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Children are encouraged to participate in sport (Allender et al., 2006), through the school curriculum and specific dedicated clubs. Such provision can be described as a frontier in education with the role of the facilitator or “teacher” usually being undertaken by a coach. However, the experiences of those in involved in this type of informal learning environment are not well-researched or documented. Therefore, the aim of this study is to gain an insight into the experiences of children and stakeholder adults in such a setting. This study analyses and assesses the reality of the learning experience from the perspectives of the key stakeholders, children, coaches, and parents through their involvement in a particular youth cricket club. A qualitative approach was deployed, in the form of three separate focus groups for parents (n = 5), children (n = 10), and coaches (n = 3). At thematic analysis was conducted across the data set. Together with the coaches, who assume the role of a teacher, delivering learning, parents were included to take part in this study because they can be observers of the learning (unlike in mainstream education) and indirectly affect the learning through pseudo coaching. The children are involved as recipients of the learning and may view the coaches with a teacher identity. The study highlighted a good development and learning environment within this particular youth cricket club and it alludes to a disparity within the wider field of youth sport. All three of the chosen groups, the players, parents, and coaches, have aligned successfully to create a supportive, non-threatening environment, to allow the children to learn, develop their confidence, self-esteem and skill. In contrast, all groups highlighted the difference of their experiences of youth football, where a more negative experience was identified, potentially due to the subculture or the stakeholders involved.
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INTRODUCTION

In relation to the promotion of sport and health, children, in particular, are encouraged to participate in sporting activities (Allender et al., 2006), usually through the school curriculum and often through specific dedicated sports clubs. Governing bodies have helped fund such provision and ensure governance at grass roots level (Sport England, 2016). Such provision is a frontier in education with the role of the teacher/educator usually undertaken by the coach. It is a learning setting with children working together and/or individually to develop their skills in a particular sport. Learning in physical education and sport is conceptualized in multiple ways (Quennerstedt et al., 2014). However, it is a practical and embodied method of learning and can be argued to link cognitive and practice learning (Quennerstedt et al., 2014).

Jeffs and Smith (2005) feel that a key task of youth workers is to create favorable learning environments including social and experiential facets. Although there are numbers of studies on different aspects of youth sports clubs such as Light et al. (2013) on why children join and stay in clubs, Whatman and Main (2018) on re-engaging youth at risk and Shaikh and Forneris (2018) on influence of coaches, there is limited research focussing on the experiences of the key stakeholders in this learning environment. Stewart and Jordan (2017) advocate that studies are needed regarding learning opportunities in informal contexts.

Given that experiences of facilitators and participants are well-researched and documented in formal regulated learning environments such as school, the question driving this research was what are the experiences of facilitators and participants in informal non-regulated learning environments?

Thus, this study investigates the experiences that children, coaches and parents have had through their involvement and engagement with a youth cricket club. It gains a valuable insight into the workings of those environments where children, of varying ability, are expected to develop their confidence, enthusiasm, and skills (Stafford, 2011). The paper analyses and assesses the reality of the teaching and learning experience from the perspectives of the key stakeholders, children, coaches, and parents.



LITERATURE REVIEW

Coaching as an activity in youth sport provides an opportunity for learning to take place outside the formal structure of an educational establishment and structure (Penney, 2006). Youth sports clubs can be places where an authoritarian approach to learning becomes the accepted norm (Cushion and Jones, 2006). However, this approach can jeopardize child learning and development and encourage a bullying culture (Reeve, 2009). If a goal of child participation in sport is to encourage lifelong involvement in physical activity then early learning experiences are of crucial importance (Kirk, 2005). Although the prior experience of the facilitator, in this case the coach, provides them with sports specific knowledge, they do bring with them the subculture of the sport (Lemyre et al., 2007). This socialization of the subculture could be positive or could reinforce negative stereotypes of practice.

Differences with mainstream school education include concentration on a single sport, not a broad curriculum, the depth with which parents can become involved and the training/qualifications of the facilitator/“teacher.”

Youth sport can be seen as giving a deeper understanding of a sport due to the concentration on one sport and that children have chosen to engage (Na, 2015). It is assumed that children participate in youth sport of their own volition (Romar et al., 2016). Parents can view this route as child choice and see their own role and involvement as instrumental (Na, 2015). However, in some circumstances children can be participating in sport to please the parent or are coerced by the parent and parental pressure can place more stress on the child and take away the enjoyment (Donnelly, 1997). Parents views of sport can be colored by their own experiences (George and Curtner-Smith, 2016). It is essential that parents and children have the same aims for participation and for children to know that their parents understood their needs and experiences and act in a manner which manifested these outcomes (Knight and Holt, 2014).

The sport being undertaken by children can impact the experience of the children in such sport (Evans et al., 2017). Thus, there can be variations in experience based upon the choice of sport that children undertake. The type of sport can also make a difference to the learning situation for the coach (Lemyre et al., 2007). Youth leaders, such as coaches in this instance, do provide learning and learning situations for their children (Shaikh and Forneris, 2018).

Lemyre et al. (2007) suggest that although coaches can undergo training programmes it is only one method of their learning. Many coaches learn to coach through experience (Gilbert and Trudel, 2001). Coaches in general do recognize the importance of teaching a wide range of values and life skills to participants in youth sport (McCallister et al., 2000) but can face tensions related to their role in informal learning environments (Stewart and Jordan, 2017). In an ideal situation coaches should be identifying goals for student learning and developing student progress (Saunders et al., 2009) and should use a range of learning situations (Wright et al., 2007). Gilbert et al. (2009) advocates a learning community approach to coach development but acknowledges that most youth sport environments do not support professional development.

The traditional role of the coach is stereotyped as telling the participants what to do and the role of the participants is to listen, absorb, and comply (Lesyk and Kornspan, 2000; Romar et al., 2016) found that coaches want their participants to have fun, learn life skills, be part of a team, develop confidence, and have the excitement of competition. Providing the young participants with an ownership of their own participation will play a significant role in achieving some of these outcomes (Romar et al., 2016).

One of the key goals of youth sport is encouraging lifelong physical activity. Kirk (2005) argues that secondary school physical education programmes have in their traditional form been ineffective in promoting lifelong physical activity. If the activities and experiences of young people in youth sport are inherently pleasurable and intrinsically satisfying then there is a potential future participation (Kirk, 2006). Transformative physical education can provide a physical activity context within a nurturing and motivating environment (Ennis, 2017).

Most learning theories are defined cognitively and therefore they need to be adapted for sport and physical education contexts which involve practical learning embodiment and are influenced by culture and areas such as health (Quennerstedt et al., 2014). If learning theories are applied to sport that focus upon cognitive decision making, self-motivation, and personal meaning then this could support young people for a lifetime of physical education (Ennis, 2017).

This review suggests that Youth Sport settings are a learning environment with the coach in the role of the facilitator/teacher. However, studies do not tend to focus on the experiences of children and adult stakeholders in a particular environment to analyse this joint socio-learning interaction.


Aim and Focus of the Study

The aim of the study was to examine this particular setting with regard to understanding how the teaching and learning environment for the children impacted upon their enjoyment and development together with the experiences of the stakeholder adults.

The focus for this study was a sports club in North East England, offering cricket at all levels from junior, under 11 to under 15's, through to senior level teams. Cricket training takes place once a week and, through the summer, league and cup games are played on a weekly basis. Through the winter, training continues one night per week. The club raises money through sponsorship from local businesses, the participants do not pay subs, but raise funds through enterprise activities, for example, BBQ's and race nights.

All of the coaches, are volunteers, however two are qualified cricket coaches and one a secondary school teacher, with no specific cricket qualifications. The club is short on resources overall, although this season, they raised enough money to build some outdoor training nets to help players further develop.




METHODS

Since there are limited studies in this field which explicitly focus upon key stakeholders at a single youth sports club, it was decided to apply a qualitative approach using the method of focus groups. Focus groups are considered a suitable tool to measure social knowledge and experience within a group, in particular in relation to a real life group setting (Morgan, 1997). The Focus group helped to facilitate the participants to share their thoughts, feelings and emotions about the youth sports club's learning environment. It was considered that this was the best approach given that engagement was with a single club with a particular sport. Although, findings cannot be generalized from such a study, it does provide an indicative insight into the environment and offers a way forward for future research. Regardless of the size, it is valuable information for the club in question to improve or review their existing practice. Children, parents and coaches from the club were chosen to take part in this study because they have all built up knowledge and experience from their involvement with youth cricket. The research was explained to the potential participants and volunteers were requested. This was deemed to be the best method in order to get a range of abilities and opinions.

The data was collected through discussion with three separate focus groups namely parents, children, and coaches. This enabled the drawing out the experiences of each group in their involvement in youth cricket and the wider field of youth sport. Each focus group lasted ~20 min. Focus groups are not perfect but do seem the most appropriate generator for the themes in this study. On the positive they can access group norms however they could also put pressure on members of the group out of step with the majority and encourage a concealment of view (Somekh and Lewin, 2005). Focus groups are useful for developing themes, orientating focus and empowering participants (Krueger, 1988; Morgan, 1988; Bailey, 1994; Robson, 2002; Cohen et al., 2007). Through the participant interaction the views of the participants rather than the researcher can emerge and thus their agenda can predominate (Cohen et al., 2007). On this basis the emerging themes were driven and formed by the children, parents and coaches.

The sample was from the under 15's age group. This group was chosen as they had 2 years' existing experience of the club and were of an age where they could reflect on their experiences. Volunteers were requested to ensure that the participants were comfortable and didn't feel any obligation or pressure and hopefully felt free to voice any opinions or concerns without comeback. From a group of 18 players, 10 volunteered to participate, 56%. All three coaches volunteered to take part. They have a broad experience of coaching, having coached across different age groups, as per the policy of the club.

From the parents of the players, 5 parents volunteered to participate in the study a representation of 28% viewed from the perspective of 18 players. Morgan (1988, p. 43), suggests “between 4 and 12 participants in a group,” so the sampling size fell within this range for all groups bar the coaches but involvement of all 3 represented 100%.

These focus groups were held at a local cricket club, within the North East, at their own premises, on an evening where training and practice had taken place. When delivering the focus group, it is essential to encourage positive group dynamics, spontaneity, confidentiality but also adhering to the research agenda (Somekh and Lewin, 2005). In particular, children need to be made to feel at ease and confident so holding a focus group in their own environment and having met the researcher at least on one occasion prior to the focus group is important. The researcher does need to engage with the group and does need to generate the initial data for the group as well as collecting the data (Somekh and Lewin, 2005). It is essential to ensure flexibility in order to allow the groups the opportunity to raise unexpected issues and information they felt relevant to the discussion. It is the interaction of the group that creates the data and the outcomes and will yield insights which may not have emerged otherwise (Cohen et al., 2007).

Initial themes drawn from literature and the Sport England strategy (Sport England, 2016) were used to stimulate discussion within the focus groups. Questions were asked about experiences of being part of the club and the participants were encouraged to share stories, emotions or feelings about their involvement with sport (Daiute and Lightfoot, 2004). Thematic analysis was applied to the subsequent data produced as it is a useful and flexible method for qualitative data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Although themes drawn from the literature were used as the basic theoretical framework, new themes also emerged from the data, representing a partial grounded approach to the study.

The Focus groups were transcribed and then first order codes where applied across the three data sets. All these codes were then gathered into potential themes and the whole data set was checked again to ensure that all the codes and findings were represented. Finally, the themes were refined with clear definitions.



RESULTS

A thematic analysis was applied to the data and the themes that emerged were, friendliness, inclusive participation, support and encouragement, a comparison to football and winning and losing.


Friendliness

One of the overarching themes to emerge from the data was that the cricket club involved was friendly and the children enjoyed playing for them. The children specifically mentioned that it was fun, relaxed, and sociable. One child stated, “it was a good laugh” and another remarked “I enjoy the social side of being a member of the club and fundraising was fun.” None of the respondents referred to it as not being friendly.



Inclusive Participation

In particular, it was suggested that the game was not taken too seriously, as it was more about development, enjoyment, and ensuring everyone played a part. It also became clear that the players felt that the cricket club operated in an inclusive environment, with all players, regardless of gender or ability, having a chance to perform through batting and bowling. One child mentioned that “I enjoy cricket as I get picked” and another remarked that she “always gets a chance to bat and bowl.”

The discussion raised by the coaches suggests that the ethos of the cricket club is one of development for the children. The coaches highlighted how the learning and development is tailored to ensure that all children are encouraged to enjoy the game, gain experience of all aspects of it and crucially, develop toward improving themselves both as a cricket player and team player.

The coaches outlined that they were short of finance and resources, however, they worked hard to ensure that this did not prevent them from creating an inclusive learning experience.

The parents were full of praise for the learning environment created by the coaches for their children. The parents provide an insight in their experience of youth cricket, explaining that they see it as a more relaxed, pleasant and inclusive sport, in an environment which aims to support the development of the players.



Support and Encouragement

The players also suggested that they felt supported at the cricket club through encouragement on the side lines from spectators, from their peers in the team and also from the coaching team. One remarked that “everyone encourages everyone else” and another stated that he found “not as much shouting from people on the side-lines, so much less pressure.”

The coaches highlighted their desire to create the environment to facilitate the development of the players through their own experiences and enthusiasm for the club and sport. They encourage parental involvement in both the support of the players and also the running of the club. The parents seem to be very much lead by the learning environment created by the coaches and consequently fully subscribe to the ethos of this club.



Comparison to Football

Another theme to emerge was a comparison to football. Those children who had experience of playing football offered a comparison of the sports. Overall, football was deemed less inclusive, through it being more aggressive than cricket, more pressure on results and that it was based more on the ability of individual players. Of particular interest are the following quotes from the children, “Didn't like football as it's rough and aggressive, cricket is more fun, friendly and inclusive” and “in particular I felt under pressure at football to do well.” This suggests that in this instance the experiences of a learning and developmental environment were better served in their cricket club than in other sports they had participated in. Other participants in the study agreed with these comments and suggested they enjoyed cricket more than football because it gave them the opportunity to play. Some children with experience of both sports highlighted the difference in the facilitator of learning and development, in this case the coach. One stated that “football focuses more on winning and performance, in cricket the coaches try to improve everyone, not just the better players.”

The coaches also contrasted their experiences of this club with other sports clubs they have been engaged with. They offered an insight into proceedings at football clubs they have been involved in, whereby parental involvement can be a hindrance to the development. They suggested that in football, “it is more about the development of those children who show most potential and initial ability.” Thus, the learning environment created by the coaches seems to be a crucial factor as it sets the ethos and creates the space for the development of the children.

Parents concur with the coaches in as far that they also share examples of youth football being an “aggressive” sport, where the supporters are continually shouting at the players and in one particular example provided, at the referee.



Winning and Losing

Although the children obviously enjoyed the more inclusive and friendly environment that is not to say that the players didn't want to win, indeed they did as they mentioned about “nothing negative except losing” and “season is harder because our better players moved up an age group, so we lose more.” They also did allude to different attitudes with other cricket clubs for example they mentioned that they “play against some very good teams who take it seriously” and one said he “I used to play at another club, but felt it was so serious, they were only interested in the better players.” This suggests that although the children felt that their particular cricket club provided a supportive learning environment that may not be the case for all cricket clubs and also other youth sports clubs such as football.

The coaches spoke about their ethos of participation being paramount to winning. They expanded on this through providing examples of pressure being applied to children playing football because of a “win at all costs” mentality.

Criticism of bad language at youth football was cited, as was the competitive nature of it, which can potentially discourage participation. Cricket however, was described as a sport where there was “not as much at stake and consequently, was more fun.”




DISCUSSION

It is apparent that in this particular cricket club the learning and development of the players is paramount and they undertake this in a supportive and inclusive environment. A commitment by coaches to learning and learners is seen as a fundamental aspect of good coaching (Penney, 2006). The coaches drive the ethos and this fits in with the findings of Lesyk and Kornspan (2000) that they want the players to have the key ingredients of fun, life skills, enjoyment, and teamwork. The fact that the children are enjoying the experience means they are far more likely to carry on playing sport into adulthood (Kirk, 2006). It does appear in this example that children all participate of their own volition, are not coerced by their parents and that they have the same aims for participation (Donnelly, 1997; Knight and Holt, 2014; Na, 2015; Romar et al., 2016). Maybe the parents views are colored by their own experiences (George and Curtner-Smith, 2016) as are the coaches (Lemyre et al., 2007). It was apparent to the coaches and parents that adults can have a negative aspect upon youth sport (Partridge and Wann, 2015). However, in this instance that experience is for the better as many have seen bad practice elsewhere and do not wish to emulate it. Thus, the two adult groups seem both keen to promote a positive environment which could be significant. A number of the players have also had experiences elsewhere and acknowledge that this club is an environment when ability does not matter and they can all develop their confidence and skills (Stafford, 2011) and this means the three stakeholders groups share the same ethos.

There is indicative evidence that all clubs are not necessarily the same as this one. Many of the negative experiences were related to football so it could be that the sport undertaken is a factor in the experience (Evans et al., 2017). However, there were also negative references to other cricket clubs so it may not be just purely down to the culture of the sport but maybe also to the ethos of the most powerful agents (Bourdieu, 1986), in this case the coaches, or the fact all stakeholder groups want the same ethos.

If enjoyment is indeed the key to participation (Kolt and Kirkby, 1996; Butcher et al., 2002; Allender et al., 2006; Cadeyrn et al., 2007) then this learning environment at this particular club seems to have found the right ingredients for growth and development. It aids the learning journey of the child by creating an environment of enjoyment, meaning and fun (Light et al., 2013).



CONCLUSION

This study has given an insight to the experiences of children and adult stakeholders in an informal learning setting. Although the focus of this study is on one particular club, therefore the findings cannot be generalized, what is apparent is that the children learn, have fun, gain valuable experience, and enjoy playing sport. It is an environment that enhances learning development which is crucial at a younger age (Kirk, 2005). It appears one of the main reasons for this is the lack of pressure placed on the children to perform and win. Hence, their experience of cricket is about playing and developing their skill in a supportive environment. This learning environment and ethos has been created by the coaches and allows for an inclusive feeling for all the children and development in that particular sport. In this instance all three of the chosen groups, the players, parents and coaches, have aligned successfully to create this supportive, non-threatening environment, to allow the children to learn, develop their confidence, self-esteem, and skill. However, this research indicates that this learning environment and ethos could be undermined by one of the stakeholder groups. For example, in contrast to this positive experience, all the stakeholder groups highlighted a negative difference between this cricket club and their experiences of involvement with youth football.

Although this is only indicative the difference could be due to the subculture of the sport or the outlook and actions of the coaches, which appears paramount as the coaches seem to have the biggest influence. In this instance the other stakeholder groups in this club acquiesce to the ethos produced by the coaches but if they did not it could undermine the inclusive learning environment. Apparent here, is that one, more or all of the groups can intervene to create a more negative, highly pressured, and competitive environment, which according to our sample, would conspire to create a less enjoyable experience.

This study gives a brief glimpse into an informal learning environment at one particular youth cricket club. Further research would be necessary to ascertain patterns regarding individual sport subculture and the effect of stakeholder groups which would require a more in depth study with a larger number of Youth Sports Clubs.

It does seem indicative that a supportive learning environment is good for the well-being of the children and their development (Tharani et al., 2017). In this case study the stakeholders conspire to create a constructive, supportive and inclusive learning environment from which all stakeholder groups seem to benefit and enjoy.
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