448]Coding the Studies
The next step is coding which is to put tags, names or labels to parts of the data, usually starting with a description of the data, and this helps the research to identify patterns and compare data between different research projects (Hammond & Wellington, 2021).  The coding will include a summary of the studies, the way the research was carried out so that the researcher can assess its quality and relevance, and also the results of the studies so that the researcher can synthesise the codes to produce the research findings (Zawacki-Richter, et al., 2020).  

The coding can be created through a deductive method where the researcher uses a pre-determined protocol, an inductive method from observations from examining the text in depth, or alternatively a hypothetico-deductive method which is a combination of both, with the deductive approach as a starting point that is adjusted following observation and inductive thought (Buckler & Walliman, 2016).  To ensure the research is as high quality as possible, the researcher should try to minimise any bias of personal judgment when creating codes, by considering how they can justify the codes created, ensuring their reliability and that their meaning is not lost (Hammond & Wellington, 2021).  In this dissertation, a deductive method has been used, which is based on the research questions and this also avoids the risk of bias of personal judgment (Buckler & Walliman, 2016; Hammond & Wellington, 2021).  Where appropriate, this study has followed the suggestion that repeating responses from interviews is a preferred option that does not lose any complex point or meaning from the original text, however arguable this is not strictly speaking a code under the proper meaning of the exercise (Hammond & Wellington, 2021).  

To assess the quality and reliability research articles, it is important to carry out a Critical Appraisal of the articles (Zawacki-Richter, et al., 2020)  This has been done by not only ensuring that all the articles were peer-reviewed, but also by considering the relevance of the articles to the dissertation question; ensuring there were clear and transparent methods in the articles; ensuring that the findings were related to the research questions; and also ensuring that the articles researched non participants as well as participants in extracurricular sport to provide more balanced findings (Aveyard, et al., 2021; Zawacki-Richter, et al., 2020).  One concern from the research articles was that the concluding paragraph in Giordano (2021) relies on the findings of a study by Pinto-Escalona et al., (2021) that found that martial arts led to improved academic achievement, but the article was withdrawn, however it was considered appropriate to keep the article by Giordano (2021) within the systematic review of this dissertation because the article by Pinto-Escalona et al., (2024) was republished in 2024.
2.1.3. [bookmark: _Toc212292449]Philosophical paradigm

It is important to discuss the research paradigm, the philosophical approach taken in this dissertation because it enables the reader to understand the epistemology, ontology and methodology, that is, how the knowledge is obtained, understood and put together (Buckler & Walliman, 2016).  Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) in Cohen et al., (2018) referred to four different philosophical approaches: post-positivism, where cause and effect is measured, through quantitative research, following a top-down (deductive) approach from the research question; constructivism, where the views and opinions of participants are studied and constructed, following a quantitative and bottom-up (inductive) approach; a participatory/transformative approach, where the researcher wishes to bring change to improve life conditions of the participants, and again this would be qualitative research; and finally pragmatism, where the researcher uses the approach that works best to answer the research question, and the method could be qualitative or quantitative, top down or bottom up (Cohen, et al., 2018).   This dissertation is aligned to the positivist paradigm and is a deductive approach, because it involves answering the research question, whether extracurricular sports leads to improved academic achievement, social skills and self-esteem, by exploring observations from the findings in the research articles, and the epistemology is objectivist, which allows for the objective development of greater understanding of the world (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017; Buckler & Walliman, 2016).  However as noted in the conclusion, there are other factors that the research may not have considered, such as family issues or peers and therefore the most appropriate epistemology is post-positivism which challenges the positivist approach by recognising that there is no definitive and absolute truth, and instead the conclusions can only be a likely probability (Eime, et al., 2013; Cohen, et al., 2018).


2.2. [bookmark: _Toc212292450]Literature Review
The findings from the literature review have been arranged into five themes, being academic achievement benefits, social skills benefits, self-esteem benefits, barriers and challenges to participation in extracurricular sport, and overcoming barriers and challenges.  
2.2.1. [bookmark: _Toc212292451]Theme 1: Academic Achievement Benefits

Six of the research articles focused on the academic benefits from extracurricular sport, and  five found that participation in extracurricular sport led to improvements in academic achievement (Sasayama, et al., 2024; Giordano, et al., 2021; Pjanic, et al., 2021; Metsapelto & Pulkkinen, 2012; Metzger, et al., 2009; Beadleston, et al., 2019).  By following an academic test, research carried out by Sasayama et al., (2024) found that pupils who continued attendance in extracurricular sports over the grade 7 to 9 period (12 to 15 years of age)  had higher academic performance in more subjects than those who did not. Although not specifically researched by Sasayama et al., (2024), the authors suggested that the academic benefits could be because of the effects of exercise on the brain that helps with learning and memory due to increased blood flow and new neurons being created; or because of the effects of a sense of belonging or attachment to the school due to school run extracurricular activities.  It should be noted that the researchers in Sasayama et al., (2024) acknowledged a limitation that other factors may have led to their findings, mentioning not only maturity, but also economic indicators or parental background.  Unlike the other research findings, Metsapelto & Pulkkinen (2012), a longitudal study from age 9-10, therefore covering year 7, found that extracurricular sport did not lead to improved academic achievement but a limitation of this research was that it did not consider economic indicators.  The findings from Metzger et al.,  (2009), which examined the issue in more depth, may provide one reason why extracurricular sport may not result in improvements in academic achievement.  Community and sports extracurricular activities can lead to problem behaviours such as suspensions, delinquency and drug use, where there is less adult support and the group is unstructured, because those with a tendency to participate in problem behaviours may be meeting together (Metzger, et al., 2009).  However more organised extracurricular sports did lead to improved academic achievement, as did participation in some extracurricular sport rather than none at all (Metzger, et al., 2009).

Research carried out by Beadleston et al., (2019), Pjanic et al., (2021) and Giordano et al., (2021) were cross-sectional studies examining the connection between extracurricular sport and academic performance in more depth, at the effects for males compared to females and of different types of extracurricular activities.  A finding in two of the research articles was a connection between extracurricular sport and academic achievement particularly for boys, (Pjanic, et al., 2021; Beadleston, et al., 2019).  The research by Beadleston et al., (2019) found that this was because of the exercise element of the extracurricular sport.   Beadleston et al., (2019) found that girls’ academic performance improved as a result of group extracurricular sport but also other group extracurricular activities.  Therefore girls would have better academic performance as a result of extracurricular group sport but because of the group aspect not because of the sport and this would explain why girls tend to perform better academically at this age yet at the same time they tend to reduce their extracurricular sporting activities (Voyer & Voyer, 2014; Women's Sports Foundation, 2015; Sasayama, et al., 2024). However in critically examining these findings, a limitation of the research was that a national dataset was used and therefore the researchers did not have certainty about group membership categories (Beadleston, et al., 2019). 

Research by Giordano et al., (2021) considered the effects of different types of sport, and found that martial arts extracurricular sports activities had a particular beneficial effect on academic achievement.  It was suggested that this was because of the high cognitive engagement needed in martial arts, such as the need to think of goal directed behaviours to deal with changing movements and situations, known as open-skills in sport (Giordano, et al., 2021).  The findings are weakened somewhat because the conclusion in Giordano (2021) relies on the findings of a similar study that found that martial arts led to improved academic achievement, which was a retracted article, but was republished in 2024 (Pinto-Escalona, et al., 2024).  When considering the effect of the amount of weekly extracurricular activities, the research by Beadleston et al., (2019) found that academic performance improved according to increased numbers of extracurricular activities, however there was a ceiling to this and if the pupils did too many extracurricular activities, there would no longer be improvements in academic achievement.  

An important factor that affects a pupil’s academic achievement is their school attendance, because research has found that regular attendance has a clear impact on a pupil’s academic performance and learning and this is especially relevant because high school absence rates are a particular problem in Wales (Welsh Government, 2023; Estyn, 2014; Estyn, 2024).  Research by Van Der Merwe (2014) and Bryant et al., (2015) found that participation in extracurricular activities helped the pupils to continue to attend, re-engage and persevere with school because it created a sense of belonging and attachment to the school. Findings that participation in extracurricular sport helps disengaged pupils to re-engage with school are consistent with other research (Sandford, et al., 2008).  The school absence rates are particularly high in Wales for low income families (Estyn, 2024), and the context of the findings of the research by Van Der Merwe (2014) are particularly relevant because it studied pupils from a low economic income background and at risk of being school dropouts, and therefore this sense of belonging and attachment from extracurricular activities was especially important to prevent this.  It was believed that any form of extracurricular activities, even if limited, could have a positive effect on the pupils, however this was a challenge because of lack of funds and a need to focus on teaching, and a head said that ‘Sports would have kept learners around, but the congested school curriculum does not allow more emphasis on sports.’ (Van Der Merwe, 2014, p. 206).  Additionally, the findings of academic achievement benefits from extracurricular sport from the study in Metzger et al., (2009)  are particularly relevant because more than 75% of the students in the study were from low income families. However it is important to consider the findings from Metzger et al., (2009) that the extracurricular sport needs to be organised and adult led to help prevent pupils from gathering together at the activities and participate in problem behaviour.  

2.2.2. [bookmark: _Toc212292452]Theme 2: Social Skills benefits

[bookmark: _Hlk211790794]Four of the research articles examined social benefits from participating in extracurricular sport (Waldron, 2007; Bella, 2019; Metsapelto & Pulkkinen, 2012; Gholap & Nelson, 2025).  A 10 week program called girls on track (GOT) for sixth grade girls that combined a wellbeing discussion and group training for a 5k run led to an improvement in their social skills, for example they learned more about social etiquette, and some appreciated the importance of social acceptance of the diversity of different people, and a participant said ‘I think it is easier to make friends when I look at them for who they really are instead of the clothes they wear or their hairstyle’ (Waldron, 2007, p. 524).  There was no change in close friendships but it is believed that this was as a result of the program only being a 10-week duration which was too short to create such friendships (Waldron, 2007).  Another skill that they developed in the GOT program was the social skill of mutual support – they were provided with support and encouragement from the coaches and the pupils would provide this support to each other, a participant said ‘like the girl who was in front of me for the 5k, like maybe every, like 5 minutes she would turn around and go ‘way to go Nicole, you can do it’ and I would say it like back to her.’ (Waldron, 2007, p. 527). A limitation of the study was that it was a short-term small-scale project of only 34 participants, however a strength is that it included two research methods, the qualitative interviews and quantitative questionnaires which provides a fuller more complete understanding (Cohen, et al., 2018).  

When considering pupils with additional learning needs, group aquatic activities with children with ASD found that the aquatic activities had a positive effect on their social skills  (Bella, 2019).  The study was a literature review, covering the age group 5-17 with a mean age of 12.5 (Bella, 2019).  The findings were interpreted through the theory of mind, also known as mentalising skills, which is the skill of understanding one’s own behaviours and emotions as well as predicting the responses of others, which is important for developing social skills (Andreou, et al., 2020).  It was found that the children learned to cooperate with others; they showed empathy; and there was increased social interactions and friendships, and interactions with children that they may have never met before (Bella, 2019). It seems that it was specifically fun aquatic group activities run by instructors with training in adapted no-pressure aquatic activities for children with ASD that provided the environment that led to the positive social skills outcomes, as opposed to general swimming lessons (Bella, 2019).  In her analysis of the findings of her research, Bella (2019) refers to Bourdieu’s theory, who with Wacquant stated that 
‘A network, or configuration, of objective relations between positions, objectively defined, in their existence and in the determination they impose upon their occupants, agents of institutions, by their present and potential situation (situs) in the structure of the distribution of species of power (or capital) whose possession commands access to the specific profits that are at stake in the field’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 97).  

That is, the combination of the field of the swimming pool, and the social capital interactions with the instructor and peers (Bella, 2019).  In the research, the instructors adapted the environment from normal swimming lessons to fun non-pressurised activities, and in critically analysing this, the need to adapt to be inclusive is an important element that the instructor needs to fully understand in order for the ASD pupils to gain benefits from the activities (Lamb, et al., 2016).  

The field and social capital in Bella (2019) could be described as a high-quality extracurricular activity, because of the specialism of the staff and the carefully thought out activities.  A longitudal research of sixth and then ninth grade school children has similarly found that high quality extracurricular activities can lead to increases in social skills, and there were further improvements in those who already had good social skills (Gholap & Nelson, 2025).  These findings are particularly relevant to this study because 66% of the pupils participated in extracurricular sport at sixth grade, and 74% participated at ninth grade (Gholap & Nelson, 2025).  It was suggested that high quality extracurricular activities provide pupils with the opportunities to socialise with different social groups than they do during their school day (Gholap & Nelson, 2025).  Also, although social skills were not the focus of the research in Bryant et al., (2015), it was found that the extracurricular sport 5x60 program was a good environment for developing social skills, and learn social skills from leaders who were similar to role models or mentors to them. For example, it gave pupils opportunities to chat with each other or with the leaders, also learning a new sport activity led to opportunities for increased social interaction within the family (Bryant, et al., 2015).

In contrast with the other findings, the longitudal study by Metsapelto & Pulkkinen (2012) found that extracurricular sports did not lead to improved social skills, however other extracurricular activities such as music did lead to improvements.  It was suggested that the reason for this is because sometimes children can feel overwhelmed and unable to deal with the feelings of excitement and disappointment associated with competitive sport (Metsapelto & Pulkkinen, 2012).


2.2.3. [bookmark: _Toc212292453]Theme 3: Self-esteem benefits 

Three of the articles examined the effects of extracurricular sport on self-esteem and there were self-esteem benefits found in all three (Waldron, 2007; Binsinger, et al., 2006; Equinet, et al., 2025).  Bisinger et al., (2006) was a study of pupils who had just started secondary school and is therefore relevant as it is the same age and life circumstances as year 7 pupils.  When critically analysing these findings, Bisinger et al., (2006) considered whether this was because pupils who have higher self-esteem would tend to take part in extracurricular activities, but a further important point is that research has also found that extracurricular activities can lead to higher self-esteem because of other factors such as the development of better social skills, emotional development and increasing awareness of peers (Binsinger, et al., 2006; Dworkin, et al., 2003).  

Research by Equinet et al., (2025) studied the effect of different types of sport on self-esteem.  It was found that pupils who participated in team sport (e.g. football, basketball, rugby) at age 10 had higher self-esteem than those who played individual sport (e.g. running, horse riding, swimming) ( Equinet, et al., 2025).  Also, Equinet et al., (2025) found that pupils who participated in non-esthetic sport (e.g. martial arts, rugby) had higher self-esteem than those who participated in esthetic sport (e.g. gymnastics, ice skating, ballet, and dancing) and those participating in esthetic sports had slightly lower self-perception of their physical appearance than those participating in non-esthetic sports.  Further, the findings from the 10 week GOT program in terms of self-worth was that all those interviewed felt there had been a positive change and this seems to be because of their accomplishment in running the 5k, and a participant said ‘I think it made me feel better to say I accomplished something, like I had run a whole 5k.  So it made me pretty happy that I did that’ (Waldron, 2007, p. 526).  However there was no change to self-worth found in the questionnaires and it was suggested that this was perhaps because the pupils came into the program already with high self-worth or alternatively because this is an age where self-worth reduces, the fact that it was maintained could of itself be seen as a positive result (Waldron, 2007).  

Research by Equinet et al., (2025), found a connection between levels of weekly extracurricular sport, and self-esteem.  More hours of sport participation at age 10 led to higher self-esteem at 13 years old ( Equinet, et al., 2025). Equinet et al., (2025) critically evaluated these findings, by considering whether the higher self-esteem was because children with better self-esteem are just more likely to play sports, however they considered that the connection between sport and self-esteem was strong even after taking into account any pre-existing levels of high self-esteem.  In evaluating this study, given it was a longitudal study, it would have been  beneficial to find out self-esteem levels at age 10 and also whether the pupils were still participating in the same types of sports and same hourly participation at age 13, as this would have provided additional more precise data, because the researcher would have had a baseline self-esteem level at age 10 and also an idea of the effect of sustained sport participation ( Equinet, et al., 2025).  When considering the effect of extracurricular sport on self-esteem over a period of 3 years, it was found that the extracurricular sport did not protect the pupils from lowering self-esteem or increasing anxiety levels, except that the decrease in self-esteem in pupils who did extracurricular sport activities was lower, and further, it was less dramatic in girls than in boys (Binsinger, et al., 2006).  It was suggested that this might be because the girls’ activities were more social and enjoyable, and the boys’ activities were more competitive and focused on performance (Binsinger, et al., 2006).  

Other research not specifically focused on self-esteem also found that extracurricular sport led to an increase in self-esteem, for example where some pupils struggled with curricular work, their self-esteem was built by their strength and giftedness in the extracurricular activities, a participant noted that “if a learner cannot concentrate in class, you may find that the same learner is a champion on the soccer pitch” (Van Der Merwe, 2014, p. 205).  Also, a young adult female dance coach who provided opportunities for the girls to perform in dance festivals, increased the girls self-esteem (Bryant, et al., 2015).  





	


2.2.4. [bookmark: _Toc212292454]Theme 4: Barriers and Challenges 

[bookmark: _Hlk211792063]The barriers and challenges identified from the literature review related to financial resources, the physical environment, staffing and time, and the non-participation or low participation of some pupils in extracurricular sport, for example non-sporty pupils, girls, ethnic minority groups, and those from low income families (Gholap & Nelson, 2025; Rainer, et al., 2015).  

There were financial challenges and barriers, relating to the schools’ financial resources and cost to parents/carers.   It was found that financial constraints meant that the range of choices of extracurricular activities was limited and therefore schools were unable to offer expensive sport such as cricket or trampolining due to the cost of equipment and instead offered cheaper and more traditional sports such as athletics, netball and soccer (Van Der Merwe, 2014; Rainer, et al., 2015).  However the challenge with that was that this did not interest a number of the pupils, and a way to overcome this was to ask for contributions from parents but this was a barrier for those unable to afford to pay (Rainer, et al., 2015).  Gholap & Nelson (2025) found that children who participate in extracurricular activities normally come from families with higher income, with both parents at home.  Similar to this, research carried out among Mexican origin parents in South West America found that the cost of activities was problematic and sometimes meant the pupils was unable to participate, especially where there were multiple children or activities where the parents would need to purchase equipment e.g. a uniform (Carranza & Simpkins, 2023). 

Research carried out in low-income areas where the schools also had limited resources, found that they had limited funds for extracurricular activities and facilities for those activities because the funds had to be prioritised to teaching and academic achievement, but at the same time they appreciated that extracurricular activities helped with pupil retention and development (Van Der Merwe, 2014).  A head said that “Our hands are tied, we are independent, but poor, without any subsidy from the Department we have to use the resources we collect from learners’ fees wisely because we deal with the first goal of paying teachers and buying text books to achieve a desired pass rate for matric” (Van Der Merwe, 2014, p. 205).

One significant barrier was a lack of availability of facilities to hold the extracurricular sport activities, often due to financial constraints (Van Der Merwe, 2014; Rainer, et al., 2015).  A more in-depth analysis of this issue in the 5x60 program suggested that this was made worse because of a lack of cooperation in sharing facilities between the 5x60 coaches and PE staff who may have felt that the program was imposed on them where often they were already running extracurricular sport activities (Rainer, et al., 2015). 

There were challenges regarding the teaching quality of the extracurricular activities.  In the study by Rainer et al., (2015), it was found that many of the coaches who led the extracurricular activities followed a traditional teaching method that was structured, disciplined and authoritarian, with a tendency to hold competitive team sport despite the purpose of the 5x60 initiative having a participation philosophy.  The research suggested that this traditional approach of teaching and one size fits all types of activities was not attractive to the pupils, and seen as dull and that they preferred adult-like activities where there were opportunities to try new and different sport activities (Rainer, et al., 2015). It was mentioned that the pupils “think it is going to be strenuous exercise, similar to PE, boring and structured and not an opportunity to try new lifestyle sports and activities.” (Rainer, et al., 2015, p. 250).  

A challenge identified in three of the studies related to the logistical difficulties of transporting children to and from their extracurricular activities, and this was an issue in both rural and urban settings (Carranza & Simpkins, 2023; Deng, et al., 2024; Rainer, et al., 2015).  Research by Carranza & Simpkins (2023) found a further challenge, which was the time that the extracurricular activities were taking - taking the child to and from extracurricular activities could be time consuming, and also the timing could be inconvenient, for example, it may interfere with parents’ work, family dinner time, or with going to church, and it would be even harder with multiple children.  

For non-participants, reasons for not participating included a lack of interest in sports generally; a lack of interest in the sports offered; being unable to do the sport; issues with the class community; homesickness; no permission from parents (Kreinbucher-Bekerle & Mikosch, 2023).  Girls participation in extracurricular sport was found to be lower than boys, and this was especially true for the year 7 age group (Armstrong, et al., 2000; Sasayama, et al., 2024; Metzger, et al., 2009; Beadleston, et al., 2019). When considering ethnic minority groups, research found that parents who were more connected to the Mexican ethnic culture in the North West United States were concerned about ensuring that the extracurricular activities aligned with the culture, for example they appreciated an element of an extracurricular activity being led in the Spanish language.  They would be more likely to not allow their child to participate if the activities were not aligned with the culture and the stronger the cultural connection, the more likely the parents were to feel this way (Carranza & Simpkins, 2023).  

Despite one of the aims of the 5x60 program in Wales being to try to increase the participation of under-represented groups, this was a challenge that was sometimes difficult to overcome because some of the leaders did not have the inclusive pedagogical training needed to encourage under-represented groups to attend (Rainer, et al., 2015).  Also the need to meet targets was a challenge because this meant the leaders ended up having to focus on strategies that maximised numbers attending such as a one size fits all approach that they knew would be popular. One coach said 
 “I would welcome the opportunity to work with small groups and specifically increase participation within nonactive, obese and disengaged children, but I have tried and they don’t attend. I often feel my hands are tied because I have to produce monthly reports that demonstrate lots of participants”. (Rainer, et al., 2015, p. 247).


Barriers and challenges experienced by pupils with additional learning needs and physical disabilities (E.g. visual), were that extracurricular activities were often focused on school competitions for the more able students, which excludes those who do not meet the required skill (Haycock & Smith, 2011; Deng, et al., 2024).  It was felt that the reason for this focus on school competitions was because of pressure on teachers to produce strong sports teams and success at sports competitions to market and promote the school to future parents and pupils (Haycock & Smith, 2011).  It would therefore appear that the situation remains largely unchanged since it was reported in 1997 that often it is ‘the performances in extra-curricular competitions of individuals and school teams that are the criteria by which a PE department, the teachers within it and the quality of ‘‘PE’’ are judged both within and outside schools’ (Penney & Harris, 1997, p. 48).  As a result, there are limited opportunities for pupils with additional learning needs and disabilities to participate in extracurricular sport (Deng, et al., 2024).  There were barriers relating to a lack of funding to cover costs such as adapted equipment and trained PE teachers with specialism in additional learning needs, which could make it more difficult for the pupils to participate in extracurricular sport (Deng, et al., 2024). The social environment was also found to be a problem, where the pupils were sometimes not accepted by their peers and were being bullied, teased or being left out (Deng, et al., 2024).






2.2.5. [bookmark: _Toc212292455]Theme 5: Overcoming barriers and challenges

Having identified the barriers and challenges, it is important to consider ways of overcoming them.  An important factor is that extracurricular activities are usually voluntary and therefore it is necessary to understand what motivates a pupil to attend, or not attend, in order to overcome any barriers and challenges.   It is important to ensure that the voice of the pupils is heard and listened to, and this was emphasised in research carried out by the Welsh Government which found that it was ‘vital to listen to the pupils’ voice to improve engagement and enjoyment of physical activity in school’ (National Assembly for Wales, 2019, p. 54).  This led to a recommendation that all secondary schools should consult with pupils to hear their views about the physical activities to be offered to them (National Assembly for Wales, 2019).  The study in Bryant et al., (2015)  intentionally researched groups who were indifferent or not engaged in extracurricular sport and it was found that the 5x60 program leaders had managed to help these groups of pupils to engage with extracurricular sport.  It was believed that this was because the officers were more of a mentor than an authority figure like a teacher or coach, and they focused on getting to know the pupils voices by developing successful relationships with them, as well as listening to their stories and understanding what activities would fit into their schedules and be appealing to them (Bryant, et al., 2015).  For example a pupil wanted to be involved in traditional PE teams but was not good enough for the team, joined the 5x60 program fencing activities and was so successful in this that he represented Wales in the sport (Bryant, et al., 2015). Another example was of a pupil with Asperger’s syndrome who was physically inactive was motivated by the 5x60 officer’s encouragement to successfully become more physically active by joining touch rugby activities (Bryant, et al., 2015).  The 5x60 leaders were not always successful in hearing the voices of the pupils, for example time constraints caused by a need to meet targets of participants made it difficult and therefore it is suggested that extracurricular leaders should be given more time to consult with pupils as recommended by the Welsh Government (National Assembly for Wales, 2019; Rainer, et al., 2015).  

Another way of hearing pupils voices is through feedback at the end of extracurricular activities and research by Kreinbucher-Bekerle & Mikosch (2023) explored feedback opportunities for pupils.  It was found that pupils are keen to give their views and ideas, however they are often not asked and also may not feel that their views are considered in a meaningful way (Kreinbucher-Bekerle & Mikosch, 2023).  The research found that more than half of the pupils (57.1%) were not asked for feedback after their extracurricular activity (Kreinbucher-Bekerle & Mikosch, 2023).  A majority of the students (81.4%) said they would like to give feedback and share ideas following a school trip, in the hope that this would enable staff to be more informed about what the pupils enjoyed for future activities, however there was an assumption by some that the feedback may be ignored (Kreinbucher-Bekerle & Mikosch, 2023).  It is suggested therefore that feedback is always obtained, and considered in a meaningful way.

The factors that motivated the pupils to attend extracurricular sport, included the fact that it was a change from the normal school routine; a welcome change from the stressful everyday classroom setting; improving friendships; improving the class community; being outside school with the class; relaxing; and having fun together (Kreinbucher-Bekerle & Mikosch, 2023).   Research found that the wide choice of activities that were new and different from usual PE lessons attracted the pupils, for example girls enjoyed being able to play touch rugby and one pupil especially enjoyed gorge walking, saying that ‘doing it definitely gave me an adrenaline rush and more confidence in myself and with water’ (Bryant, et al., 2015, p. 50).  Pupils expressed that they disliked activities that were too strenuous or competitive sport, and strict rules like mobile phone bans (Kreinbucher-Bekerle & Mikosch, 2023).  Activities that successfully motivated pupils to attend were those that would appeal to the pupils lifestyles and culture, by introducing dance for girls who were image conscious and enjoyed the dance music, and fencing for boys who found it historically interesting and had watched it during the Olympics which especially appealed to those who did no other physical activity (Bryant, et al., 2015).  Some of the girls in the 5k running GOT program enjoyed it so much that they were keen to continue extracurricular sport after the end of the program, which shows the importance of investing time in good quality extracurricular sport programs that pupils will enjoy (Waldron, 2007).  Sometimes it was the social relationship that were the motivating factor, for example the relationship with the leader as mentor was what motivated the pupils to attend the extracurricular activities (Bryant, et al., 2015; Rainer, et al., 2015).  Similarly, it is interesting to note that during the covid-19 pandemic, the pupils felt frustrated that the usual activities were not taking place and said a joint activity online would have been nice, which shows that the students valued the social benefits and sense of community that the extracurricular activities provides, and less than a quarter of the students’ motivation for participation was the sporting activity itself (Kreinbucher-Bekerle & Mikosch, 2023).   It is therefore suggested that schools should be open to offering extracurricular sports based on these findings, should this be found to be the pupils’ voice and preferences.

When considering the parents’ perspectives, being relevant and sensitive to culture is also an important factor that motivates parents to be more willing to allow their children to participate in extracurricular sport (Carranza & Simpkins, 2023).  Where positive feedback was provided in relation to this point, the participants felt that the activities were in line with the Mexican cultural values of familism, which is to value the family unit and family connections, and respeto, which is respect for parents and elders (Carranza & Simpkins, 2023).  To illustrate this point, the research found that the parents believed that as a result of the extracurricular activities,  the pupils were more likely to take more responsibility at home and have stronger social skills, they were ‘“calmer” and “easier to communicate with.” (Carranza & Simpkins, 2023, p. 16).  In addition, attending sporting events with their children e.g. race track, was an opportunity for familism, because they all went together and enjoyed the event, and discussed it afterwards together as a connected family unit (Carranza & Simpkins, 2023).  It is therefore important to consider any cultural preferences when planning extracurricular sports.

It was suggested by Kreinbucher-Bekerle & Mikosch (2023) that student participation in co-creating the design of extracurricular sporting activities might motivate them to increase their participation in the events.  A pupil commented that  “I think the students should really be allowed to have more of a say, and if we were asked, we would certainly get more involved.” (Kreinbucher-Bekerle & Mikosch, 2023, p. 8).  This was also suggested by Bryant et al., (2015) where it was found that the pupils enjoyed the freedom of choice of activities, and felt that pupils’ participation as co-creators of extracurricular activities could be key to their success. It was suggested that better information about the benefits of extracurricular sport and physical activities generally may also motivate increased participation, especially of those who are less physically active (Kreinbucher-Bekerle & Mikosch, 2023).  In critically evaluating these suggestions, it needs to be noted that these were suggestions and not specifically researched, however they are matters perhaps worthy of further investigation.  

In terms of overcoming barriers and challenges for pupils with additional learning needs to attend extracurricular sports, the successful strategies have been those where the additional learning needs department has been given access to the school gym so that the pupils could avoid extracurricular activities involving sports competitions, and instead was provided with individual activities such as trampolining (Deng, et al., 2024; Haycock & Smith, 2011).  As noted in the research by Haycock & Smith (2011), there are conflicting priorities between marketing the school as having a successful sporting team, and providing inclusive extracurricular activities to those who are not the most able at sport.  It is suggested that to prevent competitive sport from dominating the activities and instead to promote inclusive attitudes for pupils and provide more opportunities to those with additional needs, that the school seriously considers the duty of additional learning needs coordinators to ‘promote a pupils or student’s inclusion in the school … and access to that school … curriculum, facilities and extracurricular activities’ (Welsh Government, 2021, p. 73).  Giving higher priority to pupils with additional needs would also mean providing more funding for adapted equipment and trained staff (Deng, et al., 2024).  The positive effects of trained instructors was seen in the research by Bella (2019), where a successful fun aquatic program was led by trained instructors, especially adapted to meet the needs of and be inclusive for children with ASD and this enabled them to enjoy activities in the water, socialise with peers and develop social skills (Bella, 2019).To overcome the social barrier there would need to be better acceptance of the pupils by their peers, by encouraging the mainstream peers to be more supportive and understanding (Deng, et al., 2024).










[bookmark: _Toc212292456]3. Discussion
[bookmark: _Hlk211778955]The literature review summarises findings on the benefits of academic achievement, social skills and self-esteem from extracurricular sport, as well as identifying barriers and challenges and finding ways of overcoming them.  When evaluating the benefits, challenges and barriers, it is important to consider the effects of many different factors on pupils attitudes and behaviours, summarised as ‘individual (which includes personal-psychological and family issues), local (which includes peers, neighbourhood, cultural and community issues) and societal (which includes structural socio-economic, demographic and political issues)’ (Bryant, et al., 2015, p. 51).

Almost all the research studies found an improvement in academic achievement as a result of extracurricular sport (Sasayama, et al., 2024; Giordano, et al., 2021; Pjanic, et al., 2021; Metsapelto & Pulkkinen, 2012; Metzger, et al., 2009; Beadleston, et al., 2019).  Two of the studies were longitudal, and in critically analysing these findings, a longitudal study should increase the reliability because it covers a longer period (Denscombe, 2014; Sasayama, et al., 2024; Metzger, et al., 2009).  However, the academic abilities of pupils usually naturally develops as they become older, and this can be seen from the findings by Giordano et al., (2021) where that pupils executive function, which relates to their cognitive abilities such as working memory, improved in the age group 12-15 as compared to the age group 7-11, which is consistent with other research on the development of a child (Boelema & Harakeh, 2014).  It is therefore difficult to say with certainty that the improvement was caused by extracurricular sport because it could be as a result of brain development with age.  The research by Giordano et al., (2021), Beadleston et al., (2019) and Pjanic et al., (2021) help to increase the reliability of the findings through triangulation, because they found extracurricular sport leads to an improvement in academic achievement through a different research method which was cross-sectional studies, comparing the effects of extracurricular sport with other extracurricular activities and none (Denscombe, 2014).  

The findings of this dissertation that academic achievement improves with increased extracurricular activities are consistent with other studies, but not consistent with the zero-sum model (Aumetre & Poulin, 2018; Camp, 1990; Seow & Pan, 2014). The zero-sum model proposes that a pupil’s available time for extracurricular sport and academic work are in conflict with each other and therefore participation in extracurricular sport would result in decreased academic achievement (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  James Coleman (1961) who created the theory found from research that pupils cared more about looking good and being an athlete, than about academic achievement, and it seems that his approach was to prevent those with lower academic results from participating in extracurricular activities to try to change the cultural norms and encourage interest in academic work (Coleman, 2006; Seow & Pan, 2014).  Possibly, the zero-sum model may have led pupils to become disengaged with school if they were prevented from taking part in activities that they enjoyed.  

However, while research has found an improvement to academic achievement as a result of participation in extracurricular sport, the research also found that if a pupil spent too many hours on extracurricular sport, there would no longer be improvements to academic achievement (Beadleston, et al., 2019).  These findings are consistent with the threshold model, which is that academic achievement improves as a pupil participates in extracurricular activities, however excessive regular participation in extracurricular activities results in less or zero improvements to academic achievement (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  It is believed that an explanation for this is the cognitive load theory, which is that academic achievement will cease to improve if the pupils is overloaded with learning new skills and tasks (Sweller, 1988).

A finding from two of the research articles was that girls’ academic performance improved as a result of extracurricular group activities, including extracurricular group sport activities, which suggests that it is the group setting of the activities and not the sport activities that leads to the improvements (Sasayama, et al., 2024; Beadleston, et al., 2019).  This academic improvement for girls could be explained by the social ecological theory which is that involvement in extracurricular activities can lead to improved social emotional security, improved school connectedness, better social emotional security and stronger adult and student support, which can lead to a better sense of belonging to school and school life (Martinez, et al., 2016).   

A theme identified from some of the articles was that extracurricular activities created a sense of belonging and attachment to the school (Van Der Merwe, 2014; Bryant, et al., 2015).  Of course, the sense of belonging and school attachment will only be relevant if there is a school connection, either located on the school site or organised by the school  (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  This sense of belonging and school connectedness can be explained by reference to the self-categorisation theory, where people define themselves in terms of a shared social identity, such as a group of pupils together participating in a school based extracurricular sports activity (Reynolds, et al., 2017).   

Another theory that could explain the sense of belonging is the identification/commitment model, which is that extracurricular activities could enhance a sense of identity, commitment and belonging to a school which in turn could lead to better engagement in the pupil’s academic work, and therefore could result in higher grades (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  Based on this model, Finn (1989) suggests that it is more likely that a pupil will continue to be committed to attend school without dropping out, and that the likelihood increases with increased involvement in school related activities.  Finn (1989) refers to identification with school as a psychological condition, and that ‘identification with school, comprising both a sense of belongingness and valuing school-related outcomes, develops gradually.  It predisposes the youngster to continue to participate, even if the outcomes are not always evaluated positively.  Nonidentification predisposes the individual not to continue to participate in school-related activities, leading to less successful outcomes and to emotional and physical withdrawal.’ (Finn, 1989, p. 133).  This suggests therefore that long term participation in multiple extracurricular activities can help prevent school dropout.  

The findings of a sense of belonging and school attachment from extracurricular sport could potentially be helpful for teachers and policy makers.  The Centre for Social Justice (2023) suggest that the social connections and sense of belonging from extracurricular sport can improve school attendance.  Recent news headlines also suggests that a way to reverse school absences is through engaging pupils in sport, stating ‘School absences: Boost sport to get pupils back in class – report’ (BBC, 2024); ‘Surge in extra-curricular sport at top 5 school could lead to fall in absenteeism’ (West Wales Newsdesk, 2024).  Therefore, the sense of belonging and school attachment could be used as a strategy to help reduce school absences and dropouts.  The persistent absences at year 11 for 2023/24 in Wales was 45.2%, and this compares with a lower percentage for year 7 pupils, of 28.2%, which means that year 7 is a key time to bring a strategy to try to reduce the absence rates (Welsh Government, 2024).  Additionally, those who are eligible for free school meals and therefore from low-income households was 61.4% in 2023/24, more than twice the percentage for those not eligible (Welsh Government, 2024).  As was found from the research, pupils in socially deprived areas tend to be at a higher risk of dropping out of school, and therefore the benefit of school connectedness and belonging would have a greater effect on these pupils to help them stay at school instead of dropping out, and this would in turn help to reduce the social inequality gap (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002; Van Der Merwe, 2014).  There findings can be explained by the Social Inequality Gap Reduction Model which theorises that the identification/commitment benefits of the extracurricular activities would have a greater effect on pupils who are socioeconomically disadvantaged, as they would otherwise be more likely to be school dropouts (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  This is also on the basis that socioeconomically advantaged pupils are less likely to drop out of school and therefore the sense of belonging created by the extracurricular activities would have less effect on them and therefore it is argued that extracurricular activities can help to reduce the social inequality gap (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  

[bookmark: _Hlk208155386]The studies that examined social skills found that there were benefits from extracurricular sport in most cases, and in the article where there were no benefits from extracurricular sport, there were social skills benefits from other extracurricular activities (Waldron, 2007; Bella, 2019; Metsapelto & Pulkkinen, 2012; Gholap & Nelson, 2025).  It is suggested that the social skills benefits arise because extracurricular sports are a good environment to develop social skills because of the opportunities for social interactions with peers and leaders (Kreinbucher-Bekerle & Mikosch, 2023; Bryant, et al., 2015).  In critically evaluating these findings, it is useful to consider the concept of social capital, which has been considered by Pierre Bourdieu, James Coleman and more recently Roberts Putnam, and evaluated by Bailey (2005).  Bourdieu refers to a relationship between culture and social reproduction, based on cultural, linguistic, educational and social capital; Coleman’s view is that social capital is a set of resources from families and community organisations that help develop a child’s cognitive abilities or social skills; and Putnam sees social capital as being social networks, and social capital is developed through shared social activities, and his view is that the higher the social capital, the lower the undesirable outcomes such as unemployment, crime or bad health (Bailey, 2005).  Bailey’s (2005) opinion is that participating in sport can help to develop social capital, because of the social aspects of connection with others socially and making new friends and developing new social networks.  

There were three articles in this study focused on the effects of extracurricular sport on self-esteem, with higher self-esteem benefits from team, non-esthetic sports and where there was sporting achievement (Waldron, 2007; Binsinger, et al., 2006; Equinet, et al., 2025).  The concept of self-esteem is complicated and difficult to measure because it is an idea that has different meaning to different people (Robson, 1988).  However, attempts have been made to define self-esteem, it has been defined as ‘how one evaluates one’s inner self’ (Harter, 2000, p. 133).  It has also been defined by Rosenberg (cited in Bisinger, et al., (2006)) as how someone sees and values themselves, and self-esteem can be positive or negative.  It has been argued that Rosenberg’s (cited in Bisinger, et al., (2006)) definition is a global view and does not reflect the clinical view of psychiatrists, and instead it has been defined as ‘The sense of contentment and self-acceptance that stems from a person's appraisal of his own worth, significance, attractiveness, competence, and ability to satisfy his aspirations’ (Robson, 1988, p. 13).  It is helpful to consider the work of Harter (2000) to analyse the findings, who identifies five areas which children aged 8-12 base their self-esteem, which are school achievement, athletic achievement, likeability by peers, physical appearance and their behaviour conduct.  It was suggested that the reason for the higher self-esteem findings due to team sport was because of the social environment where the participants receive support from team mates, they may feel a sense of belonging to the team, whereas those in individual sports may have lower self-esteem because of the absence of social interactions and team sport and they may feel pressure or loneliness ( Equinet, et al., 2025). That is, it would be probable that the pupils based their self-esteem on likeability by peers, one of the five areas leading to self-esteem, identified by Harter (2000). Higher self-esteem due to successes and achievements at extracurricular sport can be explained by Harter (2000) that athletic achievement leads to higher self-esteem.  Equally, the lower self-esteem in boys which was suggested to be because of lack of success in competition and performance based sports, could be explained by Harter (2000) that lower athletic achievement leads to lower self-esteem, that is, their self-esteem is defined by their athletic ability.  The results that lower self-esteem from esthetic extracurriculat sport may be explained because there can be a focus on physical appearance in esthetic sport, because being lean may be encouraged in these sports and there may be teasing or fear of teasing about physical appearance and weight, and Harter (2000) referred to physical appearance as one of the areas on which pupils base their self-esteem ( Equinet, et al., 2025). This may cause the person to feel down about their looks, they may believe they need to lose weight and end up with unhealthy eating problems, or develop a problem of self-objectification which is when they constantly think about their outward appearance ( Equinet, et al., 2025). There is evidence to support this suggested explanation in other research which found that girls tended to be teased more than boys and that aesthetic type sports tended to relate to self-objectification, body image issues and eating disorders for both girls and boys (Slater & Tiggermann, 2011).  

While extracurricular sport participation did not prevent self-esteem levels from reducing, the reduction was less than for those who did no extracurricular sport, and this finding can be explained by research that has found that external factors such as extracurricular sport activities can improve self-esteem in those suffering from depression or anxiety (Binsinger, et al., 2006; Robson, 1988; Holland & Andre, 1987; Ekeland, et al., 2005).

A theory that may explain improvements in self-esteem is the Model of Competence Motivation, which is where an individual e.g. the coach or a peer, provides positive encouragement and the pupil believes they can accomplish more, have higher self-esteem and self-belief and then perform better as a result (Harter, 2000).  This positive encouragement could even come as a result of the improved social skills from the extracurricular activities, as found in Waldron (2007).

Taken together, social skills and self-esteem are important benefits of extracurricular sports when considering the developmental model, which is where the educators have a focus on the development of the whole child, which helps the child to be more socially developed and mature (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002; Seow & Pan, 2014).  If the focus is on academic achievement alone, these social skills and self-esteem benefits will be seen as unimportant (Holland & Andre, 1987).  It is important to note that the Curriculum for Wales emphasises the importance of social skills, and self-esteem and therefore appears to be aligned to the developmental model (Welsh Government, 2022; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  Social skills development can be seen from two of the four purposes, which is that pupils will be supported to become healthy and confident and develop empathy, form positive relationships as well as becoming ethically informed citizens who respect the rights and needs of others (Welsh Government, 2022).  The importance of self-esteem is clear as well in two of the four purposes, which is to develop pupils to become ambitious, capable and set themselves high standards, as well as to be healthy, confident and build their mental and emotional well-being by developing confidence, resilience and empathy’, and ‘having the confidence to participate in performance’ (Welsh Government, 2022).    Social skills and self-esteem development are also key elements of the Area of Learning and experience of Health and Well-being, relating to processing and responding to experiences and developing empathy; learning how to interact socially and understanding social norms and cultural values; and the effects of healthy relationships to well-being, learning about being connected socially and a sense of belonging, as well as how to create and maintain relationships (Welsh Government, 2022). 

Many barriers and challenges to extracurricular sport were identified.  The research found that the type of sport offered could be a barrier, because pupils tended to prefer a choice of activities that are new and different from traditional sports, for example sports seen on television or adult-like activities (Bryant, et al., 2015; Rainer, et al., 2015).  Research has found that activity choice is important to young people, and in particular, teenagers tend to prefer informal more adult oriented activities that can be done among friend groups over the traditional games type activities, for example weight training or aerobics (Smith, et al., 2009)  One barrier in particular was that some leaders of extracurricular activities followed traditional structured, disciplined and authoritarian teaching method, which did not appeal to pupils, who preferred leaders who were more of a friend or mentor, with less rules and restrictions (Bryant, et al., 2015; Kreinbucher-Bekerle & Mikosch, 2023; Rainer, et al., 2015).   These findings could be explained because a person may be more motivated to do something if they feel they have more autonomy, and the environment is not controlling, also known as the self-determination theory, therefore they may enjoy extracurricular sport where they have a choice of activities and are led by an informal mentor rather than by a teacher following traditional strict teaching methods and teaching traditional competitive sports (Ryan & Deci, 2006; Haycock & Smith, 2011; Green, 2000).  

One of the ways of overcoming barriers and challenges was identified as giving pupils a voice to share their views and it was suggested that this relates to the concepts of participation and democratic education (Kreinbucher-Bekerle & Mikosch, 2023).  Giving a voice to pupils is especially important in order to meet the requirements of Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child which says that the child should be able to express their views freely in matters affecting them, and those views should be seriously considered, according the child’s age and maturity (UNICEF, 2025).  In addition, ‘listening to children is central to recognising and respecting their worth as human beings’. (Christensen & James, 2017, p. 147). Research has found that while there a good intentions to be committed to hearing the views of children, this does not always happen in practice -  the right from Article 12 is a fundamental human right, and therefore educators or researchers should not need to have to be persuaded to follow them (Hayes, 2024; Lundy, 2007).  An effective way of following Article 12 is to give children space to provide their views, they should be helped to express them, they should be listened to and their views should be taken seriously and acted upon where appropriate (Lundy, 2007).  Attempts were made to obtain pupils’ views in some of the settings researched and sometimes this was successful, other times the pupils felt their opinion did not count (Bryant, et al., 2015; Kreinbucher-Bekerle & Mikosch, 2023).  Research suggests that having a voice can be intrinsic motivation that will result in higher participation, e.g. when pupils were given a choice of homework instead of being told what to do, it was found that the pupils completed it better, despite homework being a disliked activity, because of the autonomy of choice (Patall, et al., 2010; Ryan & Deci, 2006).  Also if all that is offered is activities that do not interest the pupils e.g. strenuous exercise or traditional competitive sports, or a leadership style or structure that is not appealing to them, they are unlikely to attend the extracurricular groups because attendance is voluntary, therefore a common sense approach would be to try to find the views and opinions of the children in order to offer them activities that they will actually want to attend (Bryant, et al., 2015; Rainer, et al., 2015). 

The researchers in Bryant et al., (2015) ensured that the research was intentionally pupil-centred, by using visual prompts, engaging classroom activities and peer interaction as well as the researcher being their supply teacher for a period of time which helped built trust and relationship, which resulted in higher levels of engagement.  Also, the pupils appreciated the opportunity to share their thoughts and opinions, one child stating ‘this is awesome Miss. It is safe. We don’t do this with any other teacher.’ (Bryant, et al., 2015, p. 66).  This data from the pupils added to the reliability of the findings (Denscombe, 2014). By following Piaget’s cognitive development theory, children are able to have logical reasoning from around age 7 because they are in the concrete operational stage from that point and applying this, views from year 7 pupils and above should be considered in research ( O’Farrelly & Tatlow-Golden, 2022).  Pupils were participants in the majority of the studies, but it was also helpful to obtaining a fuller picture and therefore increased reliability to gain views from parents (Carranza & Simpkins, 2023) and staff (Van Der Merwe, 2014; Metsapelto & Pulkkinen, 2012; Haycock & Smith, 2011; Rainer, et al., 2015).  
  Almost all of the researched articles included non-participants in extracurricular sports in their studies, which strengthens the validity of the results because a comparison can be made.  When critically evaluating the different research articles, Bryant et al., (2015) citing Fox (1988), particularly focused on ensuring they heard the voice of pupils who were interested in sport (approachers), those without a strong opinion one way or another (neutrals) and a particular focus on hearing from those who disliked sports or found it stressful (avoiders).  Further, all of the researched articles except Bella (2019) and Waldron (2007) included non-participants in extracurricular sports in their studies, which strengthens the validity of the results because a comparison can be made.  Hearing only the voices of approachers is a limitation of the research because participation or non-participation in extracurricular activities is voluntary and therefore based on self-selection, and the danger of this is that it may be preexisting differences between different groups of pupils that may be the most influential factor that leads to the findings (Holland & Andre, 1987; Marsh & Kleitman, 2002).  

An interesting finding was a barrier related to the cultural expectations of families, and the research found that Mexican origin parents living in America would be unlikely to allow their children to take part in sports that were not aligned with their culture, but would appreciate activities with a specific connection with their culture, e.g. some activities in Spanish (Carranza & Simpkins, 2023).  This is in line with and Welsh cultural provision of sports clubs in Wales, and is especially important for the Welsh language because of the policy to achieve a million Welsh speakers by 2050 (Urdd, 2025; Welsh Government, 2017). This can be understood through a consideration of cultural-ecological theories, which considers the role of the individual’s cultural and ethnic environment and related values in the parents decision making on choice of extracurricular activities for their children (Carranza & Simpkins, 2023).  Carrranza & Simpkins (2023) explored this further by reference to other research on this point, which adds to the validity of their conclusions.  Firstly, Williams & Deutsch (2016) suggested that having an in depth understanding of, and focus on, race and ethnicity was important to help meet developmental needs of youth.  Secondly, Simpkins et al., (2017)  concluded that there was an urgent need to take culture into account and integrate it into extracurricular activities in order to attract pupils and contribute to their development. When thinking of this point in the context of Wales, cultural relevance is important in the Curriculum for Wales because pupils are expected to understand their local issues and cynefin (habitat) (Welsh Government, 2022).

Pupils with additional learning needs can experience difficulties when taking part in sporting activities, for a variety of reasons, and barriers include a lack of specially adapted equipment or trained staff, because if the difficulties are understood and considered, strategies or adaptations can be made to ensure the activities are inclusive (Bella, 2019; Deng, et al., 2024). Another barrier to inclusion for pupils with additional learning needs is a tendency for PE teachers to focus on providing traditional sport for the more able, to produce strong teams in sporting competitions (Haycock & Smith, 2011).  In critically analysing the reasons from a sociological perspective, PE teachers’ values are likely to be shaped from their own sports experience of PE when children and from their teacher training, which historically would have been competition and traditional sports based, as well as being  influenced by the expectations from the school and parents (Haycock & Smith, 2011; Green, 2000).  It is suggested that this ideology by PE teachers may be shifting away from the competitive traditional sports, especially following the 5 x 60 initiative and findings that nontraditional sports are appealing more to pupils (Bryant, et al., 2015; Rainer, et al., 2015).  Additionally, perhaps the landscape is naturally shifting because there is motivation to improve the physical activity and health of children due to serious concerns about low levels of activity, and an emphasis in the Curriculum for Wales on teaching physical literacy to pupils, teaching them to lead a lifestyle that is healthy and active, rather than specifically teaching competitive traditional sports for the most able (Welsh Government, 2022; Welsh Government, 2013; Green, 2000; Donaldson, 2015). 





[bookmark: _Toc212292457]4. Conclusion and Recommendations 
The purpose of this research has been to determine to what extent extracurricular sport benefits year 7 pupils, focusing especially on academic achievement, social skills and self-esteem.  Placing importance on social skills and self-esteem benefits instead of solely focusing on academic achievement is consistent with the developmental model, which is where there is a focus on both academic and non academic benefits for pupils.  

The research suggests that extracurricular sports participation does lead to improvements in academic achievement, especially in boys, whereas participating in extracurricular activities generally improves girls academic achievement.  It was found that as the amount of extracurricular activities increased, academic achievement also increased but only up to a certain level and beyond this, the benefit reduces, consistent with the threshold model.  

The research suggests that extracurricular activities organised by or at school creates a sense of belonging or attachment to the school.  This may be beneficial to reduce school dropout rates, which means more pupils are more likely to achieve academically.  As a recommendation, the sense of belonging to school due to extracurricular activities could be a strategy to help reduce school dropout rates, which are especially high since Covid-19.  This could especially be helpful in low-income areas where persistent absences are particularly high.  Another recommendation is to focus efforts on encouraging pupils to start participating in extracurricular sport in year 7 when persistent absence rates are lowest, which hopefully leads to a greater sense of belonging to the school from the outset, which could then lead to a reduction in the persistent absence rates in later years.  It is suggested that further research is carried out on the effects of offering extracurricular activities on school dropout rates, to help inform policy makers as they try to find strategies to overcome this issue.  
It was found that participation in extracurricular sports can lead to improved social skills, because of the social capital of opportunities for social interactions with peers and leaders.  Pupils were often motivated to take part in extracurricular activities because of social reasons, and the research suggests that team sports in particular led to improved social skills, as a result of the social element of working together. Social skills are especially important because it can develop social capital which helps develop new friendships, social connections and even better employment.

It was found that participation in extracurricular sport led to improvements in self-esteem, especially participation in team sport and non-esthetic sport, which can be understood by examining the way in which pupils might measure their self-esteem by reference to likeability by peers for team sport and physical appearance and attractiveness in the case of esthetic sport.  Additionally, the sense of achievement from participating or helping to lead sporting activities had a positive effect on self-esteem, which can be explained because they may be measuring their self-esteem according to athletic achievement.

Many barriers and challenges to extracurricular sport were identified.  As a recommendation to policy makers and educators, it is important to consider these research findings concerning pupils preferences about activity type, leadership style and structure of the extracurricular activities, and give pupils a voice in constructing the activities, to try to make them attractive so that pupils choose to attend them.  Also, policy makers and educators should consider cultural relevance, and ensure that there is provision in Welsh for Welsh speaking pupils. To address the difficulties that pupils with additional needs experience in relation to extracurricular sport, it is suggested that policy makers should ensure that there is access for all, regardless of ability, and that teachers are not expected to provide an excellent school team if that means that they are unable to provide access to all to extracurricular sport.  

A limitation of the study was that only certain factors were studies in depth when considering the benefits of extracurricular sport on academic achievement, social skills and self-esteem, and it is important to acknowledge there are many different factors that may affect research findings, including family issues, peers, and socio-economic background (Eime, et al., 2013; Bryant, et al., 2015).  
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	Article reference
	Participants 
	 procedure 
	 Outcome 

	 Research method/ methodology 
	Ethics

	(Binsinger, et al., 2006)
	Sixth grade pupils (first year of secondary school), and the following 3 years.  A total of 1791 pupils.  Average age of 11.1.  Based in east France.
	To compare the self-esteem and anxiety levels of pupils who participated in extracurricular sports, and those who did not.  Also, whether longer term extracurricular sport helps to maintain self-esteem levels and prevent an increase in anxiety.
	The research found that regular extracurricular sport resulted in higher self-esteem and lower anxiety levels.  However, in answer to the second research question, there was no protective effect caused by extracurricular sport because all pupils showed similar variation in self-esteem and anxiety levels over time.
	Semi-structured self-reported questionnaires on an anonymous basis collected every 6 months for 3 years.
	Ethical approval was not formally required because the questionnaires were anonymous, however the researchers followed French bioethics law which is similar to the APA Ethics code and information was provided to participants/their parents, informing them they could decline from participating.

	(Waldron, 2007)
	34 sixth grade girls.
	Research into a 10-week extracurricular Girls on Track (GOT) program, which was a twice weekly program preparing the girls for a 5k run, that also combined discussion to build their self-worth, social skills and self-belief.
	The girls’ self-perception improved after the GOT program, they felt that their interpersonal skills had developed and felt positive about themselves.
	Qualitative interviews and quantitative questionnaires before and after the program.  The questionnaires asked about social skills (interpersonal competence), physical appearance (perception of happiness about appearance), physical skills (athletic ability) and self-worth (how they value themselves).  The interviews asked about support systems, changes in how they perceived their competence, and their self-worth. 
	The article mentions that approval from the human subjects review board was granted, as well as the approval of the GOT leaders, and consent from the parents of the girls.

	(Metzger, et al., 2009)
	2,495 pupils, from four urban middle schools in New York.
	Two goals: to study activity participation in extracurricular activities; and to examine the effect of the extracurricular activities on academic achievement, problem behaviour and level of adult support.
	Some extracurricular activity provided better outcomes than none, although those involved in the community groups were associated with more problem behaviours, and lower academic achievement.
	Pupils completed surveys and the school provided grade point average, attendance and suspension records.
	The study mentioned parent consent and student assent; also anonymity.

	(Haycock & Smith, 2011)
	12 PE teachers from 5 secondary schools from North West England.
	The purpose was to explore how teachers have included disabled pupils and those with ALN within extracurricular sport.
	The research found that there is some limited provision of extracurricular sport, with a narrow range of activities offered, and that not many pupils with disabilities or ALN participate.
	A qualitative study, through focus groups
	Carried out through the University of Chester, the paper mentions that consent was obtained and anonymity was provided.

	(Metsapelto & Pulkkinen, 2012)
	281 school pupils in Finland, age 9-10 at the start of the 3-year study.
	The main goals were to discover the activities middle childhood pupils participate in; and to examine the effects on socio emotional behaviour and academic achievement. 
	Extracurricular activities such as music and arts and crafts lead to socioemotional and academic achievement benefits.
	A longitudal study; research method was teacher observation of socio emotional behaviour; teacher rating of academic achievement and pupil and parent questionnaire for activities
	Parents provided permission and pupils provided informed consent.

	(Van Der Merwe, 2014)
	Five secondary schools from an inner-city environment in South Africa: 15 participants in total; From each school – the head, the teacher with responsibility for culture related extracurricular activities and the teacher responsible for coaching, organising and coordinating the extracurricular sport.
	Research into extracurricular activities offered in inner-city low-income areas with limited financial funds and limited facilities.  There were a number of different extracurricular activities offered by the schools, that fell into culture-related indoor activities e.g. drama, music, dance; and sports related activities e.g. athletics, soccer, netball.
	Extracurricular activities provided a sense of belonging and school attachment to the pupils, which was especially relevant and important to reduce the effects of school dropouts which were a problem because the school areas were low-income areas.  There was a tension between the need to spend the limited available financial resources on teaching, which took priority over spending on extracurricular activities despite the effects of the activities on improved pupils’ retention and perseverance.
	Qualitative study. Interviews which were guided by the themes of scope and amount of extracurricular activities; perceived benefits for the pupils; and challenges. 

	The researcher ensured that the anonymity and confidentiality of the participants and their data.

	(Rainer, et al., 2015)
	26 participants, who were ‘5x60’ employed officers who were based at secondary schools across Wales (including rural and urban locations).  They were experienced in that they had been in their role for 1-5 years with prior sports coaching, teaching or sport development employed experience.
	Exploring the barriers to delivery of extracurricular sport to secondary schools in Wales, under the Welsh Government’s 5x60 Climbing Higher Strategy, aimed at increasing numbers of secondary age students who take part in sport and PE for at least 60 minutes a day at least 5 days per week.
	The 5x60 strategy has resulted in improved physical activity levels among secondary school pupils.  However, many barriers remain, including a lack of facilities; weak connections with PE staff and the community; too much focus on continuing a one size fits all approach that does not reach those who do not usually participate in activities; and a need to respond to young people’s voices who may wish to avoid structured coach-led activities and prefer engaging friendly environments.  

	Qualitative methodology, using semi structured interviews, following a socioecological approach that focused the discussion on personal behaviours, the physical and social environments, and policy.
	University ethical approval was obtained, and participants provided written informed consent.

	(Bryant, et al., 2015)
	Phase 1 413 participants from 6 secondary schools from years 7-9; phase 2 included 7 participants from 2 of those schools.
	To understand the reasons that motivate young people to participate in extracurricular sport.
	The research findings emphasised how important it is to help young people participate in extracurricular activities and sport.  In evaluating the 6x60 program, its image is important, and the type and variety of activities as well as the ability of the leaders to engage with the pupils.
	Qualitative research.
Phase 1 involved focus groups and observations with the pupils and 24 supporting interviews with heads, teachers, local authority officials and officers.
Phase 2 was a case study of 7 individuals who did not tend to participate in extracurricular sport.
	The article mentions that ethical approval was obtained from the university

	(Beadleston, et al., 2019)
	The participants were girls and boys, when they were 9 and then 13 years old (7,525 participants at age 13)
	An investigation of the relationship between gender, the social effects of extracurricular activities including sports activities, exercise and cognitive performance.  In particular they studied whether  multiple group memberships led to better cognitive performance.


	The research findings suggest that social group membership leads to improved cognitive performance.  It was found that there was a stronger connection between improved cognitive performance and exercise in boys.
	The Growing Up in Ireland Survey data was used, which included a national cognitive performance test (Drumcondra Reasoning Test).  Hard exercise was measured, as exercise that increases heart rate for at least 20 minutes a day in the past 2 weeks.
	Ethical approval was obtained and informed consent by participants.

	(Bella, 2019)
	In total there were 72 children and adolescents from 7 studies, all had Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD); 41 (56.9%) were male, 4 (5.5%) were female, and gender of the remaining 28 (38%) was not stated. The mean age
 was 12.5 years old (range, 5–17). 
 

	The purpose of the study was to examine the social effect of adapted group aquatic sessions on children and adolescents.  Most of the studies were carried out on programs of 10-15 weeks in duration, which was made up of group games and fun activities and/or exercises in the water, and also some social activities outside of the water.
	It was found that aquatic activities helped develop the social skills of children and adolescents with ASD.  
	Literature review of 7 articles with a mixture of methodologies including qualitative, quantitative and a variety of tests.
	Not mentioned, other than stating the quality of studies were assessed, however the article was published in the Journal of Pedagogy and Institute of Educational Sciences and needed to comply with ethical standards.

	(Giordano, et al., 2021)
	102 school children (58 boys, 44 girls) with an average chronological
 age of 11.84  years.  Participants had to have participated in martial arts or team sports three times a week, or done no sport, in the past 2 years. They were from a combination of schools or gyms in an urban area in Italy.

	The purpose of the study was to determine whether extracurricular sport (martial arts and team sports) leads to improved academic performance.
	Pupils who participated in regular extracurricular sport had improved academic achievement; and those involved in martial arts had better academic achievement than those who did team sports or no sports.  Also older year groups (12-15) had better executive function than they younger groups (7-11).
	The researchers collected school marks in linguistics and mathematical subjects, education and socioeconomic status. Executive function tests were also used, e.g. Tower of London test to measure planning strategies, and Iowa Gambling Task to measure decision making skills.
	Ethical Code was followed.

	(Pjanic, et al., 2021)
	A total of 2091 participants - 1055 male and 1036 female middle school pupils in Bosnia and Herzegovina (age 10-15)
	The effect of school organised sports, maths and club extracurricular activities on academic performance was studied.
	Academic achievement is improved by participation in extracurricular activities, especially in boys who participated in sports.
	Academic achievement data from mid-term school grades; data was collected from the pupils about their participation in extracurricular and/or club activities.
	Consent of the participants was obtained.

	(Kreinbucher-Bekerle & Mikosch, 2023)
	47 students aged 12-16 (29 male and 18 female) from three secondary schools in Austria.  7 (14.9) had additional learning needs.
	Examining the perspectives of the students towards extracurricular sports through their School Sports Trips.  This ranged from weekly skiing trips to day trips e.g. hiking or swimming.
	The students were keen to share their ideas about their perspectives towards extracurricular sports and this could be a way of giving students a voice as part of democratic education.  It was concluded that there are great potential benefits in school sports trips, but suggests that more research is needed to consider participation options and pedagogical quality to maximise enjoyment of the activities.  
	Qualitative research by way of semi-structured interviews with small groups of 3-4 students.    
The interviews were structured to the extent of asking questions to generate discussion, which were divided into sections relating to school sports trips and offers; preparation for the activities; opportunities for participation; provision for feedback; and effects of Covid-19.
Following a deductive-inductive process, the data was placed into the following 6 categories:
‘Relevance for the students. Motives for (non-) participation. Positive experiences; Barriers and challenges. Desired changes and ideas of the students. Feedback opportunities.’ (Kreinbucher-Bekerle & Mikosch, 2023, pp. 3,4)
 
	Ethical approval was provided and informed consent obtained from the participants.

	(Carranza & Simpkins, 2023)
	34 families – those interviewed were the parents of 34 families of 7th grade pupils who had a Mexican origin. The location was 3 middle schools in a city location in South West America There were interviews with the pupils, however the current study focused on the parents. The average age of the pupils was 12.45 years old.

	Extracurricular activities generally were studied, however sports represented about half of the activities.  A significant amount of the activities took place at the school location; however some were located in the community.
	The study identified various benefits and challenges that parents experienced from their childrens’ participation in extracurricular sport.  In particular it was found that the parents were more likely to favour activities that were in line with their Mexican heritage and culture, e.g. the importance of the family and respect.
	Semi structured interviews, conducted in English and in Spanish.  The participants were asked whether the activities were helpful or challenging to their families; what they believed their children were learning or gaining from the activities; and whether there were any challenges for the pupils.  The research with the parents was qualitative.
	The protocols and procedures were approved by an institutional review board.

	(Deng, et al., 2024)
	A literature review of 16 studies, 14 qualitative and 4 mixed-method.
	To identify factors at school that have an effect on the engagement of children and adolescents with disabilities in physical education (including extracurricular sport).
	The findings highlight how both the physical and social school environments, as well as the availability and nature of PA opportunities, impact children and adolescents with disabilities’ experiences with physical activities at school.
	Literature review
	CASP (Critical Appraisal Skills Program) Qualitative Checklist was used, and includes a score for ethics – it is not known if the answer was yes for all but the scores were moderate to high (CASP, 2024).

	(Sasayama, et al., 2024)
	School pupils in Okayama city in Japan, at grades 7 (12-13 years old) and then when they were in grade 9 (14-15 years old).  A total of 867 participants. Extracurricular activities covered included cultural (e.g. arts, chorus) or sports clubs (e.g. tennis, swimming, table tennis, basketball, soccer)
	The research was an examination of the longitudinal relationship between 
extracurricular activities,  physical fitness, and academic performance in youth.
	The findings of this research were that youth participation in extracurricular activities led to a maintenance of academic performance.  Also, where the extracurricular activities were sports, the pupils cardiorespiratory fitness was higher, especially among girls.  
	Questionnaires at grade 7 and 9 asking about participation in extracurricular activities.  Academic performance was assessed at grade 7 and 9, using a standardised evaluation commonly used in Japan, assessing Japanese language, social studies, mathematics and science, as well as foreign languages.  Physical fitness was assessed using a 20m shuttle run test, at grades 7 and then 9, which is a standardised test, and the test was done by the physical education teacher.
	Approval was provided by the Institutional Review Board.

	( Equinet, et al., 2025)
	Participants were children, who provided extracurricular sports data at age 10 (4777 participants) and self-esteem data at age 13 (2970  participants).
	Pupils who participated in extracurricular sport at age 10 had better self-esteem at age 13, and the more sports they did, the higher the self-esteem.  Also the self-esteem levels were higher with team than individual sports, and also with non-esthetic sports than esthetic sports.
	To investigate whether extracurricular sports participation at age 10 would result in higher self-esteem at age 13, and whether more sport participation led to better self-esteem; also whether the type of sport made a difference to self-esteem.
	Longitudal study made up of a questionnaire to discover number of weekly hours spent doing extracurricular  sport and type of sport participation, completed by their care givers, and self-esteem measured by Harter’s Self-Perception Test (asking about educational and athletic competence, social acceptance, physical appearance and self-worth. 
	Ethical approval was provided and informed consent received from the participants.

	(Gholap & Nelson, 2025)
	1002 pupils from locations across the US – at grade six and also nine.
	To understand the longitudal connection between high quality extracurricular activities and social skills.
	It was found that high quality extracurricular activities led to increased social skills, including increases for those already with good social skills.
	Questionnaires completed by pupils, parents and teachers, at sixth and ninth grade.
	The article mentions that ethics board approval was received from the University of Texas
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