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Abstract: 

With ongoing concern about the health and fitness of Australian children, there is considerable debate in 

Australian education on the organisation and structure of Australian Health and Physical Education and School 

Sport. Much debate was generated by the implementation of the new Australian Curriculum in 2015 and a 

significant body of academic literature emerged. However, there was clear neglect of one of the key stakeholders 

– parents/carers. Scholars have mostly failed to adequately understand and document the role of parents/carers in 

supporting Health and Physical Education and School Sport. To redress this neglect, this study investigated the 

values and attitudes of parents/carers towards physical education and school sport in New South Wales primary 

schools. The quantitative research collected data from 626 parents/carers whose children attended 111 primary 

schools in NSW, Australia using a questionnaire based on the validated instrument developed by the Australian 

Council for Health, Physical Education and Recreation. There were four key finding. First, the primary school 

students of parents/carers who had participated in primary school sport themselves were more likely to 

participate in school sport. Third, parent/carer values towards sport have no relationship with children 

participating in school sport. Third, primary school students who participated in school sport were more likely to 

concurrently play community club sport. Fourth, parent/carer lack of time and child disinterest were the most 

common reasons for lack of involvement in community sport. These findings shed some light on a neglected 

area of Australian HPE research, parents/carers. The research also highlights an urgent need to implement 

policies and practices to increase sporting participation for a large percentage of youth who have very little 

meaningful experiences in sport.  
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Introduction 

In 2015, the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) developed the first 

ever Australian Curriculum which provided all stakeholders, teachers, students, and parents/carers with a clear 

understanding of what students should learn, regardless of where they lived in Australia or which school they 

attended (ACARA, 2015). It was a ‘re-set’ for Australian education as a national curriculum for all primary and 

secondary schools. Many Australian states and territories began implementing aspects of the curriculum. From 

the first year of schooling to Year 10, students develop knowledge and skills in eight learning areas: English, 

Mathematics, Science, Health and Physical Education (HPE), Humanities and Social Sciences (HASS), the Arts, 

Technologies, and Languages. While HPE became a mandated learning area, School Sport (SS) was not 

mandated in this new national curriculum but discretionary for schools. Most schools still mandated school sport 

although its structure and delivery differed from school to school. Several subject areas felt threatened by the 

curriculum ‘re-set’ especially with the focus on improving literacy and numeracy and the perception of a 

‘narrowing of the curriculum’. HPE and SS stakeholders were both vocal and pro-active in their support for their 

subject areas and linked declining physical activity and increasing obesity rates to justify their inclusion in the 

new curriculum.  

 The debates in the media and wider community were reflected in the burgeoning research in HPE and 

SS. Wide and varied research was undertaken and many different stakeholders were ‘given a voice’ ranging from 

pre-service teachers to practising teachers. For example, many studies examined pre-service teachers, partly 

because they were a convenient sample to research. In just one year, 2020, over 20 published articles 

investigated the perceptions and inclinations of Australian pre-service HPE teachers on varying issues. While it 

was well accepted that parents/carers are a key mechanism capable of influencing and encouraging high levels of 

quality school-aged student interactions with sport, Australian scholars were mostly silent in attempting to 

document their ‘voice’.  In fact, parent/carer perspectives are absent from most of the HPE literature, even in the 

Health Education component of HPE. The Health Education literature has some research in better understanding 

Australian parents’ perceptions of teaching sex education in the HPE primary education syllabus (Robinson et 

al., 2017). Based on 342 Australian parents of primary school-aged students the study concluded that most 

parents believed sexuality education was relevant and important to primary school children and that it should be 
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a collaborative approach between families and schools. However, some parents acknowledged that while they 

believed that some topics should only be addressed at home, this often did not happen (Robinson et al., 2017).  

There are no comparable studies in physical education and school sport to understand parents/carers in recent 

years.  

 In Australian physical education and school sport research undertaken more than 20 years ago, Wright 

et al. (1999) investigated parent/carer perceptions towards child participation in physical education and school 

sport and explored their influence using an already validated measure devised by the Australian Council for 

Health, Physical Education and Recreation (ACHPER). Wright et al. (1999) found that while parents/carers 

value physical education and school sport, quality programs are required to encourage and meet the needs of 

children recognising the diversity and disparity in society. Wright et al. (1999, p. 16) concluded: 

It seems then that it is not so much a matter of convincing parents that physical activity is valuable in 

young people’s lives but rather to provide opportunities and programs that meet the needs of all 

children and understand that those needs are diverse and may vary for different groups of children and 

for different children within those groups.  

In 2009 the ACHPER questionnaire was once again used in a study on the values and attitudes of New Zealand 

parents/carers towards primary education and school sport (Cowley et al., 2009). The researchers concluded that:  

Parents highly valued the place of physical activity in the school environment and the health benefits 

and social skills that physical activity provides. Respondents indicated that family, the school, and 

enjoyment of the activity were key factors in continued participation in physical activity for children. 

Barriers to participation were family and work commitments and cost of activities. (Cowley et al., 2009, 

p. 10) 

The limited study of Australian parents/carers is perplexing because the international literature has 

clearly identified that the primary education years are a critical time in the development of sport participation; 

and the opportunity for school-aged youth to participate varies greatly and is influenced by several factors, 

including parent/carer influence. International scholars have long recognised the significance influence of 

parent/carer values and attitudes on a child’s sporting participation (Brustad, 1996; Eriksson, Nordqvist & 

Rasmussen, 2008; King, Tergerson & Wilson, 2008). This parental influence can occur through their support and 

encouragement, the provision of opportunities to participate, and through parents/carers’ own involvement in 

physical activity. In general education literature the relationships between parents/carers and schools is an 

important dimension of children’s learning and school experience (Anderson & Minke, 2007; Dearing, Kreider, 

Simpkins, & Weiss, 2006; Dearing, McCartney, Weiss, Kreider, & Simpkins, 2004; Jeynes, 2010) Despite the 

importance of relations between parents/carers and schools to student learning, participation and outcomes, the 

importance of teachers in developing and maintaining relationships with parents has been neglected in the 

Australian setting.   

Eccles’ (1983) work is central and influential to the sporting body of literature because he explored a 

theoretical model illustrating that parents/carers are part of a socialisation component described as a determinant 

in a child’s perceptions of achievement. This socialisation effect takes place in the form of ‘observational 

learning’ (Eccles, 1983, p. 116), where children adopt expectancies and values like those of their parents/carers. 

Eccles’ (1983) model has been further examined through the work of Brustad (1996) and Bois et al. (2005) who 

presented comparable studies that consolidate this inextricable link in response to both parents/carers’ support 

and promotion of sport. These studies used and explored Eccles’ (1983) model of socialisation, which concluded 

that parents/carers are recognised as role models whereby children reproduce and replicate behaviours and 

perceptions thus forming an attitudinal link. This influence is shaped further by a child’s sporting opportunities, 

which are inevitably directed by the family (Bois et al., 2005). Shropshire and Carroll (2006) further supported 

this theme by declaring that parents/carers who are physically active can encourage child participation in 

sporting experiences through involvement in regular physical activities. Bois et al. (2005) identified this specific 

influence as parent/carer role modelling.  

While most of the literature reinforced the positive link between parents/carers’ support and child 

sporting participation, there were a few studies which presented a more nuanced perspective. For example, Trost 

et al. (2003) in a study conducted in California in the United States, concluded that inactive parents/carers can 

raise sporting children, while Trost and Loprinzi (2011) in a review of all available published literature 

highlighted a weak link between parents/carers and child sporting participation. 

An additional strong social factor influencing child behaviour is the level of parent/carer support and 

encouragement towards sport. Most scholars have persuasively justified that parent/carer support, value and 

encouragement override the influence of parental sporting participation. This hypothesis supports the work of 

Eccles (1983) who stated that parents/carers’ values towards a certain domain have the potential to shape a 

child’s personal judgement of that domain and consequently the child’s accomplishment (Bois et al., 2005). 

Furthermore, Eccles (1983) comprehends this notion as a form of external motivation where personal inspiration 

can be shaped by parents/carers. Bois et al. (2005) stated that parent/carer attitudes regarding child physical 

competence will indirectly shape and define a child’s own capabilities, perceptions, and consequently sporting 

involvement. Researchers have also identified that while the influence of parent/carer support can be 

advantageous in ensuring a child’s active and healthy lifestyle, it can similarly be detrimental if a parent/carer 
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has negative and ignorant values. Shropshire et al. (1997) endorse this notion by recognising that devaluing sport 

by parents/carers and/or lack of parent/carer support can prompt children’s negative and/or misguided 

perceptions towards sport. 

The final theme explored by international research was the barriers that hinder child participation and 

involvement in sport. The literature recognised a hypothesis that parent/carer support and involvement may 

identify as an insufficient influence, as it does not remove supplementary personal, environmental, and societal 

barriers. Trost et al. (2003) and a similar study by Bentley et al. (2012) identified that barriers, including cost, 

time, safety and transport, are the most detrimental factors to a child’s sporting involvement outside of school. 

Bois et al. (2005) explored the effect of these barriers and revealed that even if parents/carers have high levels of 

support and encouragement, there is variability in child participation levels due to personal, environmental and 

societal barriers.  

While parent/carer values and attitudes feature significantly in international literature, this has not been 

a feature of Australian literature. This research study therefore analyses the values and attitudes of parents/carers 

of NSW primary school children towards physical education and school sport. It focuses on the Physical 

Education component of the Health and Physical Education learning areas, as well as School Sport. In this study 

School Sport refers only to inter-school sporting exchanges and includes the various sports which primary school 

students can represent their schools in.  

 

Material & methods  

To examine parent/carer values and attitudes, this study adopted a quantitative research methodology. 

Quantitative data was collected through a questionnaire based on the validated instrument developed by 

ACHPER in the late 1990s and used in research by Wright et al. (1999) and Cowley et al. (2009). The instrument 

investigated the orientations of parents/carers to the participation of children in sport and their values of the 

relationship between sport and health. Using an already validated instrument strengthened reliability and validity 

of the data collection. Participants could complete the questionnaire with a pen and paper hard copy or online. 

The questionnaire had two key sections. The first section gathered data on parent/carer participant background 

information and experiences with physical education and school sport. Parents/carers could reflect on their own 

primary and secondary school sport experiences. The second section asked parents/carers to reflect on their 

child’s experiences in physical education and school sport. The questionnaire used closed questions and Likert 

scales to assess attitudes, and nine questions to analyse respondent values (Gratton & Jones, 2014). 

Once ethics clearances from the University of Sydney and the NSW Education Department were 

approved, a school sample was developed which included a representative stratified random sample of 200 NSW 

government primary schools. School principals were then approached to take part in the study. Parents were then 

contacted by the school and invited to take part in the study.  parent carers of primary school children across 

NSW were invited to complete the questionnaire. Contact was made directly to school principals to request 

permission to advertise the questionnaire. Additionally, principals and the Department of Education and 

Communities advised to directly contact the presidents of various schools’ Parents and Communities Boards 

(P&C) who offered support in advertising the questionnaire. A representative stratified random sample of 200 

NSW government primary schools was developed e final sample total was 626 parent/carer responses (each 

representing one child) from 111 primary schools. The 626 responses only included the ‘fully’ completed 

questionnaires. 

 

Data collection and analysis / Statistical analysis 

 Data was analysed using the computer software Statistical Packages for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Both 

descriptive and inferential statistics analysis was used to interpret the data (Gratton & Jones, 2014). Descriptive 

statistics analysis identified the measures of central tendencies including frequencies of variables. The tabular 

and graphical representations allowed clear comparisons between subgroups (Gratton & Jones, 2014). Inferential 

statistics analysis through Chi-square tests of independence measured the sum difference between the observed 

and distribution, converting deviations between variables into the probability of their occurring change, taking 

the size of the sample and number of degrees of freedom into account (Gratton & Jones, 2014).  The level of 

significance was 0.05 meaning the observed p-value is less than 0.05. These tests explored the frequencies 

between binary data, analysing relationships, and differences in proportions (Field, 2009).   

 

Participants 

Even though both men and women were encouraged to participate more than 75% of participants were women. 

These results highlight a significant gender bias in the data. Almost 60% of the participants were aged 41–50, 

and approximately 35% were aged 40 and under. While it was also intended that all cultural and religious 

backgrounds participate in the research, almost 70% of participants were Anglo/Northern European 

parents/carers. which is not representative of multicultural Australian society with over a quarter of Australia’s 

population born overseas (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2019). Regarding religious affiliation, 44% identified 

as Anglican or Catholic while 40% of parents/carers had a non-religious background, which is in alignment with 

ABS (2018a) statistics. While a representative sample was devised and contacted, almost 85% of the participants 
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were from the Sydney metropolitan area, with a significant number from the North Shore and Inner West areas. 

About three-quarters of parents/carers identified themselves as currently lightly or moderately active. Few 

responders, 13%, represented themselves as physically inactive. These results are clearly well above the 

established levels recorded by the ABS (2018) with only 43% of adults over the age of 18 participating at the 

physically active threshold. More than 60% of parents/carers had participated in competitive inter-school sport 

during their primary school years.  

 Of the children the parents/carers reported on, there was an almost even mix of boys and girls. The year 

levels of children were, likewise, approximately evenly represented, with a high of 17% of children in Year 4 

and a low of 11% in each of Kindergarten and Year 1. 

 

Results 

The results explored parent/carer responses to their child’s current experiences together with their values and 

attitudes towards physical education and sport. In Australia, there are guidelines which mandate 2 hours of 

vigorous sport per week for children and this mandated time has featured significantly in public and media 

debates (NSW Department of Education and Training, 2005).  More than 90% of parents/carers clearly agreed 

with the mandatory 2 hours of sport per week. Not only did the vast majority agree with the existing mandated 

hours of sport, but 2 out of 5 indicated there should be an increase in the required hours. These results clearly 

represent high levels of parent/carer value towards sport. 

Despite the ABS (2019) providing statistics about the participation rates of Australia’s youth outside of 

school (community sport level) there are no participation rates available for the percentage of school aged youth 

who take part in competitive inter-school sport. This therefore means there are no statistics available on the 

interplay between sports participation inside and outside of the school setting. This research revealed that 

approximately 40% children had the opportunity to participate in inter-school sport. Students who did not have 

an opportunity to participate in inter-school sport because of its unavailability (enrolled in K–2 or the school did 

not have an inter-school program opportunity for them) were excluded from calculating this statistic. 

While the parents/carers identified physical education and school sport as being an important and 

valued part of their children’s schooling and supported the mandated guidelines of 2 hours of sport, when 

parents/carers were asked to rank the eight subject areas from most important to least important, HPE was 

ranked fifth. The order was clear: English first; Maths second; Science third; Humanities and Social Sciences 

fourth; and HPE fifth. The Arts and Languages clearly occupied the lowest two rankings. 

 The results of this study indicate that 3 out of 5 children are not involved in school sport meaning that 

60% of students complete their primary schooling without representing their school in the various team 

competitions or representing their school at various inter-school athletics or swimming competitions. It is not 

clear what prevents primary school students from participating more in school sport, however over a quarter of 

parents/carers (27%) believed that school sport is too competitive. This may be a partial explanation for why 

60% of children were not participating in inter-school sport. On the other hand, close to 70% of children were 

involved in community sport (outside school setting). 

Parents/carers were also asked to identify any specific barriers that may hinder their child’s 

involvement in sport. Overall, almost 25% of parents/carers identified lack of time as the most considerable 

barrier.  

Several themes emerged based on correlations for the relationship between parents/carers and their 

children’s participation in physical education and school sport. These four themes are presented below in the 

discussion section. 

 

Discussion 

Theme 1: Parents/carers who played primary school sport were more likely to have children who represented 

their school in primary school sport.  

 

The first theme was the strong link between parents/carers who had represented their school in primary 

school sport and their children who represented their school in school sport. The results of a Chi-square test of 

independence show a significant relationship between parent/carer past engagement in school sport and their 

child’s current engagement in school sport (N=557, χ2=7.337, p=0.007. This demonstrates that parents/carers 

who participated in primary school sport are more likely to have children who are currently engaged in school 

sport, relative to parents/carers who did not play school sport. A secondary Chi-square test analysis similarly 

concluded that the proportion of students playing community club sport is greater when the parents/carers played 

community club sport than when they did not (N=556, χ2=12.247, p=0.000). These tests underpin a strong link 

between parent/carer history of sport and student involvement in all forms of sport in the primary school setting. 

This relationship supports evidence from research on the strong socialisation factor between parents/carers and 

child experiences in sport. Shropshire and Carroll (2006) found a physical activity and socialisation link between 

fathers and their children, and, comparably, Bois et al. (2004) explored the positive effects of mothers’ 

engagement in sport. These studies concluded that parents/carers who are physically active positively impact 

child engagement levels in sport. 
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Theme 2: Parent/carer values towards sport have no relationship with children participating in school sport 

 

The second major relationship identified in this study was that despite parents/carers having positive 

values towards physical education and school sport, there is no clear link between the parent/carer values and 

increased child participation in school sport. Parent/carer value was explored by analysing the relationship 

between participants’ agreement with the mandatory 2 hours of sport per week in primary schools and children’s 

involvement in school sport. The Chi-square test presented no difference in the proportion of children playing 

sport across parent/carer attitudes to school sport (N=554, χ2=0.260, p=0.604). This demonstrates that 

parent/carer value towards sport in schools is less relevant in influencing child involvement in school sport. 

These findings contradict most studies, including Bentley et al. (2012) who claim that dedicated parental support 

is associated with increased and positive sporting experiences. Poulsen and Ziviani (2003) support this 

perception by additionally associating higher parent/carer support with increased child sporting levels. 

Conceivably, these results could be interpreted that the overall quality and execution of primary school sport is 

problematic, thus explaining the lack of a relationship between the proportion of children playing school sport 

and parent/carer positive values of sport and physical education. As such, this study identifies that there is no 

relationship between parent/carer value towards sport in primary schools and children’s involvement in school 

sport. 

The relationship of parent/carer value towards HPE with child participation in school sport was also 

analysed. While the Australian Curriculum has presented English and Mathematics as significant subjects 

reflected through the required teaching percentage (NSW DET, 2006), there has been no published research that 

has investigated the values and attitudes held by parents/carers towards HPE. Parents/carers who ranked the 

educational value of HPE as 1–3 was grouped, and parents/carers who ranked HPE in the bottom with ranks 3–6 

were grouped. This variable was compared with child participation level in school sport using a Chi-square test. 

The results indicated that the proportion of children playing school sport does not differ between those children 

of parents/carers who ranked HPE in the top 3 and those parents/carers who did not N=558, χ2=2.416, p=0.120). 

These results support the concept that there is no discernible relationship between parent/carer value of HPE and 

child participation in school sport. 

 

Theme 3: Overall involvement in school sport is predominately by those children who are playing sport outside 

of the school setting. 

 

The third theme was that children who are involved in sport are mostly associated with community club 

sport outside of the school setting. To determine the statistical significance of the difference between 

participation levels in school versus club sport, Chi-square goodness-of-fit tests were performed which indicated 

that if a child is not playing club sport, it is less likely they play school sport. Highly statistical differences 

(p<0.05) were found also showing that if a child does not play club sport it is less likely they will participate in 

school sport. Additionally, the results of this research study present a negative picture of the role of school sport, 

which historically was envisaged and conceptualised as an opportunity for students to take part in, who did not 

play community sport to take part. Furthermore, the data calls attention to the overall quality and execution of 

school sport in primary schools. School sport should aim to promote and encourage inclusion of all children, 

providing holistic opportunities for child participation in physical activity.  

An interesting difference in participation between school sport and club sport was identified by 

analysing a relationship between parent/carer involvement in club sport when they were in primary school and 

that of their children now in club sport. The results indicated that, compared to school sport, the overall 

percentage of parents/carers who were involved in club sport when they were in primary school was lower than 

their child’s current participation in club sport. On the other hand, children’s current participation in school sport 

is below that of their parents when they were in primary school This generational change in emphasis from 

school sport to club sport could be in response to increased opportunities for children to play organised sport 

outside of the school setting. Alternatively, it may be due to limited opportunities for children to play sport 

inside the school setting. 

 

Theme 4: Personal and environmental barriers are widespread in hindering children’s involvement in sport 

 

The final theme explored personal and environmental barriers that affect children’s involvement in 

sport. This relates to the concept that parent/carer modelling in the form of prior and/or current sporting 

involvement together with support and encouragement may be insufficient to prevent additional barriers (Trost et 

al., 2003). Parent/carer lack of time was recognised, overall, as the most prominently acknowledged hindrance 

(by parents/carers) to child participation in sport. This result provides partial support to several studies, for 

example Bentley et al. (2012) which only recognised lack of time as a small hindrance to sport. As such, this 

research study provides clear and current knowledge representing parent/carer lack of time as a widespread 

barrier for primary school children’s involvement in sport in NSW. A wide range of literature highlights the 

significant influence of parent/carer support on child engagement in sport. Poulsen and Ziviani (2004, p. 75) 
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report that parents with children under the age of 11 have the strongest influence on children’s investment of 

time in physical activities and sport. Brustad (1996) and Bentley et al. (2004) similarly recognise parent/carer 

support as the primary influence towards child participation in sport. As such, Poulsen and Ziviani (2004) 

conclude that support is identified as the most common determinant of child engagement with sport. 

Furthermore, parent/carer lack of time, the most prevalent barrier identified in this study, can be representative of 

a lack of parent/carer support in encouraging and promoting child participation in sport. Descriptive data 

interpreting parent/carer respondents who identified their child as uninvolved in any form of sport, and 

frequency of parent/carer selection of barriers in the questionnaire was analysed. Environmental and personal 

barriers of time, cost, transport, and school workload were the key detractors for child participation in sport. 

However, child lack of interest as demonstrated as the most prevalent barrier. These results could reflect the 

ABS (2018) data highlighting that children spent, on average across a 2-week period, two and a quarter hour a 

day in a sedentary state. Child interest in sport may be overridden by engagement in sedentary activities (ABS, 

2018). 

Child lack of interest may be related to poor parent/carer support towards sport, shown by parent/carer 

lack of time. The evidence from this study highlights that lack of interest by children and parent/carer lack of 

time are widespread barriers amongst NSW primary school aged children. With few studies supporting these 

social barriers as the most prevalent in impeding child involvement in sport, this study calls attention to the 

importance of positive parent/carer support and encouragement of child participation in sport.   

 

Conclusions 

Since the publication of the Wright et al. (1999) study which investigated Australian parent/carer 

perceptions of physical education and school sport, there has been very little interest in examining the role 

played by this important set of stakeholders – Australian parents/carers. One New Zealand study used the same 

validated measure as Wright et al. This neglect of parents/carers is even more perplexing considering the sheer 

number and scope of publications on physical education and school sport. This study aimed to shed light on the 

importance of parent/carer values and their attitudes towards physical education and school sport in NSW 

primary schools. There were four key findings. First, the sporting background of parents/carers when they were 

in primary school influences child participation in sport. On the other hand, contradicting the literature, 

parent/carer values and attitudes towards HPE and school sport are less relevant in promoting child engagement 

in sport. The high participation in school sport and lower participation in club sport by parents/carers when they 

were in primary school has seen a generational shift in their children to less school sport and comparatively more 

club sport. Finally, parent/carer lack of time and child disinterest in sport are the most prevalent barriers reported 

by parents/carers hindering child involvement in sport. 

This study provides understanding to redress the gap in the current Australian research on the relevance 

of parent/carer values and attitudes as a powerful influence on positive childhood experiences of HPE and sport. 

Results of the study clearly demonstrate the importance of parents/carers on physical education and sport and 

could be used to influence NSW primary school curricular improvements. 

The relationship between schools and parents/carers is complex, dynamic and, at times, difficult and 

problematic. Research in Australia should echo concerns internationally that identifies parent/carer–school 

relations as a contested domain with significant implications for school students, teachers, families and 

communities (Archer, 2010; Avvisati, Besbas, & Guyon, 2010; Blackmore & Hutchison, 2010; Crozier & 

Davies, 2007; Emerson, Fear, Fox, & Sanders, 2012; Macfarlane, 2008, 2009; Ranson, Martin, & Vincent, 

2004).  
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