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Children and Sport 
 
The issue of who has responsibility for ensuring that there is adequate sports education in 
the school system can have only one answer – schools. That said, there is a very strong 
case for taking sports out of the education system, especially at secondary schools level, 
and treating it as an obligatory extra curriculum activity. Doing it this way would allow 
children to participate in sports of their choice in an environment more conducive to the 
achievement of sporting excellence. Other activities such as Keep Fit, Aerobics or Dancing 
should also be considered under this banner. 
 
Facilities used could be a mixture of schools, sports centres, community halls etc where 
certain sports would be properly catered for and equipped rather than having a little of the 
requisite equipment at each school. It would also allow qualified coaches who are in 
regular employment access to grass roots level participants. The alternative is to rely on 
pensioners, others not in employment or employ coaches directly. 
 
Doing it this way would mean that sports facilities would become the preserve of the 
community instead of schools. The Active Schools Co-ordinators role is an improvement 
on the previous system but it still does not provide the answer to maximising the number of 
children participating in sport. My experience is that it is left to representatives of the 
various sports to establish contact with the schools instead of two way communication.  
 
The end result would be that there would be a requirement for a total re-structuring of the 
delivery of sport to include the education and community systems and formal agreement 
with the various sporting organisations. This could not be an overnight switchover but a 
new strategy rolled out in a longer term, structured fashion. 
 
Community Facilities 
 
The principal barrier to facilities not being fully utilised is because of lack of ownership. For 
instance, swimmers having to use pools at 5am for training or other sports having to leave 
the sports facility at 10pm. If the sports had “ownership” of community facilities there would 
be fuller and more productive useage. My sport is table tennis and in a reasonably small 
country like Belgium the main club in Brussels, Pantheon, has a facility larger than the vast 
majority of sports centres in this country, including a bar and a restaurant. Sweden also 
turns out a large number of internationally recognised sportsmen and women, even in 
outdoors sports, and many consider that country to be in the forefront of producing 
sportsmen. 
 
Ownership of facilities is important in that it is a better way of creating loyalty and 
responsibility. For instance, golf and bowls are two very successful sports in Scotland 
because there is usually the ownership of greens/golf course and social facilities. Even 
where a member is not participating in the sport there is generally a club spirit and sense 
of community. 
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Coaching   
 
It is fair to say that there are not enough coaches. Starting in schools, I think that most PE 
teachers will be “generalists” rather than qualified coaches of a specific sport. There will, of 
course, be exceptions and these will no doubt encourage pupils to participate more fully in 
their sport. Coaches and youth leaders used to be numerous but with the decline in extra 
curriculum activity in schools and the employment of “general leaders” in youth clubs, 
rather than qualified sports coaches, they are in a marked decline. 
 
Best use of existing coaches can only come by finding hours and facilities which suit the 
coaches – my guess would be in the evening at a centralised point. At present, some 
coaches travel from school to school to spend short periods of time with only a few pupils. 
I know that I would not accede to such a system. 
 
Expecting coaches also to be administrators would also provide barriers. A coach should 
be able to show up, coach and leave without being expected to book halls, keep a register, 
collect fees etc. Any one coaching should know the commitment they are making and not 
have any further intrusions into his/her own family and social life. All too often, a coach will 
give up when these extra responsibilities have a sufficiently negative impact on their own 
lives. 
 
Finally, the promotion of sport must be the only aim and not a means of providing 
childminding facilities for the older child although, if done correctly, it could very well have 
that effect. In following this broad principle every child should have exactly the same 
opportunity to learn a sport, if not necessarily their first choice. Positive discrimination is 
discrimination. Obviously, talent and potential will require to be tapped but not as part of 
the school or after school curriculum. 
 
Summary 
 
None of this is an “easy fix” and requires a major rethink on how we treat and finance our 
education and sports establishments. There would also be a knock on effect on how this 
alters terms of employment and family life. To even consider it would require a full working 
party of varying skills and experiences and the eventual support of national and local 
government. 
 
That said, there would be many benefits including finding acceptable activities for our 
youth, making fuller use of our community facilities and encouraging healthier lifestyles. In 
so doing it would also require much needed extra funding for our sports organisations 
which, in turn, would benefit from increased participation. 
 
Even if none of this could be implemented, the report from such a working party should 
provide some good advice for the future. In my view just tinkering with what we already 
have will not be enough to achieve real results. 
 
The commitment has to be to sport itself and not the creation of partnerships or 
QUANGOs. 
 
John McCulloch, 12 November 2008 
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