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Competitive Activities in the school Physical Education Curriculum: Overused or Undervalued?
Competition can be defined in numerous terms, and its roots comes from the Latin word (competere) which means to “strive or come” together. Sherif (1978) proposed that Competition comprises of activities where the focus of the performance of the individual or by the persons group, is to achieve a set target or to accomplish a particular goal which is compared and evaluated. In general, Competition is a rivalry between two or more individuals/groups where goals cannot be shared. Ultimately, where one gains is the other's loss. Competitive team sports date back in history as early as the mid nineteenth century where these activities were taken up by wealthy middle class males in public schools for education purposes. Kirk (2011) advocates that Competitive team games and sports had already been part of British culture for the best part of a century by the end of the Second World War. However, despite being a popular leisure-time activity across British society, games and sports did not become an integral part of the physical education (PE) programme until the birth of mass secondary schooling following the end of world war two in the late 1940s.Within a few years these activities seen previously as being ‘traditional’ in public British schools had suddenly become traditional PE for all students. Since then, competitive team sports have become the backbone of PE and the principal part of the current PE curriculum. Throughout this assignment I will aim to critically review and investigate this current topic of interest in the field of physical education to try and establish whether competitive activities in the curriculum is overused and passed its sell by date in the programme, or if it still has the potential to help provide quality physical education and is in fact undervalued in the subject.
Competitive activities (CA) are one of the four areas of learning that underpins the current national curriculum for physical education (NCPE), with Penney and Jess (2004) insinuating that the role of physical education school sport (PESS) otherwise known as competitive activities in promoting engagement in lifelong physical activity has become widely accepted. For example Timmons et al. (2012) proclaim there is overwhelming evidence of the physical, mental, emotional, social and health beneﬁts of regular physical activity (PA) among children and youth. 
In regards to the physical health benefits, CA due to its competitive nature can be a driving force in helping children and adolescents achieve the targeted daily 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity (MVPA). Indeed a study conducted by Loprinzi et al (2018) implied that adolescents who participated in CA, in comparison to those who did not, reported participating in more days of at least 60 minutes a day of PA, suggesting that CA involvement can be another means of helping youth obtain the recommended 60 minutes of PA per day on 5 or more days per week. Bouchard et al (2011) state that by regularly participating in competitive activities at school, each child’s cardiovascular fitness (CVF) can be enhanced. This can be crucial because good health and fitness levels in children and adolescents can lead to long term health benefits including, facilitating healthy growth and muscle development (Faigenbaum et al. 2007) and improved bone mineral density (Specker et al, 2004). For instance inadequate levels of PA and sedentary behaviour from a young age can lead to and increase the individual’s risk of Obesity, heart disease, diabetes, stroke and different forms of cancer later on in life (WHO, 2017)
Secondly, Fisher et al (2005) suggests that CA can have a positive impact on fundamental movement skills (FMS). Murdoch and Whitehead (2013) state that (FMS) are the basic building blocks of all movement with competitive sporting activities the ideal environment to develop and master the concepts of these skills. By partaking in small sided team games, children have the opportunity to apply and consolidate their basic fundamental skills such as running, travelling and jumping in any game situation. Kalaja et al (2009) propose that without the mastery of FMS, youths will not be able to successfully learn and refine their gross motor skills such as agility, strength etc. Additionally, Apache (2003) discusses how teaching children fundamental motor skills through game activities are one aspect of a quality physical education program. Lubans, Foster & Biddle (2008) propose there is evidence supporting the association between FMS, PA, and various aspects of health-related ﬁtness. 
Young childhood can be defined as the developmental period from key stage two (KS2) of the (NCPE) around (5-8) years of age, and is a time when children experience several important and rapid social transitions (Shaffer et al, 2010). Additionally it’s around this age where individuals commence becoming conscious of their social roles, while friendships and peer group approval begin to become significant (Puckett & Black, 2005). Hagell (2016) alludes that the benefits of organized youth sport activities are well-known; with CA within the curriculum offering opportunities for young people to become involved with their peers to promote their social skills. The element of participation and more specifically, the need for individuals to work productively through competitive sporting team games is believed to encourage the development of a number of key skills such as the value of teamwork, communication and cooperation (Miller, Bredemeier, and Shields 1997). Bayraktar (2011) adds that trust, care, concern, empathy, respect, and support one another to learn, can all be improved by being part of a team in a competitive setting.
Parker and Stiehl (2005) go further by claiming that engaging in CA makes it a suitable vehicle for the promotion of personal and social responsibility and the development of pro-social skills due to its fundamentals. Previous studies have evidenced enhanced leadership skills through students’ ability to guide their teams through a process of learning, their ability to take responsibility for their own and other individuals’ learning, heightened communication skills, and in particular, the ability to listen and speak clearly (Darnis & Lafont, 2013). Furthermore, CA has the ability to teach youngsters the value of good morals including, sportsmanship and fair play, respect for opponents and the respect of rules (Hastie, Martinez de Ojeda, & Calderon Luquin, 2011). 

An active lifestyle during childhood seems to benefit the developing brain, in terms of brain structuring and functioning (Hillman, Erickson, & Hatfield, 2017), with Sibley and Etnier (2003) suggesting that CA can also be linked and applied to the development of Cognitive functioning. As a child, Cognitive development is the emergence of the capability to think (memory, discovery and creativity) and understand. Firstly, by participation in regular competitive game scenarios, experimental evidence has suggested that preadolescent childhood gain cognition benefits during this period (Buck, Hillman, & Castelli, 2008). Benefits include, increased response accuracy (Mezzacappa, 2004) attention (Gallotta et al. 2012), concentration levels, and mood (Annesi 2005). Hillman et al. (2005) also demonstrated that children with higher physical fitness had faster neurocognitive processing, and better indices of memory and attention in the classroom. Furthermore, numerous studies have recently highlighted the importance of competitive activity for promoting optimal functioning and overall well-being in children, including improved academic performance (Lambourne et al., 2013). 
Secondly, CA allows youngsters a chance to develop the knowledge and understanding of concepts regarding particular situations, and applying that knowledge to determine what would be the most appropriate response in order to adapt to the immediate situation. For example, Hattie (2012) suggests through game play students’ develop the ability to analyse, evaluate and plan strategies and tactics to overcome various circumstances, how to capably assess performance of themselves and their peers, and how to be resilient in the face of a challenging situation. Additionally, Johnson-Laird (2010) States that embedded within an individuals’ developed tactical understanding are speciﬁc structures of knowledge, which in turn can explain relationships among differing concepts, processes, and the environment.
(Sallis and Owen 1999, P.51) claim ‘physical activity improves psychological health in young people’. It can improve a range of psychological skills including an individuals’ mental health and coping skills, self -esteem and motivation, moral character and confidence. Discussing the benefits CA can have on the Affective domain, Laws & Fisher, (1999) insinuate, a key source of enjoyment derives from intrinsic non achievement factors such as competition and excitement. MacPhail, Kirk, & Kinchin, (2004) add that the opportunity to be affiliated with a team, like they would in competitive team sporting activities may also contribute to students’ fun and enjoyment. It is also common knowledge according to Woolford et al (2012) that the more a person likes an activity, the more he or she is likely to repeat that activity in the future. Despite the notion that team games can offer fun and enjoyment to children, it can also offer a host of psychological benefits such as improved self-esteem (DuCharme, Bray, & Brawley, 1998) stress reduction, lower risk of depression (Potgieter, 2003) and boosted confidence levels.
Positive experiences from CA can enhance self-esteem and increase an individual’s motivation level. High school sport participants report higher levels of self-esteem and possess greater leadership ability (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2012). In addition Tsorbatzoudis et al. (2006) portray motivation to be a critical factor in continued physical activity into adulthood and positive behavioural dispositions toward lifelong PA participation (Corbin, 2016). Further Research indicates that young individuals who participate in CA during the educational years are more active as adults than non-participants (Dohle & Wansink, 2013). Lastly, Tingstrom et al. (2006) suggested that C/A can reduce disruptive behaviour, and is associated with decreased anti-social behaviour (e.g., aggression) in adolescents.

Despite numerous advocates for competitive activities being included in the curriculum, there is support from acknowledged writers including Sallis et al (2000) who suggest that psychological, physical and social factors may in fact influence the decrease in PA patterns on young individuals and have a negative effect on their school PE experiences. Slater (2010) states that CA can at times be too intense and too competitive, especially for younger children. He believes children fear the risk of getting injured during the activity and thus, can become disillusioned with engaging in the activity in the long term. According to Ingram et al (2008) the risk of sport related injuries in the school environment exists, with Jespersen et al (2014) proposing that muscular-skeletal injuries obtained from CA are more common in children. Furthermore, Meehan et al (2013) imply that injuries acquired from school sporting activities cause short-term pain, lead to absence from school and create a lack of motivation to participate in the future. This is reiterated by Tviet et al (2011) who allude that injuries picked up from CA can have negative long term impacts on the individual.
Griffin and Placek (2001) state that it’s important for PE  not to focus on the more skilled pupils but unfortunately from my own school experiences of CA and various studies including Ennis (1999) found that CA allows for the more skilled pupils to dominate the lessons. Additionally, Bernstein et al (2011) propose that not all the children will be able to develop their skills through these games; this again increases the chances of a negative experience for the less skilled pupil. Moreover, Humbert et al (2008) insinuate that weak physical competence could discourage youngsters from partaking in long term physical activity. Finally, Yungblut et al (2012) speculate that no learning or progression is learnt from competitive team sport games, with Mosston (2008) flagging up boredom and a lack of challenge for individuals in repetitive CA PE lessons.
Secondly, Evans (2009) suggests that CA can have a negative impact on social development, as it tends to exclude pupils rather than include them. A core aim of PE in my opinion should be to holistically give all children a positive experience from their time in education, but as Mason (1999) adds, CA can lead to social isolation and boredom for some.  In regards to inclusivity and isolation, research by Fitzgerald (2005) suggests that team games are much more difficult activities in which to include pupils with special education needs and disabilities (SEND). Similarly, Waddington (2000) implies that the pupil with SEND when participating in team games has far less control over the intensity and duration of the activity. Morley et al (2005) suggests that Individual activities would be a better alternative for a more wholesome positive PE experience, as they say it’s easier to modify in ways which best suit the individual’s capabilities and requirements and will halt other pupils like in team games restricting their involvement. 
Another negative aspect that CA has is the stress and anxiety students suffer because of the presence of peer pressure each individual is under during lessons. Many studies including Molinero et al (2006) have concluded that many students see peer pressure as a potential barrier to PA, and  from their study concluded that most of the students didn’t enjoy the fact that their performance during CA lessons were on display for all to see. Belanger et al (2001) add that pupils find participating in team sports during PE lessons embarrassing, while Knowles et al (2011) suggest that pupils become anxious and worried over issues such as their appearance and body image. Finally, as Collins, Henry and Houlihan (1999) state, there’s not an abundance of current literature or research that determines a link between CA and social benefit. They believe that more evidence needs to be acquired to determine if there is indeed a positive correlation between the two.
Despite the support CA has for being beneficial in the PE curriculum, there are also advocates who insinuate that it has a damaging impact on the affective domain of children. For example, Biddle (1999) suggests that CA actually has a harmful influence on a child’s self-esteem making them feel worthless and not good/confident enough to compete with some of the other pupils in the game. A view shared by Brock, Rovigno and oliver (2004) who propose that more confident and competent pupils dominate social interactions during gameplay. Once more it could be argued this can result in isolation and lack of progression, shattering the motivation and self-esteem of the student. Correspondingly, it has been suggested that competition has a destructive bearing on pupils’ mental well-being due to the social evaluation and impact of regular losses during gameplay (Leah and capel, 2000).
The NCPE (2008) propose that through the CA area of learning, each pupil should apply the rules of an activity and ensure the conventions of fair play, honest competition, and good sporting behavior. Curnow and McDonald (1995) insinuate that the emphasis on competition disrupts focus on equitable behavior, with Mowlin, Brock and Hastie (2006) suggesting that when any activity has competition at the core of the lesson, winning becomes the primary agenda for students. Ennis (1999) fuels the debate by adding that CA is just about winning and losing in the eyes of most youngsters, and imbeds a winning is everything attitude especially for children who participate in competitive sports and activities outside of the school surroundings (Stolz, 2014). He also implies that competition brings out the violent and dark side of pupils. Much is made of PE being a ‘Fun’ subject but what if it isn’t fun for all pupils? Ginsburg (2007) makes reference that fun is an integral part of a child’s development, and although there’s a lot of agreement in this statement, a study by Brooks and Magnusson (2007) found that the subjects involved in their research revealed that CA had an absence of fun included in their PE lessons.
Motivation is an important psychological variable in Physical Activity (PA) as it determines both entry and continued adherence to PA (Rintaugu & Ngetich 2012). In fact, Brownson et al (2001) suggest that a lack of motivation is a central barrier for PE participation in youths. This reaffirms previous hypothesis’s that individuals, who do not consider themselves competent or confident in an activity that encourages competition, are less likely to participate (Warner et al., 2014). Tischler and McCaughtry (2011) would reiterate the previous reference by claiming that Students with lesser skill are more likely to engage in diversionary tactics such as faking an injury or not attending class in order to avoid putting themselves on display. Cale and Harris (2001) delve even more into this argument by declaring that pupils become disillusioned with CA and as a result will ultimately walk away from participating in PE lessons and dismiss staying physically active into adulthood. 
I believe the key issue in this debate, and the primary reason CA still plays a significant part in the PE curriculum is down to the teacher. Physical education teachers are critical to the learning process and have their own priorities for the subject which is based on their own personal values. For example, many physical education teachers come into the profession because they have had good experiences, and been successful, in physical education and sport (Mawer 1995). Secondly, a number of studies have shown that many teachers are unwilling to implement it in their classes because of challenges related to understanding and implementing new practices (Randall, 2008). Additionally Butler (2005) reports that a large number of experienced teachers prefer traditional instruction approaches because they believe that new approaches may be opposed to their values, beliefs, and attitudes toward teaching and learning. Furthermore, I feel teachers stick with CA in the curriculum because firstly, previous studies have reported that limited space and equipment, large class sizes, reluctance to use skills-based approaches, and short class time, constrain the implementation of alternative practices such as model based practices (Wright et al. 2006). Secondly, teachers would argue that CA is recreational and lets children ‘let off steam’ and excel in a subject where in academic subjects they wouldn’t. Also they would dispute that it encourages young individuals to compete in sport outside of the school circumference hence partaking in more consistent PA. 
Personally, I believe by implementing models based practice (MBP) such as Siedentop (1994) Sport Education to run alongside CA, can remove the threat of some of the negative aspects of the activity as previously mentioned in this discussion. Evidence conducted to date would suggest that it is clear that children’s motivation to participate in the model have been overwhelmingly positive, particularly for the less skilled, who find it a far more attractive form of PE teacher directed, multi activity curriculum (Brunton, 2003). From my own personal experiences of teaching, regardless of some people’s negative opinion on CA there’s evidence to suggest that there’s value in having CA as part of the PE curriculum. I believe that by having a competent teacher who promotes the ability to adapt to the needs of each individual, CA can continue to provide an overall positive impact on a pupils PE experience. I feel it’s the fundamental role as teachers of PE to make it a positive experience for all children, so they can all leave education with basic competence in the four domains of learning and nurture and progress these learnt skills in their everyday lives and encourages them to continue their physical literacy into adulthood and beyond.
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