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1.0  Introduction/Background 
 
Parks and Recreation Ontario (PRO) completed a strategic planning process in 2003 that 
identified a clear vision, mission and strategic objectives.  Throughout this development it 
became clear that monitoring and demonstrating the outcomes of HIGH FIVE® and progress 
towards the overall vision were key priorities.  Funders, providers and the general public have an 
interest in developing a better understanding of the degree the HIGH FIVE® program is achieving 
its vision, which is: 
 

"Through sustained involvement in Quality 
Recreation and Sport activities, all children aged 6 to 
12 are experiencing healthy development". 

 
1.1  Position Paper and Report Card on Children’s Recreation and Sport 
 
In order to achieve the above vision, HIGH FIVE® and PRO believe that action needs to be taken 
at the local, provincial and national levels by all players involved in delivering services to children.  
In addition, there needs to be a better understanding of the issues surrounding children’s access 
and barriers to participation in recreation and sport.  To this end, HIGH FIVE®, on behalf of PRO, 
is directing the development of a general Position Paper and Report Card on HIGH FIVE®.    
 
The development of a Position Paper will achieve the following purposes: 
                       
· Raise awareness of the need for action on children's recreation and sport issues;  

particularly quality issues, but also access and retention; and 
 
· Support PRO’s policy and advocacy activities. 
                      
The Report Card on HIGH FIVE® will: 
 
· Demonstrate the validity of HIGH FIVE® by drawing from results of other research; 
                
· Demonstrate specific HIGH FIVE® program outcomes to date; and 
                  
· Highlight the need for additional research and data collection. 
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2.0  The Literature Review 
 
As a first step in this process, HIGH FIVE® has commissioned this literature review to better 
understand current thinking as it relates to access, barriers, and enablers to children’s 
participation and outcomes, as well as the organizational and program characteristics associated 
with quality.  In addition, the review examines the relationship between the HIGH FIVE® Quality 
Framework, the Principles of Healthy Child Development. The Design Guidelines and the 
aforementioned quality characteristics.  While such research was reviewed in the original HIGH 
FIVE® design, it was felt that it needed to be updated. 
 
2.1  The Method 
                      
A project team was formed composed of HIGH FIVE® staff and the report card facilitator and 
designer.  Over a series of meetings, the project team defined: 
 
· the specific research questions to be addressed in the review, considering the needs of 

the Position Paper and Report Card;  
 
· the scope of the review including the inclusion and exclusion criteria; and 
 
· the format of this report. 
 
2.2  The Research Questions 
 
The team defined the following research questions for the review. 
 
1.  What are the individual, community and societal outcomes/contributions resulting from 

children’s participation in organized recreation and sports programs? 
 
2.  What non-programmatic factors get in the way or act as barriers to access/ participation 

and positive outcomes for children in recreation and sports programs?  
 
3.  What non-programmatic factors act as enablers to access/participation and positive 

outcomes for children in recreation and sports programs?  
 
4.  Are there institutional/organizational characteristics that have been linked to evidence 

based positive outcomes for children? 
 
5.  Are there programmatic characteristics that have been linked to evidence based positive 

outcomes for children? 
 
6.  What are the relationships between the HIGH FIVE® Quality Framework and the 

characteristics of evidence based quality organizations and programs? 
 
The first five questions would be answered by the literature review.  The last question would be 
answered through an analysis of the findings of the review and their congruence with the HIGH 
FIVE® Quality Framework, the Principles of Healthy Child Development and the Design 
Guidelines. 
 



  
 

Benefits, Barriers and Quality in Children’s Recreation and Sport 3

2.3  The Scope of the Review 
 
The table below details the scope of the review. 
 
 Scope of Literature Review 
 Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria 
 
 
Criteria categories 

 
Include Exclude 

 
Type of literature  

 
In order: 
1.  Peer-reviewed methodologically 
sound research that is evidence 
based 
2. Non-peer-reviewed (grey 
literature - e.g., published 
government documents, 
unpublished reports, etc.) 

Ungrounded opinions 

 
Areas 

 
1. Research questions 1, 2 and 3 
focus on recreation and sport 
 
2. Research questions 4 and 5 are 
broader (e.g., recreation and sport, 
day care, public health etc.) 

 

 
Research methodology 

 
Both quantitative and qualitative 
Rated as: 
1) Strong  2) Moderate  3) Weak 

 

 
Publication years  

 
1994 to 2005  

 
Articles/meta analysis 

 
Both  

 
Geography 

 
In order: 
1. Ontario 
2. Canada 
3. USA 
4. International 

 

 
Settings 

 
In order: 
1. Municipal/not for profit 
2. Other 

 

 
 
The sources used included: 
 
· the internet; 
 
· documentation available from committee members; 
 
· database searches including Psych Abstracts, Medline, and Eric1; 
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· documentation made available through contact with other personnel; and 
 
· other “grey literature” sources including prior research done by HIGH FIVE®. 
 
All relevant articles were summarized in a table and tagged with the research question 
number they addressed and a rating of the quality of the research.2  This table is 
included in Appendix B with the references sorted by research question. 
 
Given the purposes to be made of the literature review, the study committee requested 
that a “high level” summary of the findings be done for each research question, followed 
by a table further summarizing the findings in more detail, and ordered from most to least 
frequently cited.  The following sections of the report present the findings in this format, 
followed by a section that addresses research question six, and final section that 
identified current gaps in research. 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                             
1 The PsycINFO® Psychological Abstracts database provides access to the international 

literature in psychology and related behavioral and social sciences, including psychiatry, 
sociology, anthropology, education, pharmacology, and linguistics.  All records from 1967 
to the present are indexed.  PsycINFO® contains citations and abstracts for journal 
articles, books, book chapters, reports, and dissertations from over 1,700 journals 
published throughout the world.  MEDLINE is the world’s most comprehensive source of 
life sciences and biomedical bibliographic information. It contains nearly 11 million records 
from more than 7,300 different publications dating from 1965-present.  The Education 
Resources Information Center (ERIC) online system is a bibliographic database of more 
than 1.1 million journal and non-journal education literature citations going back to 1966.   

2 In cases where an article addressed more than one research question, it was included 
under each question to which it related. 
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3.0  Findings: Research Question One 
 
“What are the individual, community and societal outcomes/contributions resulting from 
children’s participation in organized recreation and sports programs?” 
 
The literature is replete with evidence documenting the benefits of recreation and sport 
for children, youth and adults.  Given the extensive evidence documenting the benefits, 
this section is illustrative rather than exhaustive.  The most comprehensive document 
found is the Benefits Catalogue published by the Canadian Parks and Recreation 
Association.99  
 
Although some studies did not clearly separate out the effects of participation from the 
inherent, personal characteristics of the participants3 or their environment, the evidence 
of impact is well founded.  Please see the table on the following pages for more details. 
 
3.1  Individual Benefits 
 
In summary, the review found clear evidence that the individual outcomes/contributions 
included: 
 
· enhancements to participants’ personality characteristics such as increased 

self-esteem, improved self-concept, and an increase in self-efficacy; 
 
· improvements in social skills and development of altruistic characteristics such as 

generosity and fairness; 
 
· enhanced physical development; 
 
· improved physical health and lifestyle choices; 
 
· reduction in self-deprecating behaviours; 
 
· increased resiliency and internal locus of control; and 
 
· improved learning readiness and school performance. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
3 For example, do children with higher self-esteem participate in recreation or does 

recreation contribute to self-esteem?  The distinction was not always clear. 
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3.2  Community Benefits 
 
From a community perspective, there was clear evidence that participation in recreation 
and sport: 
 
· provides a significant cost-benefit to the community through a reduction in: 

· vandalism 
· use of social and medical supports and services 
· use of social assistance 
· school drop-outs 

 
· Although not as strong, the evidence also suggests that participation assists in 

developing a sense of community by bringing community members together in 
recreation and sport venues, including minority groups.  Communities that have a 
strong sense of themselves have less crime, and fewer offenders and victims.  
Communities like this are better places to bring up children. 

 
3.3  Societal Benefits 
 
With respect to societal benefits, and as mentioned earlier, the literature does not always 
separate effects due to the characteristics of the child or the impact of their family from the 
effects of participation in recreation, making it more difficult to attribute the societal 
benefits just to recreation participation.  In addition, few studies clearly linked positive 
adult characteristics to participation in recreation and sport as a child.  Nevertheless, 
from a societal perspective, there is some evidence to suggest that participation in 
recreation and sport: 
 
· contributes to civic engagement, in that people who participated as children tend to 

be more involved in volunteering and in the political process as adults; and 
 
· fosters authority, democratic thinking and good citizenship. 
 
Economic Impacts  
 
The evidence is clear that the economic impact of recreation and sport is significant and 
contributes to the prosperity of the country. 
 
It is also clear that physical activity has a positive economic impact.  For example, if all 
Canadians were physically active, the savings to health care for heart disease alone is 
estimated to be $776 million a year.   
 
Please see the table on the following pages for greater detail. 
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 Table 1 
Individual, Community and Societal Benefits/Outcomes/Contributions Resulting from Children’s Participation in Organized Recreation and 

Sports Programs 
Individual Community Societal

Personal Development 
Increased mastery and self-esteem 
Decreased stress, tension, anxiety and depression 
Improved self-concept  
Courage 
Achievement motivation  
Independence 
Self-empowerment, increase in self-efficacy 
Leadership  
Perseverance 
Creativity 2, 5, 7, 4, 9, 8, 10, 11, 13, 15, 16, 19, 20, 21, 22, 45,  

 98 
 
Social Development 
Increased interactions with adults and peers 
Acceptance among peers  
Enhanced social and life skills 
Enhanced familial relationships 
Positive interpersonal behaviour such as generosity,  
fairness and cooperativeness 4, 9, 8, 10, 11, 13, 15, 16, 17, 

19, 20, 22, 98 
 
Physical Development 
Greater skeletal mineralization  
Greater bone density  
Increased bone mass and flexibility  
Is an important factor in the regulation of body mass 
and has positive correlation with increased muscle 
strength motor fitness and aerobic capacity 
Reduced blood pressure 9, 10, 15, 16, 19 
 
Maintenance of good physical health and positive 
lifestyle choice 13, 15, 19 
 
Positive Behavioural Modification 
Improves learning readiness and school  
performance 15, 16, 17, 21, 98 
 

Positive Cost Benefit 
Reduces vandalism, police and fire costs in an amount that 
greatly exceeds the cost of operating a recreation  
program 3, 10, 12, 16 
 
Recreation is beginning to emerge as a priority for social 
investment, especially for “at risk” families and children 19,24 

 

Recreation “pays for itself” given it helps reduce the use of 
social/health services (child psychiatrists, social workers, 
and probation officers) 10 
 
Focussed and proactive age-appropriate quality child care 
and recreation for children on social assistance: 
· “results in a 10% greater exit of parents from social 

assistance within one year 
· maintains the academic, social and physical 

competence of children with baseline behaviour 
disorder at two and four years 

· pays for itself within one year because of reduced 
use of professional and probationary services, and 

· after four years, not only continues to pay for itself 
but results in one-third the annual per child 
expenditures when compared to expenditures for 
use of services by children of parents allocated to 
receive employment retraining alone.”  96 

 
Reduces the risk of in high school “drop out” and thus  
lowers the costs to Canadian society from lost taxes, 
welfare and other social services. 16 
 
Community Development 
Assists in developing a sense of community.  Enhances 
social connectedness in communities and shapes civic 
behaviour later in life. 16, 19 
 
Brings diverse social groups together and improves the 
social cohesion and inclusion of minority groups in other 
settings. 11 

Civic Engagement 
Participation in recreation as children has a 
positive impact on adult participation in the 
community and on volunteering activity: as adults, 
they tend to be more involved politically and in their 
community 9 
 
Recreation builds social capital because it 
encourages participation in community life which 
has been found to create leaders who serve their 
communities.  Neighbourhoods with high levels of 
social capital are usually desirable places to raise 
children.  Positive standards for youth are 
reinforced through trusting networks and common 
values.  They also have access to mentors, role 
models, educational sponsors and job  
contacts.19 
 
Moral Behaviour and Fair Play 
Recreation and sport teaches self-discipline, 
promotes the development of fair play and fosters 
authority and good citizenship. 11, 16 
 
Fosters democratic thinking 14 
 
Subsidized recreation for children living in poverty 
appears to have a notably positive impact on 
community social priorities and its associated 
investments.19 
 
Beneficial to moral development to the extent that 
behaviour, attitudes and decisions all draw 
attention to moral considerations. 9 
 
 
 
 
 
 ............................................................... Continued 
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Individual, Community and Societal Benefits/Outcomes/Contributions Resulting from Children’s Participation in Organized Recreation and 

Sports Programs 

Individual Community Societal
Positive Behavioural Modification .......... Continued 
Reduces boredom and the negative behaviours 
related to it (depression, hopelessness, loneliness, 
alcohol use, smoking among high school students, 
deviant behaviour and overeating). 9, 10, 19 
 
Increases internal locus of control and provides 
children the opportunity to develop the "resiliency" 
they need to overcome adversities at home, within 
school and in their community. 1, 22 
 
 

Community Development ................................. Continued 
Creates safe and supportive communities.  Recreation 
programs and facilities help communities regenerate by 
providing opportunities for low-cost, healthy recreation and 
social interaction.  Neighbourhoods with a strong sense of 
community have less crime, which means fewer young 
offenders and fewer young victims.  The cost of providing 
these services would be offset by increased property values 
and the savings from reduced crime. 16 
 
Sport and recreation are replacing neighbourhoods and 
worksites as venues for communal activity and community 
feeling.  42 

Economic Impact ................................. Continued 
The direct and indirect economic impact of Leisure 
in Ontario in 1990 was calculated at almost 7.7 
billion (including 2.5 billion dollars from Physical 
Activity); this represented 3.2% (1.0% for Physical 
Activity) of the entire Ontario Gross Domestic 
Product.  Purchases of goods and services in 
leisure activities in Ontario also contributed up to 
$600 million dollars in taxes to all levels of 
government.  Many Ontario jobs are a result of 
recreation activity.  Nearly 150,000 jobs were 
attributed directly and indirectly to participation in 
leisure activities in Ontario in 1990 (and another 
9,300 jobs due to the export of leisure goods).  
Over half of these jobs were in the community, 
business and personal services industries, and 
another 24,000 (16%) in manufacturing.  Each job 
created directly by leisure activity generated an 
additional 0.33 jobs in Ontario, resulting in a 
multiplier of 1.33.  The 150,000 jobs represented 
about 4.3% of the approximately 3.5 million jobs in 
Ontario in  
1990. 41 
 
Culture and recreation contribute to the economic 
prosperity of the country.  Studies show that cities 
need to attract businesses and skilled labour (the 
“knowledge workers”) to be globally competitive.  
These studies also show that services that 
enhance the quality of life of individuals in the 
community (such as parks, recreation, and cultural 
activities) feature prominently among the 
characteristics that attract the knowledge workers 
to particular places. 10 
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Individual, Community and Societal Benefits/Outcomes/Contributions Resulting from Children’s Participation in Organized Recreation and 
Sports Programs 

 
 Individual Community Societal 
 
  Economic Costs of Inactivity 

 
In 2001, the economic burden of illnesses or 
injuries associated with physical inactivity was 
$5.3 billion ($1.6 billion in direct costs, $3.7 billion 
in indirect costs). This represented 2.6% of all 
health care costs in Canada that year. 97 
 
(It is estimated that there would be) a savings of 
$150 million annually if the prevalence of physical 
inactivity were reduced by 10% - the national 
target for 2003. 97 
 
If all Canadians were sufficiently physically active, 
the savings to the health care system for heart 
disease alone would be $776 million a  
year. 97 
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4.0  Findings: Research Question Two 
 
“What non-programmatic factors get in the way or act as barriers to access/participation 
and positive outcomes for children in recreation and sports programs?” 
 
As with the benefits of recreation and sport, there is a growing literature documenting the 
constraints or barriers to participation and outcomes for children, youth and adults.  
Constraints can start in the individual and familial sphere and move to those that exist in 
the recreation and sport delivery structure, or are systemic with respect to societal 
attitudes, discrimination and physical location.  Please see the table on the following 
pages for more details. 
 
4.1  Individual/Familial Constraints 
 
In summary, there is clear evidence that the individual/familial constraints include the 
following. 
 
· For lower income children or those in poverty, the cost of registration, equipment 

and other ancillary expenses are significant constraints to participation; 
 
· lack of access to transportation; 
 
· lack of family support due to lack of money, within single parent families and lack of 

prior participation by parents; 
 
· lack of time on the parents’ part due to work and home responsibilities; and 
 
· children’s negative self-perceptions related to poor health and low skill levels. 
 
4.2  Structural Constraints 
 
In most cases, these constraints are not formally evidenced based but arise from the 
authors’ knowledge and experienced opinions about the current attitudes, knowledge 
base and structural characteristics of the recreation and sport delivery system in Ontario.  
They are described here because they tend to “ring true”.  There is some evidence to 
suggest that: 
 
· The recreation and sport delivery system has not “bought into” or is unaware of the 

Principles of Healthy Child Development.  In addition, long held beliefs as to how 
to treat children in certain sports are, in fact, antithetical to child development 
principles. 
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· Because of downloading, other financial constraints and senior managements’ 
discounting of the value of recreation, its share of municipal dollars has been 
shrinking.  In response, user fees have been rising and programs are targeted at 
those who can pay to raise revenue. 

 
· The shrinking recreation dollar has also impacted on the quality of facilities which 

is emerging as an additional barrier to participation. 
 
· There is no recognizable coordinating body that links all the recreation and sport 

delivery agencies with respect to targeting and/or understanding children; nor is 
there clear coordination as to who is responsible for the quality of programming 
that children receive, especially among the large base of volunteer organizations 
serving children. 

 
· The role of recreation departments is changing from that of deliverer to that of 

facilitator, coordinator and convenor.  This will place more burden on the 
voluntary sector to deliver programs to children without the concomitant 
responsibility for quality. 

 
· Recreation staff do not necessarily have the training nor the skills to effectively 

advocate for children in the community nor to address the many barriers children 
face in accessing programs. 

 
· In addition, the traditional design of recreation programs does not allow for the 

flexibility to address the needs of children on low income or those who are at risk. 
 
· Potential participants (and in some cases recreation deliverers) suffer from a lack 

of information about programs, subsidies or how to advocate for change to benefit 
children.   

 
4.3  Systemic Constraints 
 
In summary: 
 
· The evidence is clear that girls experience a number of constraints compared to 

boys related to the nature of male dominated sports, their lack of experience, 
marketing directed at boys, girls’ greater concern for safety, lack of female role 
models and lower skill levels. 

 
· It is also clear that low income children tend to live in neighbourhoods that have 

fewer safe parks, playgrounds and facilities, restricting their participation in 
recreation and sports.  In addition, children in rural areas have fewer facilities in 
close proximity which can limit their participation. 
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· It has also been shown that discrimination, social status and the ethno-cultural 
heritage of children also act as constraints to participation. 

 
· There is some evidence to show that the competitive and elite athlete focus in 

sports places lower value on and provides fewer opportunities for children who 
have less skill or prefer less competition and more fun. 

 
· It is also true that current measures of child well-being focus on negative outcomes 

and problems and not on positive development. 
 
Please see the table on the following pages for greater detail. 
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 Table 2 
 
Non-Programmatic Factors that Get in the Way or Act as Barriers to Access/Participation and Positive Outcomes for Children in Recreation and 

Sports Programs 
 
 Personal/Familial Structural Systemic 
 
Financial 
Family spending on children’s recreation decreases 
with family income.  Personal financial limitations, 
combined with high registration and equipment costs, 
limit the opportunities for children living in poverty.  In 
fact, young people in lower income households are 
less likely to be physically active than their peers in 
higher income families. 26, 28,  29, 30, 31, 32, 34, 35, 36, 

 37, 39, 40, 45 
There is a growing belief among parents and others 
that organized recreation is for middle-class children - 
those who can pay. 26 
 
Analyses of Statistics Canada surveys show that 
children of single parents, high-school dropouts, very 
young parents, and low-income families were least 
likely to participate in organized activities. 29 
 
Mobility 
Transportation issues and costs often limit 
accessibility to programs. 26, 30, 31, 34, 35, 37, 39 
 
Lack of Familial Support 
Lack of family or parent support in encouraging 
children to be active. 26, 31, 34, 35, 39 
 
The lower a mother’s education the less likely her 
children will participate in dance/gymnastics, 
organized sports, art/drama/music lessons and 
community clubs. 31 
 
Parental involvement was a stronger predictor of 
children’s involvement in sports activities than was 
income.  “Even in lower-income households, children 
with two active parents have 4.8 times higher odds of 
sports participation than children with inactive 
parents”. 34, 37 
 

Shrinking Dollars for Recreation 
Ontario’s municipal expenditures on recreation have not 
matched inflation over the past 10 years.  Also, recreation 
and culture operating expenditures are declining (in constant 
dollars) and the recreation infrastructure is deteriorating.  
Given this, the Survey of Municipal Recreation Departments 
found that most charge user fees for all of their programs. 25, 

 28, 31 
Budget limitations are causing a decrease in available 
resources and an increase in user fees and charges. 26 
 
Recreation Not a Municipal Priority 
Although recreation has been shown to be a valuable service, 
politicians and senior administrators cut recreation services in 
favour of those they perceive to be more essential (roads, 
sewers).  Even though the value and benefits of recreation 
are recognized, decision-makers do not deem them as a 
service that positively impacts children and youth. 26 
 
Not Understanding Healthy Child Development 
The Ontario recreation and sport system has not clearly 
defined nor adhered to the idea of healthy child development 
through sport. 27 
 
Well-established beliefs in sports related to sport development 
are not congruent with the Principles of Healthy Child 
Development. 27 
 
The Delivery System 
The recreation and sport delivery system in Ontario is 
fragmented.  There is no single coordinated system that 
formally links all the players from the provincial level down to 
the community with respect to targeting children and  
youth. 26, 27 
 

Gender Bias  
· there is an emphasis for "boys" to take part 

in recreation and physical activity– to the 
detriment of females 

· Girls who have had minimal experience 
with sports are not likely to request 
programs  

· Marketing of sports often excludes girls.  
· Girls can have responsibilities that boys do 

not, such as taking care of siblings or 
domestic chores 

· Safety is more of a concern for girls than 
boys (such things as proper lighting, 
access to transportation, availability of 
equipment properly made for girls).  

· Lack of female role models 
· Girls’ skill levels are lower than boys of the 

same age. 26, 29, 30, 34, 35, 37, 45  
 
Location 
The existence of parks, playgrounds and play 
spaces are associated with increased rates of 
participation in supervised sports, and to a lesser 
extent, in unsupervised sports and the arts.  
Children who live in poverty are more likely to live 
in unsafe neighbourhoods and are less likely to 
participate in sports activities. 34, 37 
 
Living in a rural area can be a barrier to 
participation.  Participation in structured 
recreation requires access to activities that are 
available and close.  Given this, the size of the 
area in which children live can enhance or detract 
from their opportunities to participate in structured 
recreation. 37 
 
 
 
 ................................................................ continued 
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Non-Programmatic Factors that Get in the Way or Act as Barriers to Access/Participation and Positive Outcomes for Children in Recreation 
and Sports Programs 

 
Personal/Familial Structural Systemic 

 
Lack of Familial Support ........................... continued 
Children from two-parent families were more likely to 
participate than children from single parent families.  
This could be strongly related to income  
differences. 37 
 
Lack of Time 
Lack of time, too busy with housework, work,  
Family. 32, 39, 40 
 
Negative Self-Perception 
Poor health and lower than average skill development 
create barriers to participation for a large number of 
marginalized children and youth. 26 
 
People of lower income were uncomfortable 
identifying themselves as being in financial need. 34 
 
Intrapersonal, Interpersonal, Structural 
Constraints (Theory) 
Constraints are encountered first at the intrapersonal 
level (e.g., self-confidence, stress etc.).  The second 
level of constraints is at the interpersonal level, 
especially for activities requiring more than one 
person.  It is only when this type of constraint has 
been overcome (if appropriate to the activity) that 
structural constraints (eg. finances, schedule, 
opportunity) begin to be encountered.   In order to 
understand constraints, one must look at the 
intrapersonal, interpersonal and structural constraints 
together and interpret how individuals negotiate 
through the different levels. 34 
 
 

The Delivery System ........................................... continued 
There is a lack of coordination regarding who is responsible 
for assuring the quality of children’s sport among 
government, non profit organizations, municipal 
corporations, parents, leaders, officials, facility providers, 
educators, administrators and staff and volunteers. 27 
 
It has been questioned whether municipal recreation staff 
possess the training and support required to effectively 
engage in participatory planning with marginalized 
populations.  There is a need to address the structural 
dimensions of poverty if the barriers to participation in 
municipal recreation are to be overcome.  Yet, staff are 
under pressure to generate revenue, so recreation 
marketing is targeted at those users who have money. 33 
 
Delivery Issues 
The traditional design of recreation programs are not 
conducive to attracting young adolescents, or those at risk 
who are looking for greater flexibility in programs and 
services. 26 
 
 
 

Discriminatory Barriers 
Barriers can also include: 
· discrimination 
· social class  
· disability  
· ethno-cultural heritage 29, 37, 39 
 
Young immigrants, Aboriginal youth, and youth 
with disabilities face particular and additional 
barriers to participation in structured  
recreation. 37, 45 
 
Competitive Focus 
With respect to sports, the focus on the elite or 
professional provides fewer opportunities for 
children with lower skills.  In fact, competitive/ 
professional sports receive the best resources and 
facilities, which can exclude children who prefer 
less competition. 29 
 
Outcome Measures of Child Well Being 
Measures of child well-being focus primarily on 
negative outcomes and problems.  The measures 
track behaviours that adults wish to prevent.  For 
the most part, the indicators system does not 
monitor positive development and outcomes. 38 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 ................................................................ continued 
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Non-Programmatic Factors that Get in the Way or Act as Barriers to Access/Participation and Positive Outcomes for Children in Recreation 
and Sports Programs 

 
Personal/Familial Structural Systemic 

 
Infrastructural, Superstructural, Procedural 
Barriers (Theory) 
This model groups the factors constraining 
participation into three categories: infrastructural 
barriers (material means to access), superstructural 
barriers (limits originating from the sphere of ideas 
and perceptions), and procedural barriers (limits 
emerging from the course of action).  Their model is 
based on the assumption that socio-economic factors 
produce significant inequalities and systemic barriers 
to participation. 34 

Delivery Issues .................................................... continued 
Municipal recreation departments are moving more towards 
being facilitators, coordinators and conveners.  Given this, 
the responsibilities for direct program delivery for children 
and youth will be placed on the non-profit, 
volunteer-directed organizations.  Many non-profits are 
struggling to keep their organizations viable, especially as 
funding for municipal services is cut. 26 
 
A survey on access to recreation found additional barriers 
that prevent school-aged children...from accessing 
recreational programs in particular.  These included: 
· social and cultural factors  
· lack of equipment or suitable facilities 
· low awareness of programs  
· a shortage of volunteers 31 
 
Lack of Information 
There is a lack of information among potential users about 
programs, subsidies and the political process itself.  In one 
study, residents were generally unaware of subsidies or 
other ways to reduce their costs, and a number of residents 
found that “some recreation providers lacked sufficient 
information on other resources and opportunities in the 
community.” 34 
 
Facility Quality 
Poorly maintained facilities are growing as a barrier to 
participation. 40  
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5.0  Findings: Research Question Three 
 
“What non-programmatic factors act as enablers to access/participation and positive 
outcomes for children in recreation and sports programs?” 
 
There was less literature related to the enablers or facilitators of participation and positive 
outcomes for children.  Further, among those that were found, most related to what 
“should be” rather than what had been tested and proven effective.  In addition, certain 
enablers are, in fact, community, organization or program characteristics that facilitate 
access and positive outcomes. They have been classified as enablers or as 
organizational and program characteristics where appropriate. 
 
As with the constraints, the enablers have been grouped into those that are personal/ 
familial, structural and systemic. 
 
5.1  Personal/Familial Enablers 
 
The central theme related to the personal/familial enablers for children’s participation and 
positive outcomes focussed on using a holistic approach to address the complex array of 
personal and familial barriers.  This goes beyond providing subsidies, and encompasses 
ameliorating barriers related to lack of self-esteem, lack of familial support, lack of 
child-care and the other complex factors that inhibit children from participation; especially 
if they are low income.  Although the studies are few, they are methodologically sound 
and the evidence is clear. 
 
5.2  Structural and Systemic Enablers 
 
In many cases, the structural and systemic enablers were a reversal or repair of the 
characteristics of the delivery system that inhibited participation.  Rather than being 
evidence based, they are sometimes hypothetical in nature.  They include the following. 
 
· Making programs more affordable or free. 
 
· Developing policies and advocacy to facilitate better access to revenue from the 

tax base and higher levels of government. 
 
· Leveraging resources for recreation through linkages and partnerships. 
 
· Increasing potential participants knowledge and awareness of the benefits of 

recreation and the assistance available to them. 
 
· Redefining the role of the recreation deliverer from that of delivery agent to 

influencer, advocate, mediator and partnership development enabler. 
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· Providing recreation services in a focussed, proactive manner, similar to social 
workers - especially for children in poverty.  This finding was clear and evidence 
based. 

 
· Undertaking proactive and targeted marketing and participant recruitment 

strategies that stress the value of recreation for children. 
 
· Delivering programs targeted to address constraints such as at different times, for 

different target groups and for those who are isolated socially and physically. 
 
5.3  Systemic Enablers 
 
· Developing policies related to equity and harassment. 
 
· Developing targeted and culturally appropriate activities. 
 
· Undertaking market research and evaluation to continuously adapt to the changing 

needs of children. 
 
· Providing social, cultural, technical, child development, role definition and coach 

effectiveness professional development opportunities. 
 
Please see the table on the following pages for greater detail. 
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 Table 3 
 

Non-programmatic factors that act as enablers to access/participation and positive outcomes for children in recreation and sports programs 
 Personal/Familial Structural Systemic
Holistic Approach 
Services that take into account the economic, living, 
working and transportation conditions 47, 51, 57, 58 
 
Recreation programs and services must consider the 
whole child, the whole family, the whole community.  
The literature describing strategies that work refers to 
integrated, holistic, all-encompassing initiatives that 
deal with the multidimensional aspects of child and 
youth poverty.  Subsidies are a strategy for assisting 
some families.  However, used in isolation, subsidies 
do not deal with the whole child nor the complex 
nature of poverty.  They do not deal with low 
self-esteem, fear of rejection, lack of transportation, 
lack of child care and the family’s perception that 
recreation is a middle class  
activity.  55 
 
Research indicates that the following activities and 
policies can promote recreation, leisure, arts and 
culture for children. 
· Social support for physical activity by 

teachers, parents and other students 
· Parental support and encouragement 
· Fee assistance programs for participation 

and equipment 
· Structuring programs for full participation 
· Teachers, parents and students acting as role 

models encouraging participation 47, 51, 

  58 
 
Increase access to quality childcare programs for 
preschoolers and supervised environments for active 
play after school and on weekends for school children 
49 

Financial 
Programs should be affordable or free.  Scheduling must 
take into account the availability of the targeted populations.   
Transportation must be accessible and inexpensive. 46, 48, 50, 
54, 57 
 
Develop policies which support municipalities’ access to 
revenue (property tax, payments from higher levels of 
government) to support recreation, arts and culture  
· Universal recreation programs 
· Open schools for community use 
· School-based curriculum and educational materials 

promoting physical activity 
· Education curriculum which supports physical 

education 47, 50 
 
Leveraging resources through linkages and partnerships with 
other internal and external players to maximize the benefits 
and impact of recreation services in every community in 
Ontario. 59 
 
Quality Facilities 
Facilities should be welcoming with regard to their physical 
aspects (ramps, spacious hallways and washrooms, 
accessible switches, counters, automatic doors, etc.), and 
with regard to the atmosphere (music, decoration, hosting that 
is sensitive to particular situations and needs).  Facilities 
must be wheelchair-accessible. 48 
 
Awareness Raising 
Create awareness and education messages in clear language 
and accessible formats. 49, 50 
 
Change the Role of Recreation Deliverers 
Leaders in physical activity (and recreation) need to act as 
influencers, advocates, mediators and partnership 
development enablers that convince other sectors (such as 
housing, employment, justice and education) to develop 
policies and assign resources to address the needs of target 
populations. 49, 50, 51 

Equity  
Policies on equity and harassment have to be 
implemented.  Activities must be designed to 
involve targeted populations and must respect 
cultural mores.  Make culturally appropriate 
activities available.  Leaders and volunteers need 
to play a key role in policy and program 
development as well as reducing barriers. 46, 47, 

  48, 57 
 
Evaluation 
Ongoing formal or information evaluations to 
continuously adapt to and meet the needs of 
children and youth. 50, 57 
 
Professional Development 
Leaders and volunteers must have appropriate 
social, cultural, technical and child development 
training 46 
 
Coach effectiveness training, emphasizing 
participation over competition, could help to keep 
marginalized children, particularly girls, in 
organized sport. 54 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 ............................................................... Continued 
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Non-programmatic factors that act as enablers to access/participation and positive outcomes for children in recreation and sports programs 
 

Personal/Familial Structural Systemic 
 
 Change the Role of Recreation Deliverers ...... Continued 

Mother receiving social assistance whose children had a 
focussed recreation worker and subsidized recreation 
services: 
· had fewer mental health problems,  
· less medication usage  
· lower reliance on subsidized child care  
· less counselling and reduced food bank usage.19,96 
 
Recreation departments should work with schools to create 
school programs that help students develop knowledge, 
attitudes, behaviours, and confidence to adopt and maintain 
physically active lifestyles; after-school care programs that 
provide regular opportunities for active, physical play; youth 
sports and recreation programs that offer a range of 
developmentally appropriate activities.  53  
 
Proactive - Targeted Marketing 
· position programs to the best advantage of your 

target audience ("this program is valuable to you 
because....") 

· use surveys, focus groups and interventions to form 
clusters of people by interests and readiness to 
change 

· improve program design: remove barriers, increase 
access - stress enjoyment and fun 

· enhance supervisor and management support 
through informal and formal involvement, reporting 
and evaluation 

· use proactive recruitment strategies (e.g., by 
telephone or Internet). 52 

 
Developing strategies that demonstrate the value of 
recreation, and recreation services, to children, youth, 
parents, professionals and the public at large in ensuring 
healthy child development. 59 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 ............................................................... Continued 
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Non-programmatic factors that act as enablers to access/participation and positive outcomes for children in recreation and sports programs 
 

Personal/Familial Structural Systemic 
 
 Targeted Programming 

Use other methods aside from face-to-face, structured 
programs.  This approach may be best suited to people 
who have difficulty finding the time for structured exercise, 
those who prefer to exercise at home and those who lack 
access to a facility or program, because of location or 
finances. 52, 

 54 
Create separate plans for Aboriginal communities on and off 
reserve and reduce barriers and focus more on diverse 
expressions of physical activity among Canada’s immigrant 
and refugee population.  49, 58 
 
Create socially safe and gender-appropriate opportunities 
for children, especially for those who live in isolated 
communities,  who cannot afford to participate in organized 
activities or are experiencing high levels of mental  
distress.  49, 57 
 
Investing in targeted system capacity development to 
maximize the impact of the investment of resources in 
recreation services and approaches.  59 
 
Programs need to take into account the time constraints and 
availability of the targeted populations, on a daily, weekly, 
monthly, and yearly basis. 48, 58 
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6.0  Findings: Research Question Four 
 
“Are there institutional/organizational characteristics that have been linked to evidence 
based positive outcomes for children?” 
 
The literature on institutional/organizational factors that have been linked to evidence 
based positive outcomes for children is relatively sparse, and almost non-existent for 
recreation and sport programs in Ontario and Canada.  However, after-school programs 
in the US are receiving growing interest and research with respect to the organizational 
and program characteristics that relate to quality outcomes.  The review has referenced 
a number of these studies. 
 
As stated earlier, it was sometimes difficult to separate participation enablers from 
organizational and program characteristics and practices.  In some cases, the findings 
have been placed under one research question and in others they have been placed in 
more than one because it seemed appropriate to do so.   
 
In summary, the principal organizational characteristics included the following. 
 
Partnerships, Collaboration and Advocacy 
 
There is clear evidence that quality organizations develop strategic partnerships, 
collaborate with their users and advocate for children.  By collaborating with users 
(parents/children), organizations can better identify their needs.  Through strategic 
partnerships, they can offer a wider range of services to children which can address the 
identified needs in a more comprehensive manner.  This includes: 
 
· Creating partnerships with other agencies external to “recreation” that can help 

ameliorate the barriers to participation and enhance positive outcomes. 
 
· Developing strategies for and acting on community collaboration initiatives with 

participants to define programs and address barriers. 
 
· Advocating for children through the collaborative strategies and in the formation of 

partnerships to develop an integrated and seamless delivery system for them. 
 
Staff Compensation and Development 
 
· The evidence was also clear that successful organizations serving children appear 

to provide adequate staff compensation and opportunities for appropriate 
professional development. 
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Programming for Resiliency 
 
· The evidence was clear that quality organizations build the protective factors 

which promote children’s resiliency into their mission and throughout their 
programs.  These include (1) caring relationships with non-parental adults, (2) 
high expectations, (3) opportunities for participation, contribution, and recognition 
and (4) strong family involvement. 

 
Setting Goals and Strong Management 
 
· There is strong evidence to show that successful organizations set goals, 

communicate them effectively, have a sound organizational structure and effective 
management. 

 
Evaluation 
 
· The is some but less evidence to show that evaluation is part of the corporate 

culture of quality organizations, in that, it ensures for continuous adjustment and 
improvement in quality. 

 
Focusing on Quality 
 
· The evidence also shows that successful organizations focus on quality, its 

importance and the essential things that must be done to ensure quality happens.  
Quality is inculcated into the organization’s culture and is used as a daily concept. 

 
Please see the following table for more detail. 



  
 

Benefits, Barriers and Quality in Children’s Recreation and Sport 23

 Table 4 
Institutional/organizational Characteristics That Have Been Linked to Evidence Based Positive Outcomes for Children

Partnerships, Collaboration and Advocacy 
Everyone involved must be consulted and empowered.  Support should be provided for isolated groups who need help to participate. Targeted populations must be made 
aware of their rights and of resources available to them.  Initiatives to increase access must take into account the overall living and working conditions of the target 
population.  All members must voice their concerns and act together to overcome barriers. 46, 48, 49, 50, 51, 57 
 
Developing creative partnerships is a characteristic of programs that have successfully increased the participation of marginalized youth (and children).  This is supported in 
the literature and recent reports from various sectors addressing the question of integrated service delivery strategies.  Effective partnerships to implement quality after 
school programs requires collaboration with parents and educators and also community residents, law enforcement agencies, service providers, community-based and civic 
organizations (e.g., the United Way, YWCAs, YMCAs, Girl Scouts, Boy Scouts, Junior Achievement, Boys and Girls Clubs), colleges, employers, arts and cultural institutions, 
museums, park and recreation services, and public officials.  Effective programs aim to draw on all of a community’s diverse resources, including the participation of children 
and youths in program planning, to best address the concerns of the entire community. 59, 67 
 
Fostering collaboration to make recreation services integral to an integrated, seamless approach to the delivery of services to children and youth. 59 
 
Bringing everyone to the table, making programs accessible to all children, creating data-driven program improvement efforts, creating real jobs with adequate pay and 
benefits, doing the research that will guide effective practices, and mobilizing advocates to build an even stronger system over time. 63 
 
There is emerging evidence ... that integrated services can be effective, responsive, and cost-efficient.  Furthermore, there is a recognition of the need to extend these 
findings to the health-service system as a whole. 92 
 
External partnerships based on wise partner selection help to sustain after-school programs but do not guarantee permanence. 93 
 
The impact of educational community partnerships are upgraded school facilities, improved school leadership and staffing, higher quality learning programs for students, new 
resources and programs to improve teaching and curriculum, resources for after-school programs and family supports and increased social and political capital of 
participants. 94 
 
The analyses showed that, regardless of prior levels of disciplinary actions, schools that improved the quality of their partnership programs from one year to the next reported 
lower levels of students involved in school disciplinary actions ...  These findings suggest that schools’ overall efforts to improve relationships with families and the 
community may help improve students’ behaviour in school. 95 
 
Staff Compensation and Development 
 
Quality staffing: Staffing arrangements vary according to a program’s size, management structure, and goals.  But all programs need staff who are qualified and committed, 
have appropriate experience and have realistic expectations. 63, 67 
 
From the systems-building work now happening in early childhood, we know that this capacity building must include evaluation, professional development, and strategies for 
compensation. 63   
 
The statistical analyses revealed that higher levels of staff sensitivity were associated with higher staff wages, teaching staff with higher levels of ECCE-specific education 
and better benefits. 100 
 ................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................. continued 
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Institutional/organizational Characteristics That Have Been Linked to Evidence Based Positive Outcomes for Children 
 
Programming for Resiliency 
 
The universal protective factors (in developing resiliency) include: (1) caring relationships with non-parental adults, (2) high expectations, and (3) opportunities for 
participation, contribution, and recognition.  These three protective factors can be exhibited at multiple levels of youth’s context (e.g., family, school, youth programs, and 
neighbourhood).  The more contexts (and organizations) that provide youth with these factors, the more likely it is that youth are going to succeed.  This relationship is 
just as valid for youth with many risk factors as for those with few risk factors. 65 
 
Positive transitions from childhood to adolescence to adulthood are most likely when young people live in a context in which they are: (1) physically safe; (2) personally 
valued; (3) socially connected; (4) morally and economically supported;  (5) personally and politically empowered; and (6) hopeful about the future.  To the extent that 
sport programs serve these needs, we can expect them to contribute to the positive development of participants. 60 
 
Goal Setting 
 
Goal setting and strong management:  Programs need to set and communicate goals from the beginning, develop a solid organizational structure, and be managed 
effectively. 63, 67 
 
The components of exemplary after-school programs, including goal setting, strong management, and sustainability; high-quality after-school staffing; attention to safety, 
health, and nutrition issues; effective partnerships with community and other organizations; strong family involvement; enriching learning opportunities; linkages between 
school-day and after-school personnel; and evaluation of program progress and effectiveness. 69 
 
Agencies were asked to indicate if they set target scores for QUEST1 (a measure of the number of quality policies and procedures in place), set targets for the number of 
QUEST2 observations (a program quality observational tool), built the monitoring of the number of QUEST2 observations into Supervisors’ job responsibilities, set targets 
for QUEST2 scores they would like to achieve and built the monitoring of the QUEST2 scores into Supervisors’ job responsibilities.  With respect to training, agencies 
were also asked whether they had a mandatory policy that staff be trained in the Principles of Healthy Child Development (PHCD) before being hired, train newly hired staff 
in PHCD, had a policy to train all additional staff in PHCD and set targets for the number of staff who would be trained in PHCD.  Finally, agencies were also asked whether 
they used QUEST2 scores as part of their annual planning and had an implementation plan for HIGH FIVE®.  In almost all cases, the existence of these practices were 
associated to some degree with improved experiences for children.  In other words, member agencies who adhered to the above practices reported a higher degree of 
improvement in the experiences of children due to HIGH FIVE® compared to those who did not adhere to the practices.  Significant associations were found for: setting 
targets for QUEST2 scores they would like to achieve, using QUEST2 scores as part of their annual planning and having an implementation plan for HIGH FIVE®   80 
 
Evaluation 
 
Evaluation of program progress and effectiveness: After school programs are, by nature, varied and complex. No matter how well designed they are, programs must also 
take into account experience.  Effective after school programs have a continual evaluation component built into their design, so program planners can objectively gauge 
their success based on the clear goals set for the program. 67 
 
Data-driven continuous improvement at the program and the community level.  A key component of building capacity is being selective and strategic about the way one 
uses the complex research and evaluation knowledge base, not only to inform policy decisions, but also to feed into programs for continuous improvement. This approach 
to building capacity for quality improvement involves moving beyond the traditional research and development model to recognition of the proliferation of out-of-school time 
programs that need quality enhancement. 63   
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Institutional/organizational Characteristics That Have Been Linked to Evidence Based Positive Outcomes for Children 

 
Focussing on Quality 
 
Successful programs are intentional about the meaning of quality, its importance, and the critical factors that underlie it.  Systems that become intentional about quality 
use it as a driving concept in their work.  They train around it, they monitor it, and they help their clients recognize it.  When successful, this intentionality creates an 
ethos...that permeates the work of the system and makes quality “job one”. 63 
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7.0  Findings: Research Question Five 
 
“Are there programmatic characteristics that have been linked to evidence based positive 
outcomes for children?” 
 
The literature was richer with respect to the program characteristics linked to evidence 
based, positive outcomes for children.  The caveats from the prior section about the 
information available in Ontario and Canada apply here as well, and most of the articles 
referenced here relate to work done in the US. 
 
In summary, the programmatic characteristics are the following. 
 
Supportive/Caring Relationships 
 
· There is overwhelming evidence to show that supportive and caring relationships 

between adults and children and between children and children is one of the most 
important core elements of quality programs having positive outcomes for children. 

 
Developmentally Appropriate Programming 
 
· The evidence is also clear that age-stage or developmentally appropriate 

programming and equipment is another important core component, given it was 
the second most frequently cited characteristic of quality programs for children. 

 
Leader Credentials/Training  
 
· The evidence also confirms that quality programs employ leaders who are 

appropriately educated or have received professional development related to the 
impact they can have on the healthy development of children. 

 
Staff/Child Ratios 
 
· The evidence is clear that the lower the staff/child ratio, the higher the quality of the 

program. 
 
Safety 
 
· The literature is also clear that higher quality programs are likely to have better 

health and safety policies/practices concerning physical and emotional safety. 
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Adult Role Models 
 
· There is also evidence to suggest that higher quality programs have adults who 

model positive and responsible behaviour and are aware of the impact they can 
have on the development of children. 

 
Activities that Provide Choice, Motivation and are Culturally Sensitive 
 
· There is some evidence to suggest that quality programs provide a range of 

activities that motivate children through their enjoyment and interest.  
 
· There is some evidence to suggest that quality programs are culturally sensitive. 
 
Enriched Learning Opportunities 
 
· There is some evidence to suggest that quality programs provide structured, 

challenging and enriched learning opportunities that build children’s skills and 
knowledge.  They also offer a balance between structured and self-directed 
activity. 

 
Play 
 
· There is also evidence to show that opportunities to play are important for healthy 

childhood development, given that play enhances self-expression, motor skills 
development, social skills, creativity, and the development of cognitive functions. 

 
Please find more detail in the following table. 
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 Table 5 
 

Programmatic Characteristics that Have Been Linked to Evidence Based Positive Outcomes for Children 
 
Supportive/Caring Relationships 
 
Search Institute has surveyed over two million youth across the United States and Canada since 1989.  Studies reveal strong and consistent relationships between the 
number of assets present in young people’s lives and the degree to which they develop in positive and healthful ways.  Results show that the greater the numbers of 
Developmental Assets are experienced by young people, the more positive and successful their development.  The fewer the number of assets present, the greater the 
possibility youth will engage in risky behaviours such as drug use, unsafe sex, and violence.  Key Assets among others: 
· Positive Peer Relationships Young children's peers offer inclusion and acceptance, opportunity for having fun in constructive play, and opportunity for developing and 

practising pro-social skills.  
· Caring out-of-home climate - School and other activities provide caring, encouraging environments for children. 74 
 
Relationships - “Children’s developmental potential is supported or diminished by the care and attention they receive from caring adults”.   Adults, such as parents, coaches, 
facility operators, judges/referees/officials, and community sport administrators, play a key role in the delivery of sport to children.  By virtue of being in a position of power 
over children, these adults, especially coaches, can impact the healthy development of children on many levels. 78 
 
Respect for Children’s Motivational Needs - While children have multiple reasons for participating in sport, the most commonly reported reason is “to have fun”.  As “fun” is 
defined differently by different people, sport program designers and leaders must be responsive to individual motives of children in order to attract and maintain participation 
in sport.  Children also need to have the opportunity to voices their concerns and to exercise choice over the type and intensity of their involvement in sport. “Children do not 
just grow up in families.  They also grow up in social settings that range from child care centres and schools to brownie packs and sports teams”. 78 
 
The provision of caring adult leaders and recreation-based activities planned as purposive interventions are critical program elements.  The existence of caring adults, 
appropriate controls against deviant behavior, and the absence of negative peer influences, among other program elements, have been cited as contributing to positive 
learning experiences for children. 79 
 
The Study of Promising After-School Programs defines essential process and content features in terms of practices that prior research and theory indicate most directly 
shape the after-school program experiences of children and youth.  These features respond to the core developmental needs of children and youth for affiliation, identity, 
and mastery, and include: Positive relationships, including positive staff-child relationships and positive peer relationships.  Our identification of these process and content 
features as core elements of high-quality programs reflects evidence from youth development research and also from teaching and learning research about the content and 
instructional strategies that promote learning. 82 
 
Caring, positive and supportive relationships with siblings, friends and teachers can help children 6 to 12 years develop positive social skills. 84 
 
Negative program emotional climate was associated with more child emotional and behavioural problems at school.  Greater frequency of negative interactions with peers at 
the program was associated with more emotional and behavioural problems and poorer social skills at school. 88 
 
Program quality boils down to effective interactions between staff and youth and the environment the staff creates.  If those interactions are lacking (e.g., adults are not 
interacting with youth) or are of poor quality (e.g., the adults belittle or yell at youth), no program, research-based or not, can be effective.  In fact, the program could be 
detrimental. 91 
 
 
 
 ................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................. continued 
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Programmatic Characteristics that Have Been Linked to Evidence Based Positive Outcomes for Children 
 
Developmentally Appropriate Programming 
 
Taking into account both the gender of the child and family factors, researchers find that children appear happier, have closer and more secure attachments to caregivers, 
and perform better on standardized cognitive and language tests in settings with higher process quality, that is, settings with developmentally appropriate activities and 
caregivers who are emotionally supportive and responsive to their needs. 85 
 
Given safe and developmentally appropriate equipment, outdoor play can be a significant part of high-quality early child care. 68 
 
Students described their program experiences using the Developmental Supports Rating Scale (DSRS), which was posited to assess: supportive relationships with adults, 
supportive relationships with peers, opportunities of autonomy and leadership, and interest in activities.  Overall, the significant correlations suggest that activities with 
more choice, enjoyment, interest and motivation, were rated as more supportive in terms of relationships, autonomy, and interest. 73 
 
Play and Creative Activities Young children have daily opportunities to play with a variety of developmentally appropriate materials both structured and unstructured, that 
allow self-expression, physical activity, and interaction with others. 74 
 
Young children are exposed to developmentally appropriate, out of home programs staffed with competent adults that offer a variety of well maintained, suitable materials.  
Children are periodically taken to community settings such as parks, museums, and theatres that offer stimulating experiences. 74 
 
Age-Stage Appropriate Programming- competition should be introduced to children in a progressive manner at a rate that is consistent with children’s ages, abilities, and 
overall developmental needs.  Age/Stage appropriate philosophy also recognizes the notion that children, even those who are the same chronological age, can vary 
tremendously in terms of their physical, mental, emotional, and social development 78 
 
Multilateral Development Opportunities- Early specialization in a single sport setting often compromises a child’s physical, motor skill and cognitive development and often 
places social and emotional stressors on the child at an early age.  Research recommends that children participate in a variety of sport activities to ensure optimal 
development.  This “multilateral approach” to sport participation provides children with the opportunity to establish a solid foundation of basic sport skills and strategies 
which prepares children to participate in both specific sports and physical activity in general with greater confidence, success, and enjoyment. 78 
 
Leader Credentials/Training 
 
In rank order of statistical importance, the following program characteristics were linked with student gains in both mathematics and reading/English language arts: 
 
· Employment of a project site coordinator who is licensed to teach 
· High frequency and duration of activities focussing on fitness, sports, and recreation 
· A requirement that after-school staff submit activity plans for advance review by the site coordinator 
· A project staff in which at least one out of four staff members has a four-year college degree 77 
 
Awareness and Education- It is essential that adults involved in the delivery of children’s sport be made aware of the role that they play in influencing the healthy 
development of children.  Educational opportunities to enhance their knowledge related to children’s developmental needs must be available. 78 
 
 
 ............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................. continued 
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Programmatic Characteristics that Have Been Linked to Evidence Based Positive Outcomes for Children 

 
Leader Credentials/Training ............................................................................................................................................................................................................ Continued 
 
Agencies were asked to indicate if they set target scores for QUEST1 (a measure of the number of quality policies and procedures in place), set targets for the number of 
QUEST2 observations (a program quality observational tool), built the monitoring of the number of QUEST2 observations into Supervisors’ job responsibilities, set targets 
for QUEST2 scores they would like to achieve and built the monitoring of the QUEST2 scores into Supervisors’ job responsibilities.  With respect to training, agencies 
were also asked whether they had a mandatory policy that staff be trained in the Principles of Healthy Child Development (PHCD) before being hired, train newly hired staff 
in PHCD, had a policy to train all additional staff in PHCD and set targets for the number of staff who would be trained in PHCD.  Finally, agencies were also asked whether 
they used QUEST2 scores as part of their annual planning and had an implementation plan for HIGH FIVE®.  In almost all cases, the existence of these practices were 
associated to some degree with improved experiences for children.  In other words, member agencies who adhered to the above practices reported a higher degree of 
improvement in the experiences of children due to HIGH FIVE® compared to those who did not adhere to the practices.  Significant associations were found for training 
newly hired staff in PHCD. 80 
 
When staff is more highly trained and better compensated, children’s activities are of higher quality, and caregivers are more responsive and less restrictive. 85 
 
On average, preschoolers perform better on standardized cognitive tests when their caregivers are better educated and trained—for example, if they have at least an 
associate arts degree in a child-related field.  The children also have better language skills, are more persistent in completing tasks, and in general are more ready for 
school. 85 
 
Assuming sufficient funding is available, ongoing and regular professional development of after school educators is a critical ingredient in developing effective and 
sustainable after school programs.  Professional development should include strategies and content for integrating learning opportunities that support cognitive, 
emotional, social, and physical development. 91 
 
Staff/Child Ratios 
 
Evidence in the early childhood literature supports the hypothesis that structural program features, such as the child-staff ratio and staff education, affect child outcomes.  
Likewise, existing evidence indicates that structural features of after-school programs affect staff practices.  For example:  
(a) higher child-staff ratios are associated with more negative staff-child interactions;  
(b) larger group sizes are associated with lower child ratings of program climate, emotional support, and support for autonomy and privacy; and  
(c) higher levels of staff education are associated with fewer negative staff-child interactions.  
These findings support the general theory that staff's prior education and training and the number of children in their care affect staff practices and their relationships with 
children. 58  
 
 
 
 ............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................. continued 
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Programmatic Characteristics that Have Been Linked to Evidence Based Positive Outcomes for Children 

Staff/Child Ratios ...................................................................................................................................................................................... Continued 
 
Recent findings indicate that child-staff ratio and caregiver training indirectly affect cognitive and social development outcomes for young children by influencing the quality 
of care giving in child care settings. 58 
 
When child: adult ratios are lower, children generally appear less apathetic and distressed; caregivers spend less time in managing their classrooms and offer more 
stimulating, supportive care.  Both correlational and quasi-experimental research has found relations between structural quality and child performance.  For example, 
children in classrooms with lower child: adult ratios were better able to understand, initiate, and participate in conversations, had better general knowledge, were more 
cooperative, and in their interactions with each other showed much less hostility and conflict than in settings where there were more children to each adult. 85 
 
The evidence connecting program structures, practices, and outcomes in the after-school literature is less developed, although the available evidence from studies of 
after-school programs suggests similar connections between structural and institutional supports and outcomes. 58 
 
The statistical analyses also revealed that higher levels of staff sensitivity were associated with the centre having favourable staff: child ratios. 100 
 
Safety 
 
Programs should be safe, close to home, and accessible to all children and youth who want to participate. They should have adequate space for a variety of indoor and 
outdoor activities. Safe transit can be provided through means such as public transportation, staff escorts, and crossing guards. 67 
 
Policies and guidelines concerning physical and emotional safety must be considered in creating a sport environment in which children can thrive.  Specifically, issues 
such as supervision, preventative measures related to harassment and abuse, and the proper use of equipment and facilities should be addressed. 78 
 
Higher quality settings are likely to have better health and safety practices, resulting in fewer respiratory and other infections among the children, and to have fewer 
playground injuries. 85 
 
 Adult Role Models 
 
Six factors were identified as contributing to the success of this program. They included: a balance between structured and self-directed activity, academic support, 
sensitivity to various cultural backgrounds, committed authoritative adults, leadership focussed on activities that build children’s skills and knowledge, and being identified 
as a safe place. 75 
 
Adult role models Parent(s) and other adults in the child’s family, as well as non-family adults, model positive, responsible behaviour. 74 
 
Enriched Learning 
 
By providing structured enriching learning opportunities, after school programs can be a vital resource for improving academic performance, as well as for meeting social, 
emotional, and physical development needs. 67 
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8.0  Research Question Six 
 
“What are the relationships between the HIGH FIVE® Quality Framework and the 
characteristics of evidence based quality organizations and programs?” 
 
8.1  Introduction to HIGH FIVE® 
 
HIGH FIVE® is a quality assurance program designed to support the safety, well-being 
and healthy development of children in recreation and sport programs. 
 
 
HIGH FIVE® Mission 
 
HIGH FIVE® is committed to assisting children along the path of healthy development by:  
 
· Ensuring that recreation and sport practitioners develop a high level of knowledge 

and expertise in healthy child development;  
 
· Helping parents to make informed choices; 
 
· Providing practitioners with tools for enhancing and maintaining a high level of 

program quality. 
 
HIGH FIVE® achieves its mission by: 
 
· Providing tools, training and resources to program providers 
 
· Supporting organizations using these tools, training and resources 
 
· Providing organizations with the opportunity to achieve HIGH FIVE® accreditation 
 
· Educating parents and the general public about the importance of sport and 

recreation and the need for quality programs 
 
 
HIGH FIVE® Resources 
 
Tools 
 
HIGH FIVE® has developed a set of tools called QUEST - Quality Experience Scanning 
Tools. These tools help organizations assess the quality of their children’s sport and 
recreation programs and identify areas that need improvement.  They include: 
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· QUEST 1 - Reviewing Best Practices - A tool to measure the number and type of 

policies and procedures in place related to quality. 
 
· QUEST 2 - Observing the Child’s Experience - An observational tool to measure 

the degree a program is operating according to the Principles of Healthy Child 
Development. 

 
· QUEST 3 - Quick Scan - A shorter version of QUEST2. 
 
Training 
 
HIGH FIVE® offers training sessions to support staff and volunteer development.  These 
include: 
 
· Principles of Healthy Child Development 
· Using the HIGH FIVE® QUEST 
· Becoming a HIGH FIVE® Trainer 
 
Other Resources  
 
HIGH FIVE® has developed a variety of resources for parents, practitioners and 
organizations, including: 
 
· Choosing the Best Program for Your Child: A Parent’s Guide 
· Guide to Best Practices 
· Quality at Play Newsletter 
· Sport Action Pack: A Toolkit for Quality in Community Sport 
 
A complete list of resources is available on the HIGH FIVE® website at www.highfive.org. 
 
Collaboration 
 
HIGH FIVE® develops relationships with other organizations that share their commitment 
to assisting children along the path of healthy child development. 
 
Public Education 
 
HIGH FIVE® educates parents, practitioners and the general public about the important 
role sport and recreation programs can play in healthy child development and the need 
for a consistent standard of quality in these programs. 
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8.2  The Purpose of this Chapter 
 
This chapter contains an analysis of the relationships between evidence based quality 
organizations and programs and three components of HIGH FIVE®: 
 
· The HIGH FIVE® Quality Framework;  
· The Principles for Health Child Development in Recreation and Sport; and 
· The Design Guidelines. 
 
8.3  The Components of the HIGH FIVE® Quality Framework  
 
The central components of the HIGH FIVE® Quality Framework include the following. 
 
· Policies and Procedures Review: Ensures organizations’ policies and procedures 

support healthy child development. 
 
· Internal/external Accountability: Ensures staff are accountable to their 

organizations and that organizations are accountable to the public. 
 
· Program Assessments: Ensures organizations provide high quality recreation and 

sports programs for children. 
 
· Training and Development: Ensures practitioners in recreation and sport develop 

expertise in child development. 
 
8.3.1  Policies and Procedures Review 
 
The findings from the literature indicate that quality organizations incorporate children’s 
resiliency into their mission, objectives and throughout their programs.  They focus on 
quality, its importance and the essential things that must be done to ensure quality 
happens.  As stated, quality is inculcated into the organization’s culture and is used as a 
daily concept. 
 
HIGH FIVE®’s policies and procedures review (using QUEST 1) is clearly directed at 
identifying deficiencies and enhancements to policies and procedures focused on 
delivering quality programs to children.  It is a first step in influencing and directing the 
organization’s culture towards quality, which the literature confirms is critical to ensure 
positive outcomes for children. 
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8.3.2  Internal/external Accountability 
 
The literature tells us that a key component of a quality organization includes setting 
goals, strong management and evaluation.  Accountable organizations set and 
communicate their goals from the outset, develop a solid organizational structure, and are 
managed effectively.  HIGH FIVE®’s own research found a significant relationship 
between having an implementation plan for HIGH FIVE® and improved positive outcomes 
for children.   
 
Accountability is achieved not only by setting goals or targets but by evaluating the 
degree the goals have been achieved.  According to the literature, effective programs 
build in a continuous evaluation component, so management can objectively gauge 
success based on the goals set.   
 
The literature again confirms that HIGH FIVE®’s focus on internal and external 
accountability is a key component of effective organizations delivering services to 
children. 
 
8.3.3  Program Assessment 
 
Under the HIGH FIVE® Quality Framework, program assessments (using QUEST 24) 
reinforce the notion of quality as organizations move along the quality continuum.  They 
also feed into goal/target setting, organizational evaluation and ongoing, continuous 
improvement in the outcomes for children.  If organizations use the assessments in this 
way, the literature confirms that they are among those delivering more effective programs 
to children. 
 
8.3.4  Training and Development 
 
The evidence has confirmed that a key component of effective or quality programs for 
children is the educational background of staff and the professional development 
opportunities available to them.  As stated, “Assuming sufficient funding is available, 
ongoing and regular professional development of after school educators is a critical 
ingredient in developing effective and sustainable after school programs.  Professional 
development should include strategies and content for integrating learning opportunities 
that support cognitive, emotional, social, and physical development”. 91 
 
The literature again confirms that HIGH FIVE®’s training in the Principles of Healthy Child 
Development is another critical component of quality programs for children. 
 
                                                 

4 QUEST2 is an observational tool designed to measure the degree a program is operating 
according to the Principles of Healthy Child Development. 
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8.3.5  Other Components 
 
The literature has also uncovered other components of effective organizations and 
programs that are not explicitly built into HIGH FIVE®’s Quality Framework but should be 
noted and considered as the Position Paper and Report Card is developed. 
 
Collaboration, Partnerships, and Advocacy 
 
· Effective organizations develop strategies for and undertake community 

collaboration initiatives with participants to better define programs and address 
barriers.   

 
· They also create partnerships with other agencies external to themselves in order 

to ameliorate the barriers to participation and enhance positive outcomes. 
 
· They advocate for children through the collaborative strategies and in the 

formation of partnerships to develop an integrated and seamless delivery system 
for them. 

 
Staff Compensation 
 
· The more successful organizations serving children appear to provide adequate 

staff compensation. 
 
8.4  The Principles of Healthy Child Development 
 
HIGH FIVE®’s Principles of Healthy Child Development are: 
 
· Participation: All children must have the opportunity to participate in their own 

development and decisions about their lives. 
 
· Play: Play that stresses fun, creativity and cooperation is the ideal medium for 

growth. 
 
· Mastery: Children need to find something that makes them feel they are 

succeeding and that they are special and important. 
 
· Friends: All children need opportunities to find and make friends in group activities. 
 
· A Caring Adult: Each child needs to know that there is a trustworthy caring adult in 

the group who cares about him or her. 
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8.4.1  Participation 
 
According to this principle, children need to make choices, have a voice and do things by 
and for themselves.   
 
The literature again confirms that quality programs possess this orientation.  As stated, 
“Young children need to have daily opportunities to play with a variety of developmentally 
appropriate materials both structured and unstructured, that allow self-expression, 
physical activity, and interaction with others“74 ;and, “Taking into account both the gender 
of the child and family factors, researchers find that children appear happier, have closer 
and more secure attachments to care givers, and perform better on standardized 
cognitive and language tests in settings with higher process quality, that is, settings with 
developmentally appropriate activities and caregivers who... are responsive to their 
needs.” 85  In addition, “Overall, the significant correlations suggest that activities with 
more choice, enjoyment, interest and motivation, were rated as more supportive in terms 
of relationships, autonomy, and interest.” 73 
 
8.4.2  Play 
 
Under this principle, play stresses fun, creativity and cooperation.  Play allows children to 
shape their environment, use their imaginations and enjoy the activities they are involved 
in. 
 
Again, the literature reinforces this principle.  A number of articles reinforced the fact that 
opportunities to play are particularly important for healthy childhood development, 
“promoting the acquisition of motor skills, social skills and creativity, and the development 
of cognitive functions.”19 
 
8.4.3  Mastery 
 
In this context, mastery means providing children with activities and tasks that make them 
feel they are succeeding and are special and important.  The literature also confirms this 
characteristic.  Researchers investigating human learning, “point to the importance of 
providing learners with rich content-based experiences, led by teachers or coaches who 
encourage mastery and use both structured and unstructured instructional strategies to 
promote learning”. 82  One aspect in the development of resiliency includes providing 
children with challenging tasks and experiences. 
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8.4.4  Friends 
 
The premise of this principle is that friends help introduce children to the bigger world 
beyond their family, share in humour, test loyalty, form their first audience and offer 
support and criticism. 
 
Within the supportive/caring relationships characteristic of effective programs, positive 
peer interactions was the second most frequently cited attribute.  As stated, “Young 
children's peers offer inclusion and acceptance, opportunity for having fun in constructive 
play, and opportunity for developing and practicing pro-social skills. “74  On the other 
hand, “Negative program emotional climate was associated with more child emotional 
and behavioural problems at school.  Greater frequency of negative interactions with 
peers at the program was associated with more emotional and behavioural problems and 
poorer social skills at school.” 88 
 
The literature again confirms the importance of this principle. 
 
8.4.5  A Caring Adult 
 
If there was one attribute that stood out in the literature related to quality programs for 
children, it was the existence of a caring adult providing supportive relationships.  The 
following quote succinctly states the case, “Program quality boils down to effective 
interactions between staff and youth and the environment the staff creates.  If those 
interactions are lacking (e.g., adults are not interacting with youth) or are of poor quality 
(e.g., the adults belittle or yell at youth), no program, research-based or not, can be 
effective.  In fact, the program could be detrimental.” 91 
 
Caring, positive and supportive relationships with adults help children 6 to 12 years 
develop positive social skills, self-esteem and self-confidence.  This principle is 
grounded and confirmed by the literature. 
 
8.4.6  Healthy Child Development Principles - A Final Note 
 
As a final point, it should be noted that as part of the content validation of the QUEST 2 
tool, nine child development experts were asked to rate all of the items in the tool with 
respect to the degree they contribute to healthy child development.  The QUEST 2 items 
are a direct reflection of the Principles of Healthy Child Development as observed in a 
recreation/sport program.  At the time of validation, they covered the content presented 
in the table on the next page. 
 
Twenty seven of the thirty one items (87%) had an average rating of 4 or higher (out of 
five).  The most highly rated items were warmth and respect, (Leader/child interactions) 
both rated at 4.89.  The average overall rating for all items was 4.36.  According to the 
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opinions of the experts in child development, QUEST 2 had excellent content validity.  
This evidence also reflects positively on the validity of the Principles of Healthy Child 
Development. 
 Description of the Categories/Scales of QUEST2 
  

Categories/Scales 
 

Description Items 
 
Leader/Child Interactions  
(Seven Items) 

 
This section focuses on the interactions between 
leaders and children and the impact these 
interactions have on healthy child development and 
the development of positive behaviour patterns. 

Warmth 
Interest 
Respect 
Individualized Approach 
Involvement 
Positive Leadership 
Children are Given Priority 

 
Supervision/Safety 
(Four Items) 
 

 
This section focuses on the manner in which children 
are supervised to ensure safety at all times. 

Awareness 
Age/Stage Appropriate 
Activity Risk Awareness 
Child Supervision in Transition 
Areas 

 
Child/Peer Interactions 
(Four Items) 

 
This section looks at the extent to which the 
children in the program interact with each other in 
a positive manner. 

Familiarity Among Children 
Respect and Cooperation Among 
Children 
Inclusionary Behaviour 
Atmosphere 

 
Leader Behaviour and 
Interactions 
(Three Items) 

 
This category examines whether the Interactions 
between leaders are appropriate and reflect 
positive role modelling for children. 

Appropriate Behaviour and 
Language 
Discretion with Confidential 
Matters 
Team Effort 

 
Program/Activities 
(Four Items) 

 
The section examines whether the activities are 
well-planned and implemented in such a way as 
to support the healthy development of the 
children participating.  

Program Planning 
Balance, Variety and Choice in 
Activities 
Pace of Activities 
Individual Growth Through Group 
Development 

 
Environment/Facilities 
(Five Items) 
 
 

 
This category focuses on whether the 
environment/facility is appropriate for the type of 
activity/program and whether it has all the 
elements necessary to support healthy child 
development. 

Maximizing Use of Available 
Facility Amenities 
Activity Appropriate Space 
Welcoming Atmosphere 
Physically Comfortable Space 
Areas Leading to the Program 
Area 
Site Safety 

 
Equipment/Materials 
(Three Items) 

 
This section looks at whether the equipment and 
materials are appropriate and support the activity. 

Developmentally Appropriate 
Quantity 
Culturally Appropriate Materials 

 
Total 31 Items 

 
Total seven sections (scales)  
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8.5  The Design Guidelines 
 
HIGH FIVE®’s has three program Design Guidelines.  They include developing programs 
that: 
 
· respect and support the uniqueness and diversity of each child; 
· are safe; and 
· provide age-appropriate environment, activities and equipment.  
 
8.5.1  Respect and Support the Diversity of Each Child 
 
There was evidence to indicate that the cultural sensitivity of staff and the provision of 
culturally appropriate activities are characteristics of quality programs.  This again 
corroborates this Design Guideline as an important component in achieving positive 
outcomes for children. 
 
8.5.2  Safe 
 
The literature again corroborates this Design Guideline, in that, it tells us that higher 
quality programs are likely to have better health and safety policies and practices related 
to children’s physical and emotional safety.  In addition, quality programs provide 
adequate space for a variety of safe activities.  
 
8.5.3  Provide Age-appropriate Environment, Activities and Equipment 
 
As stated earlier in the report, “Age-stage or developmentally appropriate programming 
and equipment was the second most frequently cited characteristic of quality programs 
for children.”  Given this, it is clear that the literature reinforces the need for quality 
programs to be developed with this Design Guideline in mind. 
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9.0  Research Gaps 
 
One aspect of undertaking this literature review was the identification of a number of gaps 
in the research.  In general, the gaps were characterized by a paucity of actual studies 
addressing key issues or by a lack of studies with sound methodology and evidence 
based conclusions.  This chapter of the report provides an initial description of the 
apparent research gaps as a basis for further discussion in preparing the Position Paper 
and Report Card. 
 
9.1  Overall Research Gaps 
 
· There is less research focused on children 6 to 12 years of age compared to youth, 

and in many studies, the distinction between youth and children 6 to 12 is not that 
clear. 

 
· The Canadian literature on institutional/organizational factors that have been 

linked to evidence based positive outcomes for children 6 to 12 in recreation and 
sport is relatively sparse, and is almost non-existent for recreation and sport 
programs in Ontario. 

 
· Similarly, the literature on Canadian programmatic factors that have been linked to 

evidence based positive outcomes for children 6 to 12 in recreation and sport is 
also sparse. 

 
· Little research was found that clearly answered the question, “Does quality 

matter?”. 
 
9.2  Benefits 
 
· Although research describing the benefits of recreation is plentiful, many studies 

do not clearly separate the benefits of recreation and sport participation from the 
effects of a child’s personality or the impact of his/her family and environment on 
positive outcomes. 

 
· On a related theme, there are few evidence based studies that clearly isolate and 

link positive characteristics in adults with participation in recreation and sport as a 
child.  These studies would require a longitudinal design which involves 
substantial time and resources to carry out. 
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9.3  Constraints 
 
· There is little evidence based Canadian research that again clearly identifies the 

characteristics of the Ontario recreation and sport delivery system that act as 
barriers and constraints to participation.   

 
9.4  Enablers 
 
· Aside from the excellent work done by Gina Browne and Dan Offord, little evidence 

based Canadian research was found that has actually tested the efficacy of the 
structural enablers to participation in recreation and sport - especially for children 6 
to 12. 
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