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ABSTRACT
Studies indicate that sport within youth institutional settings can be 
beneficial (e.g. learning social skills) or problematic (e.g. social exclusion) 
depending on how they are structured, delivered and, ultimately, expe-
rienced by students. In this article, we examine the experiences of stu-
dents and staff in an educational sport program at a Swedish all-male 
youth detention home (ages 16–20) in order to increase understanding 
of the pedagogical approach of a sports-based program for detained 
youth. Drawing on interviews with both students and staff, we identify 
and elaborate four aspects of the program—building a pedagogical 
platform, ‘seeing’ and meeting students, creating a supportive environ-
ment, and thinking beyond the institution—that were collectively rep-
resented to initiate and guide a process of growth and change for 
students. We discuss how these aspects of the program’s pedagogical 
approach, in contrast to deficiency-based approaches, can provide a 
useful framework for delivering sport in ways that can benefit detained 
youth and other young people in socially vulnerable situations.

Introduction

Sport can play an important role in the rehabilitation and reintegration of detained youth. 
Studies show that sport within youth institutional settings can be beneficial or problematic 
depending on how it is structured, delivered and, ultimately, experienced by young people 
(Andrews and Andrews 2003; Meek 2014; Parker, Meek, and Lewis 2014). In order for sport 
to have an impact on wider social outcomes such as crime desistance or developing prosocial 
skills, research indicates that specific pedagogical approaches and competencies are needed 
(see Haudenhuyse, Theeboom, and Skille 2014). This is consistent with broader research 
on sport and social development, which indicates that sport participation can contribute 
to social development if the activities are structured specifically with this aim in mind 
(Bailey et al. 2009). Additional research on sport pedagogy in youth justice settings is needed 
in order to understand how detained youth experience sport and how sport can be arranged 
in ways that are meaningful and beneficial for them.

The purpose of this article is to increase the understanding of the pedagogical approach 
of a sports-based program for detained youth. We do this by exploring the experiences of 

KEYWORDS
Sport pedagogy; youth 
justice; pedagogical tact; 
football; Sweden; detained 
youth

© 2019 the Author(s). published by informa UK Limited, trading as taylor & Francis Group
this is an open Access article distributed under the terms of the creative commons Attribution-noncommercial-noDerivatives License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, 
provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

CONTACT Daniel roe  daniel.roe@gih.se

https://doi.org/10.1080/17430437.2019.1565381

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0
https://doi.org/10.1080/17430437.2019.1565381
http://www.tandfonline.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17430437.2019.1565381&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-3-26


920 D. ROE ET AL.

students and staff in an educational football program at an all-male youth detention home 
in Sweden. The research questions were:

• What are the experiences of students and staff in the Football Program?
• What are the characteristics of the pedagogical approach implemented in this program?

The potential for sport in correctional settings

A growing body of mainly interventional research has drawn attention to the potential 
benefits of sport within various criminal justice settings for young adults and juveniles—
including youth prisons (Meek and Lewis 2014), closed institutions for juveniles (Andrews 
and Andrews 2003), and probation or re-entry programs (Van Hout and Phelan 2014). Such 
benefits include formation of prosocial identities; socio-emotional development; coping 
with boredom and other negative aspects of institutionalisation; improving relations 
between residents and personnel; and, more generally, a structured alternative to criminal 
or risky behaviour (Andrews and Andrews 2003; Meek 2012, 2014; Meek and Lewis 2014; 
Nichols 2007; Parker, Meek, and Lewis 2014; Van Hout and Phelan 2014; Williams, Strean, 
and Bengoechea 2002). This body of research tends to focus on ‘outcomes’, where sport in 
an almost evangelical sense (Coalter 2013) is taken to have nearly intrinsic properties that 
are instrumental in creating the desired outcomes.

Sport’s contribution to rehabilitating detained youth is often framed as initiating a devel-
opmental process, starting with a ‘hook’ for motivating ‘hard-to-engage’ youth—particularly 
males (Meek 2014; Meek and Lewis 2014; Nichols 2007). Secondly, research highlights that 
sport can provide a context in which detained youth are able to develop socially and emo-
tionally, and build self-confidence and optimism for a better future—one that may include 
crime desistance (Parker et al. 2014). Lastly, studies show that sport can play a supportive 
role for reintegrating young people during community re-entry (Meek 2014; Meek and 
Lewis 2014).

Sport is not a panacea, however. According to Spruit et al. (2016), ‘there is no overall 
significant association between sports participation and juvenile delinquency’ (655). In 
fact, several studies point to detrimental outcomes related to sport in correctional settings, 
such as bullying or other forms of social exclusion (Andrews and Andrews 2003; Meek 
2014). In scholarship on prison masculinities, sporting contexts have been depicted as sites 
wherein exaggerated masculinities linked to competition and violence are performed and 
reinforced (Abrams and Anderson-Nathe 2013; Baumer and Meek 2018). Academics 
(Andrews and Andrews 2003; Sugden and Yiannakis 1982) have also questioned the use of 
competitive, mainstream sport models because they constitute elements of society, such as 
adhering to formal rules, with which delinquent youth already struggle.

Still, a few studies (Meek 2012, 2014; Meek and Lewis 2014) concerning football and 
rugby academies at British young offender institutions show that mainstream sports hold 
promise for reducing reoffending. However, echoing research in physical education (see 
Bailey et  al. 2009) and community sport (see Mahoney and Stattin 2000) these studies 
tribute desirable outcomes to pedagogical aspects and program structure, such as the guid-
ance provided in mentoring relationships, rather than the activity itself. Thus, an important 
focus for future research is not so much if sport interventions can benefit the situations of 
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detained youth, but rather to understand the complexities of how sport can be arranged 
and delivered in ways that benefit detained youth (Meek and Lewis 2014).

Conceptualising sport in youth justice contexts—a pedagogical practice?

The framework for this study is that the potential benefits (or consequences) of sport within 
youth justice contexts can be understood in relation to its pedagogical practice, that is, how 
sport is conceived, how it is delivered, and how it is experienced by young people. 
Furthermore, our approach is that the notion of rehabilitation through sport should not be 
understood reductively or instrumentally, as if following a step-for-step process in a manual, 
but as occurring within an interpersonal dimension—through the relations and day-to-day 
interactions among residents and staff (Abrams and Anderson-Nathe 2013; Hertting 2010; 
Jenner 2004). This interpersonal dimension is profoundly influenced by intersecting dis-
courses regarding how detained youth are perceived, how institutions interpret their mission 
and put it into practice and, within such perspectives, how the role of sport is conceived. 
As Meek (2014) suggests, sport can be conceptualized as a practice negotiated within the 
‘contrasting notions of punishment, containment, and rehabilitation’. In closed institutions, 
the provision of sport is largely dependent on the institution’s conduct—its regimes, history, 
and culture (Meek 2014; Norman 2015).

Although in theory, and relative to adult corrections, institutions of youth justice have a 
rehabilitative mission, scholars (Case and Haines 2015; Muncie 2008) contend that European 
youth justice can increasingly be characterised by elements of control and correctionalism 
(i.e. seeking to correct or even punish youth crime ‘as the outcome of deficiencies in the 
individual’). In regards to physical activity, a frequently discussed example of correctionalism 
is the boot camp approach—where youth are subjected to strenuous physical demands and 
even ‘planned and repeated humiliation’ in a military structure (Cullen, Blevins, Trager, 
and Gendreau 2005). Although boot camps aimed to instil self-discipline in youth, Kilgore 
and Meade (2004) show how students hardly learned responsibility because it was taught 
(imposed upon them) in a way that did not permit students to practice it themselves.

A parallel ‘deficiency’ discourse could be pointed out in community sport (Coalter 2013), 
in which sport-based programs target groups of individuals who are seen as at-risk, mar-
ginalised or otherwise problematic and, accordingly, require an intervention: being cor-
rected, integrated, or otherwise diverted from creating problems (Ekholm 2016; Kelly 2013). 
In a sense, such interventions could be seen as ‘correctional settings’ in their own right.

A body of Swedish research articulates an alternative approach, advocating that youth 
detention homes can be conceptualised as ‘pedagogical practices’ (Fritzén 2001; Gerrevall 
and Jenner 2001; Hugo 2013; Jenner 2004). This approach involves adopting a ‘pedagogical 
perspective’ that focuses partly on students’ development of knowledge and skills, and partly 
on their integration into a shared community (Fritzén 2001). It is characterised by trying 
to see detained youth as being situated in problematic life situations, rather than individuals 
who are problematic (Gerrevall and Jenner 2001). In this sense, the pedagogical mission 
for youth homes is to construct a learning environment that is adaptable and capable of 
meeting the complex and varying needs and interests of detained youth in relation to being 
able to integrate within the community (both at the youth home, and in society at large). 
Jenner (2004) elaborates that the task for practitioners, then, is to adopt a ‘life world’ 
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Table 1. characteristics of residents placed at the institution regarding substance abuse/
addiction, criminality, school, and peers/leisure.

Substance 
abuse

• Abuse including alcohol (95%)
• repeat use of multiple substances (65%)

criminality • criminal record (100%)—compared to 62% at all state-run youth institutions
• repeat offenses (85%)
• Heavy addiction combined with violent crime (65%)

School • need extra support in school (89%)
• Lack primary school grades/certificate (65%)

peers and 
leisure

• need support with respect to peers (88%)
• Lack leisure interest at admission (80%)

Data provided by the institution and social services.

perspective, that is, to develop an attitude and ability ‘to transcend one’s own perspective 
and, as far as possible, see the world through the eyes of the pupil’ (12).

Acknowledging the unique, indeed difficult character of this ‘pedagogical task’, Hugo 
(2013) finds that many students in Swedish youth detention homes in fact experience being 
met in a respectful way, often leading to positive progress in school. Hugo concludes that 
in order to facilitate meaningful learning experiences in this setting, a critical teaching 
competence for meeting these students is ‘an ability to quickly feel what is possible and 
meaningful in the situation and meet students precisely where they are’ (131). This ability 
can be likened to what van Manen (2015) calls pedagogical tact. Pedagogical tact can be 
described as an interpersonal competence wherein the teacher can interpret what the student 
feels within the varying and dynamic situations of the student-teacher relation. It involves 
orienting to students’ lived experiences (van Manen 2015)—to meet students’ curiosity, 
wants, and needs by reading their physical being and understanding what is meaningful 
for them in the concrete moment (Hugo 2013).

The Football Program

The site for the study, a youth detention home in southern Sweden, was selected because 
it has a stated sport profile, with a focus on football (henceforth the ‘Football Program’). 
The institution houses 31 males between ages 16 and 20 in either locked or open units. The 
youth (students) placed at the institution are described as having ‘severe psychosocial prob-
lems with ongoing criminality and drug abuse’. Table 1 provides a general overview of 
residents’ background in terms of substance abuse, criminality, schooling, and peers/leisure.

The institution is situated on an island with about 750 inhabitants, where the youth 
detention home is the largest employer. The island’s local sport club also has a relatively 
strong position in the community and organizes a variety of sports and recreational activ-
ities, including competitive football. For decades, the institution and the sport club have 
collaborated, where both students and staff at the institution have been members and played 
football together. This tradition was an inspiration to create the Football Program, which 
formalises a partnership between the institution and the club.

The Football Program aims to ‘help students develop lasting prosocial skills and leisure 
interests’, which can be contextualised within the institution’s general treatment philosophy 
emphasising leisure activities and individual relationship work. The delivery of the program, 
however, is not guided by any clear or explicit pedagogical model. Football plays a central 
part in the institution’s culture and provided a way for a variety of professionals to 
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collaborate, often informally and without specific guidelines. These professionals include 
treatment assistants (unit staff), the psychologist and nurse, administrators, and even 
groundskeepers. It also involves outsiders, besides the local sport club, in the form of rep-
resentatives of the Swedish Football Association (including a former national team coach 
who volunteers with the program) and the regional sport federation, who regularly visit 
the youth home to engage in the program. These outsiders also assist the program with an 
informal network for connecting students to sport clubs during their re-entry.

The Football Program consists of three main activities: physical education (PE) with a 
special focus on football at the institution’s onsite school (delivered primarily by the PE 
teacher), recreational football during evenings (delivered by unit staff), and competitive 
club football (delivered by the local sport club). In Sweden, all competitive sport below the 
elite level is a leisure time activity, meaning that club coaches are normally not professional 
or full-time coaches. One important feature of this program is that the head coach of the 
football club works as a treatment assistant at the youth home. Another key aspect of the 
Football Program is that participation in all activities is essentially voluntary, including 
during school as most of the students are not compulsory school age. Students for the most 
part can choose how much they participate, with the exception of club football, where 
students at the institution must be invited to play.

PE at the Football Program is split into morning and afternoon sessions, during which 
morning lessons are typically held in a classroom, while afternoon sessions consist of phys-
ical activities, most often football. Football sessions during school are mainly conducted in 
smaller groups (up to five students) or one-on-one with the PE teacher, where the students 
train various skills and play small games. Recreationally, students and staff play pick-up 
football together during most evenings when, depending on interest, there can be up to 20 
participants (including staff). Compared to these sessions, participation in the club is more 
structured and selective. In this part of the program, students who are assessed as having 
sufficient behaviour and football ability are invited to train and even play games with a 
men’s Division 5 football team (typically between three to six students at any one time).

Method

This study is inspired by a life world phenomenological approach (Bengtsson 2005; Hugo 
2013; van Manen 1990; 2016), in which the researcher seeks to enter and participate in the 
social world of the subjects—by meeting and interacting with the people she/he is research-
ing in everyday situations—in order to come to a closer understanding of their unique 
worlds of lived experiences. Participation in activities was thereby a deliberate part of the 
ethical-methodological approach conducive to minimising the distance between researcher 
and subjects, helping to interpret and describe the data, and encouraging positive experi-
ences for research participants.

Selection and data collection

The data was collected during a one-week visit to the institution in the spring of 2015, using 
semi-structured life world interviews (Brinkmann and Kvale 2015). This method allowed 
follow-up questions based on how the participants responded, as well as posing questions 
regarding what the researcher observed and experienced in the social environment 
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Table 2. Study participants and length of interviews.
Studentsa educators other staff

Adam (52 min) pe teacher (64 min) institution’s director (66 min)
Jamal (20 min) coach (47 min) Director of programming (50 min)
Samir (16 min) Former national team coachb (22 min) Administrator/club team chairman (51 min)
Karim (25 min) psychologist (32 min)
oliver (13 min)
aAll names are pseudonyms.
bVolunteer at the program

(Brinkmann and Kvale 2015). Several qualitative studies with detained or court-involved 
young people (Abrams and Anderson-Nathe 2013; Van Hout and Phelan 2014) have dis-
cussed the importance of building trust and familiarity with participants prior to interviews. 
In this study, the first author participated in two football trainings (one with the club team 
and one PE lesson), allowing him to interact with the students and to explain the purpose 
of the research in a mutually familiar setting prior to the interviews.

Regarding selection, since we understand pedagogy to be co-constructed within inter-
actions between educators and students (van Manen 2015), representatives of both were 
interviewed. We categorize the participants (see Table 2) as students, educators (those who 
more directly interacted with students) and other staff (those who could add perspective 
on how the program was structured and delivered). Various staff were selected based on 
their involvement in the school and club parts of the program. All student names are 
pseudonyms.

The students selected for this study were the boys who participated with the club team 
(n = 5). This included one student (Oliver) who went to several trainings at the club but 
ceased his participation, seeming to prefer recreational football instead. Students had dif-
ferent backgrounds in sport. Only one student (Adam) had extensive experience with orga-
nized club sport (hockey). Oliver, who had a background in parkour, had not played much 
football or other team sports previously. The other students (Karim, Jamal, and Samir) had 
principally played recreational football with friends, with some short-lived involvement in 
organized sport (Karim with mixed martial arts and Jamal with football).

Interviews with students centred on previous sport experiences, experiences at the 
Football Program, and future expectations. Students were asked, for example, to describe 
their life at the institution and their participation in the program; could the program be 
changed or improved in any way? Interviews with practitioners focused on the role of sport 
at the institution, and, particularly for the educators, more in-depth explanations regarding 
how sport was delivered, for example to describe the aims and procedures of their methods/
strategies. All interviews were digitally recorded with the permission of participants, and 
staff members consented to the use of their professional title in the research.

Interpretation of the data

The findings represented in this article are the result of a continuous hermeneutical inter-
pretation (van Manen 1990, 2016). An initial interpretation of the data was conducted in 
the spring of 2015, during which the interview data were transcribed, re-read, coded, and 
grouped into themes. Subsequently, the first author conducted two follow-up visits in the 
summer and fall of 2015 during which he participated more extensively in sport activities 
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at the Football Program. During these visits, the first author, who has previous teaching 
experience in youth justice contexts in the United States, experienced an approach that was 
comparatively refreshing, forward-thinking, and enjoyable. While these observations are 
not used empirically in this paper, they have been helpful for interpreting the data by posing 
follow-up questions during a continuous hermeneutical interpretation (van Manen 1990, 
2016). In what ways did the students experience this approach? What is the pedagogical 
significance of their experiences?

In presenting our interpretation of the data, we seek to provide a close description 
(Bengtsson 2005), meaning that the interpretation is expressed as much as possible in the 
terms of the interviews. In the findings, empirical examples are presented in a dialogical 
fashion between the various participants to reflect the co-constructive, interactive nature 
of pedagogy. Van Manen (2015) describes ‘reversibility’ in pedagogy. For example, while it 
is important for teachers to ‘see’ pupils it is likewise important for pupils to experience 
‘being seen’. The students’ descriptions in this study can thereby corroborate and give mean-
ing to the methods, strategies, and contextual aspects described by the staff.

Ethical considerations

The research followed the Swedish Research Council’s (2002) four major requirements 
for social research: informing participants about the study, obtaining voluntary consent, 
maintaining the confidentiality of participants, and using research for strictly scientific 
purposes. In addition to these requirements, the research also followed specific ethical 
guidelines from the Swedish Institutional Care Board (Statens institutionsstyrelse 2014). 
These guidelines are stipulated in recognition of the nature of compulsory care and the 
vulnerable situation(s) of youth placed in detention. A central consideration of the research 
was therefore to be mindful of the relative position of power and forms of (albeit unknow-
ingly) coercing participation. The first author was required to review these institutional 
guidelines and to sign a confidentiality agreement. Furthermore, following the recom-
mendation of Swartz (2011), the research sought to exceed ethical expectations in that 
students should enjoy their participation. At the end of an interview, one of the students, 
Adam, commented:

When guys like you come here, at first we are like, who’s that? Who’s that? He’s new here, we don’t 
like outsiders like that. But then, alright, he’s here to talk with some of us and, yeah, he’s going 
to ask questions. There’s nothing wrong with that. As long as we can help. And it’s cool if you 
can take it with you back to the US… Yea, if you can do that, get the opportunity to do that, it 
would be really cool I think. And everyone here would think that, too. Because then we helped.

Findings

Early on in the project the first author noted that most of the students described positive 
experiences at the Football Program from which they felt better, physically and mentally. 
Moreover, in the main the students described their experiences in the program as ‘fun’ or 
enjoyable, for example in Oliver’s quotation below:

I didn’t like football at all before I came here, but when I came here I really liked it. You got to 
try it, and it was fun, and you wanted to do it more and more.
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Like Oliver, the other students interviewed in this study described their experiences at the 
Football Program in sequences, in reference to a process of growth, change, and/or (re)- 
discovering an interest for sport. Also, like in Oliver’s statement, the students’ engagement 
in the program could be related to voluntarily experiencing an enjoyable or ‘fun’ environ-
ment at the Football Program. Minding these characteristics of the interviews, we have 
constructed and ordered the findings around four themes: building a pedagogical platform, 
‘seeing’ and meeting students, creating a supportive environment, and thinking beyond the 
institution.

Building a pedagogical platform

Sport, and specifically football, was described as a popular, shared interest among both 
students and staff. Adam remarked, ‘It’s always football we’re talking about every day. If you 
don’t talk about football, something is really wrong!’ This common interest was represented 
as an important part of a ‘pedagogic platform’ in which staff and students could relate to 
one another, build trusting relationships, and help empower youth to get ‘a new start in life’. 
In this way, by recognizing football as a mutual interest for students and staff, football could 
become a platform for a pedagogical process: building relationships and teaching youth 
about ‘other things than just soccer’. Adam described these ‘other things’ in terms of devel-
oping social skills:

It’s so much more than just playing. It’s getting social skills that I can use when I’m moving 
to my own place. Yeah, I think it’s important to… look at the whole thing in another view. 
So at first I just thought we’re just playing and… it has nothing to do with social skills. But 
now when I’ve been here for [a long time] it’s almost not playing, it’s just social skills training.

Several staff cautioned that, in the context of youth institutional care, the potential of sport 
as something ‘more than just playing’ could be overlooked. Similarly, the director of pro-
gramming expressed that in being ‘too serious’, other institutions failed to see pedagogical 
potential in sport:

I think that a lot of institutions are a little bit too serious and consider this [program] as not 
serious. And that’s wrong… When people talk about football, they say it’s like, you know, 
kicking around but nothing else. And they don’t see all the other things.

In the case of this program, sport as a ‘pedagogical platform’ means neither to underestimate 
the potential of sport as a developmental context (i.e. ‘kicking around but nothing else’) 
nor to overestimate it (i.e. seeing sport as a panacea for rehabilitation). Here, sport—foot-
ball—was seen as an opportunity for a pedagogical practice, a social context where students 
and staff could meet and learn from one another in meaningful interpersonal relations. In 
this particular case, however, the pedagogical perceptibility of sport at the institution could 
be largely attributed to its history of collaboration with the sport club.

‘Seeing’ and meeting students

Both students and staff described how engagement in the program was related, in part, to 
respectful pedagogical meetings without coercion—ones where students were understood 
and valued by staff. These relations, perhaps as much as their enjoyment of the actual 
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football playing, were important for the students’ continued involvement. One of the stu-
dents, Samir, described how his experience of being ‘seen’ and not being ‘forced’ was import-
ant for his engagement in the Football Program:

You should never, you know, make someone, like, play football, not force someone to become 
better if I don’t want to become better… That’s the most important. [The PE teacher] doesn’t 
do it. You know, if he sees that you don’t want to, if we are tired or something, he doesn’t nag 
or anything, he says that we take it easy today. That’s really good, he like checks with us; he 
doesn’t want it to be tough for us to be there. It’s always fun to be with him then; that also 
makes us always want to be in class and to learn, too. Then you think it’s fun. That’s a good 
thing that I think teachers should have.

Samir’s recommendation describes a pedagogy in which the teacher sees the student and is 
able to motivate him without ‘forcing’ him. In other words, ‘having fun’ and ‘wanting to be 
there’ were dependent on the teacher’s ability to meet the student without being coercive 
or directive. The PE teacher elaborated how such a dynamic ability to meet students, even 
under difficult circumstances, could create learning moments:

Some days you have to throw away all the books that you have because they have had a bad 
night, maybe they have had a talk with their parents the day before, maybe they are going to 
have a meeting with the social service in the afternoon; it’s a lot of things going through their 
mind. Then I think that that day you should just sit down and drink coffee and talk some shit.

Having an ability to meet the needs and interests of students occurred within, and were enabled 
by, close and trusting relationships between students and staff. Adam, for example, described 
how relations with the PE teacher and coach allowed them to ‘teach us in a whole other way’:

He’s not just the teacher, or someone who is working here. You get to know someone and you 
obviously get to teach us in a whole other way. You see us from our best side when we play 
football because everyone loves and enjoys playing football so much they don’t think about 
anything else.

For Adam, this sport context, perhaps more so than other parts of institutional life, is a 
place where he can be seen and recognized in a positive light: from his ‘best side’. Such 
pedagogical meetings enabled students to transport themselves into a type of new ‘arena’ 
for developing success, helping them move out of their unsuccessful pasts or situations 
where they might be seen as problematic.

Like Adam, most of the students reported having ‘respectful’ relationships with educators 
at the Football Program.

Jamal: I have a good contact. Respect, it’s about respect. We joke with each other. It’s a good 
contact actually.
Interviewer: Why do you have respect for them?
Jamal: Because they have respect for me, and then I give them respect back. It’s all about 
respect.

Similar to Jamal’s description, the students depicted how empathetic qualities such as ‘lis-
tening’ and ‘understanding’ were what made a good coach or teacher:

[The PE teacher] is not like stone hard. I don’t know the right word for it, but some coaches 
just scream at you, and some coaches are more like understanding and encouraging. [The PE 
teacher] is like that. He encourages you. That’s a good coach. (Oliver)
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The PE teacher similarly described how a certain disposition for listening, understanding, 
and being non-judgmental formed the ‘foundation’ for building a relationship:

The guys can talk with me and feel safe that I listen and I don’t impose my values on them. We 
can discuss. I can think that maybe it was wrong of them, but I don’t get angry with them… 
They’ve already had a lecture. That’s a lot of the foundation when you build a relationship.

Respondents also discussed the importance of ‘wanting the best’ or genuinely caring for 
students.

It’s that [the PE teacher] wants us to train. He wants the best for us. (Karim)

You have to want to see young people grow and help them, yea, like a little prospect, almost 
like parenting in some ways. (Director of programming)

These statements convey how learning at the Football Program was experienced in terms 
of an interpersonal dimension. In other words, the Football Program served as a platform 
where mutually agreeable and voluntary pedagogical meetings could take place; meetings 
which students often perceived to be in their best interest. What seemed to facilitate these 
relations was a certain disposition to ‘see’ the students, and a dynamic ability to make such 
meetings meaningful for the individual students.

Creating a supportive environment

The students described their interest in the program in reference to a certain social envi-
ronment, one that motivated or even ‘challenged’ them to learn. This environment was 
characterised in terms of being ‘fun’, ‘welcoming’, and ‘safe’. Often, the social environment 
at the Football Program was contrasted with other aspects of institutional life, particularly 
confinement in the wards. Three of the students described how football and other exercise 
offered relief from ‘strains’ and boredom. Samir, for example, described how sport alleviated 
the feeling of being confined:

It’s like your body itches, you can’t sit still, you know. So when you play football or do sports 
you’re a little bit calmer… You can also, like, clean your thoughts.

When asked what he liked best about sport and PE, Jamal said:

It’s about football. When we’re going to play football, we don’t go to fight. We go to play football.

In these ways, four of the students described PE and football as a sort of free zone in relation 
to what could be a stressful, even hostile social environment at the institution. In this 
sporting context, the social tensions between people that add to the stresses of institutional 
life could be dissipated. This point was not taken for granted by the PE teacher, who 
expressed how creating a ‘fun’ learning environment together with the students supported 
them to ‘learn without knowing’:

We should have a nice day together… And if we make it fun together they come back every 
day and they learn without knowing that they’re learning.

The notion of ‘learning without knowing’ reflects how the program set about motivating 
students by inviting them to participate in a mutually enjoyable context. A concrete example 
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of this can be seen in how the Football Program addressed a problematic gym culture by 
removing the weight room at the institution. The PE teacher explained:

Students get so fixated with muscles and they compare with each other… That I don’t want 
to have because that builds a stress for them… Then we get the problem with steroids… and 
many of them have been doing steroids before. That’s why I believe in this functional train-
ing… Because then you take away this, that you train not to get big muscles, you train because 
you want to feel good. And something that I’ve noticed is if two guys start with it one week, 
then it’s four that trains next week, so it becomes rings on the water. You just need to crack 
this gym code, the weights. It exists other ways to train.

In this instance, cracking the ‘gym code’ could be accomplished by creating a different exercise 
culture. Significantly, the approach to engaging the students emanates from a caring con-
cern—wanting to replace ‘stressful’ sport experiences with ostensibly beneficial ones, where 
exercising for well-being and enjoyment was emphasised. The PE teacher then uses the expres-
sion ‘rings on the water’ (the Swedish term for ripple effect) to describe how students would 
voluntarily take part in ‘other ways’ of training. Of note, then, is Oliver’s statement of what he 
learned in the program: ‘It doesn’t have to be about winning. It can be about having fun.’

In this way, an inviting atmosphere that de-emphasised competition, particularly with 
the PE teacher, was represented to encourage students to develop a prosocial interest in 
sport. While the school formed the part of the Football Program where students could work 
on their football skills in a fun, ‘secure’ way, without the stress of performance; the club was 
where students could play ‘real’ (competitive) football. This authenticity, training and play-
ing matches with others who were not residents at the youth home, seemed to form an 
important aspect of the project. The club was framed as a ‘real’ world ‘social arena’ where 
students could practice, or ‘test’, the skills, attitudes and interests deemed important for life 
on the outside. Three students described learning social skills by meeting other people at 
the club.

To care about other people. Think about my surroundings, those who exist around me, actu-
ally, because that’s what you do within sports, especially team sports. You think about your 
teammates. (Samir)

Staff appreciated that ‘daring’ to integrate with a new social group could be a challenging 
task for students. And although some of the staff perceived that there were certain risks for 
students participating in the club, they represented that these could be mitigated in a ‘wel-
coming’ environment.

Interviewer: I noticed one thing, you called them out, the students from here, in front of 
everyone else.
Coach: I think it’s time for them to grow. Of course, I can sink them. But then I talk to them. 
I talk to them after the training. I talk to them here (at the institution).

Here, the coach describes a tension wherein staff should prevent youth from re-experiencing 
failure while at the same time pushing them to ‘grow’. The coach understands how potentially 
detrimental effects of criticizing or calling out students could be mitigated through dialogue 
and close relations. Adam described the rewarding experience of being challenged:

If you push someone that’s a little bit insecure in themselves it’s like… he learns that he can do 
that. He learns that I can do that and it makes you feel so good.
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The psychologist explained how a fear of stigmatization often caused students to ‘distance’ 
themselves from ‘normal’ adults and peers outside of the institution. At the sport club, 
however, he reported how students said they ‘can meet [others] and they say that we are 
not so different. We can be friends. We can blend in.’ Adam described the importance of 
‘belonging’ at the club:

They’re letting us play from [the institution] in [the club team] and I think that’s cool because 
then you feel you belong somewhere. And that’s kind of important for us who live here.

Thinking beyond the institution

This program helps us think that we can go so far, we can do all kinds of stuff, and those 
thoughts is very important for us. (Adam)

This quote by Adam illustrates how the Football Program was represented to help expand 
students’ horizons of possibility, and broaden their perspectives on life. Their involvement 
played a part in helping them ‘come back to life’ (Karim) from extremely vulnerable and 
chaotic life situations where ‘[some of us] have destroyed ourselves in a way people cannot 
imagine’ (Adam). Significantly, all of the students were hopeful for their futures, and 
described an interest to continue with sport in terms of balance with other parts of life.

In 5 years maybe I can become a player, train a lot, and maybe you can become something. 
But I’m also going to work and earn money, have my own apartment, and take care of myself. 
If I’m off on my free time, I’m not going to watch TV. I’m going to play football. (Jamal)

While this optimism is encouraging, in Jamal’s statement we can also see the potential 
challenges of youth re-entry: securing housing and living independently, finding work, and 
‘training a lot’, all while continuing to develop as young adults. The students’ future expec-
tations raise questions about how students will experience sport when they leave institutional 
care, and how such plans might be supported in their immediate and long-term futures.

Looking beyond re-entry, several respondents described how sport experiences could 
be drawn upon later in life, even in the event of a relapse.

In some ways, sport is going to stay connected with me. Even if I don’t play, it can be a friend 
who plays, it can be my own kids if I have some, I can just be going to watch some game. I’m 
always going to enjoy sports no matter how old I get. (Adam)

It’s something that they can use when they are 25. Even if they get a relapse, when they are 
25 they can think about: ‘I did this and I know how I’m going to do it. And I can do it again.’ 
(Director of programming)

These statements by Adam and the director of programming, who spoke from her experi-
ence as a mentor for a former student, indicate a latent value of creating positive sport 
experiences that may extend beyond measured outcomes, such as recidivism.

Discussion

The purpose of this article was to increase the understanding of the pedagogical approach 
of a sports-based program for detained youth by way of exploring the experiences of students 



SpORT In SOcIETy 931

and staff in an educational football program at an all-male youth detention home. This is 
important also because the program is delivered without having any explicit pedagogical 
model to guide it, but rather is pursued based on what the staff/educators ‘feel’ is right for 
the boys.

The students in this study reported several benefits of sport participation, consistent 
with previous research in the field. In the immediate term, their engagement in the Football 
Program helped them feel better, mentally and physically, and relieved some of the negative 
aspects of institutionalisation (Meek and Lewis 2014; Parker et al. 2014). Moreover, students 
in this study reported (re)discovering an interest in sport (Van Hout and Phelan 2014), 
improving social skills and emotional control (Meek 2012, 2014), and gaining optimism 
for their futures (Parker et al. 2014). In a broader sense, the students’ experiences in the 
Football Program seemed to expand their life perspectives and horizons of possibility. Such 
developments can support youth in their re-entry (Parker et al. 2014) and may constitute 
a shift towards crime desistance (Van Hout and Phelan 2014).

Two important limitations to this study, however, are the selection of the students and 
the possibility of reporting socially desirable responses. It is paramount to acknowledge 
that the positive experiences of the students interviewed in this study might be partly 
attributed to them being a specifically selected group who exhibited both an aptitude to 
follow the rules at the institution and an ‘ability to play’ (see Dukic, McDonald, and 
Spaaij 2017).

The second research question was concerned with understanding the characteristics of 
the pedagogical approach implemented at the Football Program. In the findings section we 
indicate the notion of ‘rings on the water’, where participation in the program contributed 
to experiences of positive personal development among the students, as in significant ways 
guided by a tact of teaching (van Manen 2015) where practitioners brought sport to life in 
ways that were fun and welcoming. Our interpretation is that the themes that structured 
the findings section above—building a pedagogical platform, ‘seeing’ and meeting students, 
creating a supportive environment, and thinking beyond the institution—constitute a type 
of enacted pedagogical model, although no such model has been formulated explicitly. This 
‘rings on the water’ approach seemed to invite the students to participate, as opposed to 
directing or coercing, in large part due to the educators’ dispositions for understanding 
students and their abilities to make students feel respected and valued. Such dispositions 
and dynamism for meeting students resembles what van Manen (2015) describes as ‘impro-
visational preparedness’. Sport research from abroad has similarly highlighted the impor-
tance of a ‘perceptivity’ towards the life situations of young people (see Haudenhuyse, 
Theeboom, and Coalter 2012) and a non-coercive or ‘emancipatory’ style of delivery (see 
Kelly 2013; Haudenhuyse et al. 2014).

Students’ engagement also seemed to be related to a collaborative effort by actors both 
at the institution and in the sport community to create a supportive environment. Here, we 
must acknowledge that youth justice practitioners have the difficult task of challenging 
students to grow while also ensuring that they do not (re)experience demoralising failure 
(Hugo 2013). This study suggests how cultivating a supportive environment can give edu-
cators room to safely challenge detained youth and provide opportunities for them to expe-
rience success while also minimizing risks for failure.

Nevertheless, the findings show that (in this context) it seems important to avoid exag-
gerating the instrumental side of sport participation, and instead, to emphasize playing 
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sport for its own sake as an experience that is ‘for real’ (see Hugo 2013). Arguably, if students 
were to perceive that sport and pedagogy were used to discipline them, as in a method for 
social control, then they might develop ways of resisting participation in the program (see 
Norman 2015). It is important to note that the students in this study described authentic 
experiences of both pedagogical relations and playing football in the club team.

Another key aspect of the program was having perspective beyond the institution. Upon 
release, detained youth are asked to re-integrate into communities where most were never 
meaningfully integrated to begin with, while simultaneously continuing to develop as young 
adults (Fader 2008). It would be naïve to think that sport-based programs operating strictly 
within institutions could resolve the myriad of structural and personal constraints (see 
Collins and Kay 2014) related to these young peoples’ social exclusion. Therefore, similar 
to other studies on sport in youth corrections (Meek 2014; Parker et al. 2014), we stress the 
importance of providing ‘through-the-gate’ and long-term support. However, further study 
is warranted for understanding how sport can be arranged to support formerly-detained 
youth in community settings.

Conclusion

The themes described in this study indicate how certain pedagogical aspects of the Football 
Program were represented to initiate and guide a process of growth and change for a select 
group of detained youth. Our intention, however, is not to prescribe a model for ‘best 
practice’ when delivering sport in youth justice contexts. We caution against an instrumental 
approach where pedagogy is understood narrowly as a technology for correcting or includ-
ing youth (see e.g. Ekholm and Dahlstedt 2017). We recommend that institutions take an 
approach where sport is (re)conceptualised as part of a pedagogical practice—a develop-
mental environment that endeavours to expand young peoples’ horizons and life perspec-
tives. In contrast to deficiency-based approaches within both youth justice and community 
sport, developing dispositions and abilities to meet students in meaningful interpersonal 
relations can provide a useful framework for delivering sport in ways that can benefit youth 
in detention and other socially vulnerable situations.
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