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Abstract 

Interscholastic athletics are purported to provide many benefits for participants.  

Some studies have shown the benefits of playing sports, but others have cautioned the 

expense is not worth the investment and not all outcomes of participation are positive.  

High school athletics are deeply woven into the American educational system, yet 

limited research has been conducted to capture the voices of student-athletes to 

identify their perceptions of sport experiences.  Learning this information may help 

various stakeholders improve interscholastic sport experiences.  Therefore, the 

purpose of this existential-phenomenological study was to examine the best and worst 

sports experiences of interscholastic athletes in team sports.  Participants consisted of 

16 varsity athletes from public and non-public high schools representing different 

areas of Minnesota.  Athletes were 12th-grade students and 17 or 18 years old.  In-

depth phenomenological interviews were conducted at each student’s school, 

averaging about 34 minutes.  Results of this study produced 573 meaning units and 

eight major themes, four explaining best experiences in high school athletics and four 

describing worst experiences.  The four major dimensions of best experiences in high 

school sports emerging were: I loved my coaches, I loved playing, I loved my 

teammates, and I loved winning.  The four major dimensions of worst experiences in 

high school sports were: Problems with coaching, Problems with playing, Problems 

with team, and Problems with losing.  Many participant experiences were grounded 
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by the relationships held while participating in sport and the emotions produced 

through participation.      
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Chapter I: Introduction 

Background of the Study 

Providing athletic opportunities as part of a high school education has a long 

history in the United States (Seefeldt & Ewing, 1997).  More United States students 

played high school sports in the 2013-2014 school year than ever before, marking an 

increase in participation for the 25th consecutive year (National Federation of State 

High School Associations, 2014).  Schools across the United States invest hundreds 

of millions of dollars so that more than 7.8 million students have the opportunity to 

play interscholastic sports each year; these programs promote healthy activities, 

recreation, and life lessons as an extension of the classroom (Holt, Tink, Mandigo, & 

Fox, 2008; National Federation of State High School Associations, 2014).  Originally, 

the widespread addition of school sports in the early part of the 20th century for male 

students intended to provide wholesome activities to keep boys out of trouble 

(Seefeldt & Ewing, 1997) while addressing four societal pressures: education, 

socialization, military preparedness, and health (Treasure, 2007).  Similar 

interscholastic opportunities for female students were not made available until the 

1970s (Ewing & Seefeldt, 2002), allowing both genders access to the value and 

benefits of education-based athletics that the American culture has embraced (Danish, 

Taylor, & Fazio, 2006; Ewing & Seefeldt, 2002).   

Belief in the value of physical exercise and competition predates the 

American education system.  In 380 B.C., Plato described how Athenian schoolboys 
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would play sports “in order that their bodies may better minister to the virtuous mind” 

(Plato, 1920, p. 5).  Today, sports are still believed to have value beyond physical 

activity (Lumpkin & Stokowski, 2011).  Interscholastic sports can support 

educational goals, but outcomes depend on how the activity is structured and what the 

coach chooses to teach and model–whether it is a positive or negative lesson 

(Hardman, Jones, & Jones, 2010; Treasure, 2007).  The nature of the sport experience 

each participant is exposed to determines what kind of character building endeavor 

interscholastic sports provides, not the actual athletic activity (Danish, Forneris, 

Wallace, & Ian, 2005; Hodge, 1989; Patriksson & Committee for the Development of 

Sport, 1994).    

The National Federation of State High School Associations has championed 

“the primary purpose of interscholastic athletics is ‘The Promotion of Learning’” 

(Treasure, 2007, p. 4).  However, simply stepping onto a sports surface or kicking a 

ball and playing does not make one a better or a well-rounded person; lessons are not 

learned automatically through participation in sport (Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 

2005; Hodge, Danish, Horne, & Kiselica, 1999).  Martens (1993) has described sport 

as a double-edged sword, “Swung in the right direction the sword can have 

tremendously positive effects, but swung in the wrong direction it can be devastating” 

(p. 17).  

Hodge (1989) echoed this sentiment and wrote that sport is “neither inherently 

moral nor inherently immoral” (p. 23), it is the experiences involved in sport that 

determine its outcomes.  To foster positive youth and adolescent development 

through athletics, intentional efforts are required.  It is not simply student 
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participation that may promote positive development; instead it is each individual 

experience in sport that can serve as a vehicle for young people to acquire physical, 

social, emotional, and cognitive skills helpful to successfully navigate life (Almquist 

et al., 2013; Bailey, 2006; Bailey et al., 2009; Danish, Taylor, & Fazio, 2006).  Since 

life skills and positive character traits must be “taught” rather than being simply 

“caught” through participation (Hodge, 1989), there are many programs making 

mindful efforts to pair sport with the positive adolescent development and asset 

building (Camiré, 2012; Gould & Carson, 2008; Lumpkin, 2010).  The primary goals 

of these programs mirror reasons school sports were initiated in the United States 

during the first half of the 20th century.  

Although sometimes conflicting, the majority of research has substantiated 

wellness benefits from participating in sports and living an active lifestyle (Dworkin 

& Larson 2006; Hedstrom & Gould, 2004).  Despite knowing the advantages of 

participation, American youth and adolescents are not active enough; a concern that 

has persisted in American society since the 1950s (Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 1992).  

An obesity epidemic plagues today’s young people, who are consuming too many 

calories and remaining inactive (Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2005).  Beyond 

health benefits, with skilled and intentional instruction, athletes can gain positive life 

skills through sport (Bailey, 2006; Brown, Clark, Ewing, & Malina, 1998; Danish, 

Forneris, Wallace, & Ian, 2005).  Research has suggested participation in school 

athletics has benefits that exceed those found within a classroom’s walls (Lumpkin & 

Stokowski, 2011; Patriksson & Committee for the Development of Sport, 1994).  

Students demonstrate emotional, social, and physical growth through participation 
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while making stronger connections to their school than non-participating classmates 

(Certo, Cauley, & Chafin, 2002; Hansen, Larson, & Dworkin, 2003).     

To show how positive development may result through sport participation, 

researchers have made metaphorical comparisons.  Sport sociologists have intimated 

athletics provide a fertilizer effect (add sports to cultivate growth), a car wash effect 

(sports wash problems away from “at-risk” youth or adolescents), and a guardian 

angel effect (sports guide young people to future successes) (Coakley, 2011).  While 

these comparisons exist, limited empirical work shows if students view these 

influences as significant parts of their interscholastic experiences (Camiré, Trudel, & 

Forneris, 2009).    

Despite the perceived benefits of high school athletics, research shows an 

inconsistent pattern when examining the extent of these benefits versus possible 

drawbacks (Coakley, 2011; Dworkin & Larson, 2006).   While some research of 

students’ school experiences has shown interscholastic sports have increased 

engagement in school and developed a greater sense of purpose (Certo, Cauley, & 

Chafin, 2002), other research presents adverse effects including overuse and acute 

injuries, increased substance use, lack of time for other aspects of adolescent life, 

isolation, harassment, humiliation, and negative emotions such as stress, anxiety, 

anger, and sadness  (Cardinal, Yan, & Cardinal, 2013; Certo, Cauley, & Chafin, 2002; 

Dworkin & Larson, 2006; Eccles & Templeton, 2002; Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 

1992).   

One issue facing youth and interscholastic sports is a lack of scientific 

knowledge related to youth and adolescents’ athletic participation, especially when 
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examined from the athlete perspective (Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2009; Hedstrom 

& Gould, 2004).  Schools, communities, and parents want the best experiences 

possible for young people, yet the experiences of high school athletes are 

understudied, particularly with qualitative methods (Coakley, 2011; Dworkin & 

Larson, 2006).  Given the significant investment of time, effort, and funding 

committed to interscholastic programs, developing a greater understanding of 

participant experiences has advantages.   

Research studies have examined different aspects of athletes’ experiences 

using focus groups (Strean, 2009), surveys (Ewing, Seefeldt, & Walk, 1992), concept 

maps (Strean & Holt, 2000), observations (Zeldin & Camino, 1999), qualitative 

brainstorming (Visek et al, 2014); and various interview methods (Camiré & Trudel, 

2010; Holt, Tamminen, Tink, & Black, 2009).  Although valuable research exists, a 

greater amount of focused qualitative research is needed to understand the essence of 

what high school experiences look and feel like from the viewpoint of participants 

(Allen-Collinson, 2009; Camiré & Trudel, 2010; Dale, 1996; Dworkin & Larson, 

2006; Gallimore & Tharp, 2004; Holt, Tamminen, Tink, & Black, 2009).  Studying 

athlete experiences grants a more complete understanding of a logical goal for every 

coach: creating positive sporting experiences (Danish, Taylor, & Fazio, 2006; Fraser-

Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2005; Hardman, Jones, & Jones, 2010; Strean & Holt, 

2000; Strean, 2009). 

Coaches play a large part in shaping athlete experiences and have received 

significant attention in sport studies (Gilbert & Trudel, 2004b; Hardman, Jones, & 

Jones, 2010; Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 1992).  One method of investigating coaching 
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used significantly since the 1970s is systematic observation, a quantitative method of 

identifying the frequency and duration of behaviors.  Observation is a valuable 

research tool in sport studies, but it does not encompass many aspects of athletes’ 

experiences.  One cannot directly observe another’s feelings, thoughts, desires, or 

how one gives meaning to their experiences (Patton, 2002).  Many coaching studies 

center on behaviors, examining effectiveness working with athletes and relying on 

winning percentages as a measure.  However, since winning is not the only intended 

outcome of interscholastic sports (Danish, Taylor, & Fazio, 2006; Martens, 2012), 

other measures should be considered to better understand student-athlete experiences.  

Student lives are the collection of their experiences (Cardinal, Yan, & 

Cardinal, 2013).  Listening to and documenting the perspectives of student-athletes 

are important in understanding whether educational aims and developmental goals are 

being met through interscholastic athletics (Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2009).  

Furthermore, the information gathered from adolescent participants may help 

determine how programmatic, systematic, and cultural factors influence participation 

(Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 1992). 

Statement of the Problem 

If positive and purposeful lessons are not taught by those leading youth and 

interscholastic sports, the exact opposite may occur (Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 

2005; Holt, Tamminen, Tink, & Black, 2009; Shields, Bredemeier, LaVoi, & Power, 

2005; Shields & Bredemeier, 2007; Theodoulides, 2003).  With an increase in the 

volume of and access to news media sources, stories of unfortunate, and even 

unlawful, behaviors exhibited by participants, spectators, coaches, and officials have 
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become common.  Politicians, researchers, and media reports have pointed out the 

United States’ educational system is lagging behind global leaders and have argued 

that precious educational funding supporting high school sports should support 

teaching and learning–providing a greater benefit to students (Anderson, 2010; 

Ripley, 2013).  

  While interscholastic athletics may be intended for the benefit of its young 

participants, studies of coaching abound compared with research on student 

experiences (Gilbert & Rangeon, 2011).  Studies showing what coaching behaviors 

are used, the thought process behind the behaviors, and how frequently observable 

behaviors occur have received substantial attention in the literature since the late 

1970s (Gilbert & Trudel, 2004b).  However, less is known about how these behaviors 

affect the essence of athlete experiences.  Although coaching may be a significant 

influence on the athletic experience, there is a lack of investigating high school 

athlete perspectives (Gilbert & Trudel, 2004b; Martens, 2012; Patriksson & 

Committee for the Development of Sport, 1994).  Simply stated, student-athletes have 

not received the same scholarly attention as their coaches.    

A review of news stories and social media comments from 2012 through 2013 

produced many disturbing sports stories from across the world and at all levels of 

play1.  At the professional level, football players were accused of murder (Javon 

Belcher and Aaron Hernandez); a cycling legend cheated by using banned substances 

                                                 
1 For more information, see Sports Illustrated’s Biggest Stories of 2012 and 2013, at 
http://sportsillustrated.cnn.com/multimedia/photo_gallery/1202/biggest-stories-2012/content.65.html 
and http://sportsillustrated.cnn.com/main/photos/1301/biggest-stories-2013/1/.   Also see the St. Louis 
Sports Commissions’ list of worst sportsmanship moments of 2012 at 
http://www.stlsports.org/pressbox/2013-St.-Louis-Sports-Commission-Reveals-Worst-Sportsmanship-
Moments-From-2012-1-15-13.php 
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to improve performance, lying about his use for years, and was stripped of his many 

awards (Lance Armstrong); a football coaching staff led an effort to financially 

reward players for hurting members of other teams (New Orleans Saints); and a 

soccer player and official got into a deadly fight in Brazil (Chasmar, 2013).  During 

the altercation the official stabbed and killed the soccer player, resulting in spectators 

and family members tying up and gruesomely killing the official. 

Unfortunately, these stories extended into the amateur, high school, and youth 

ranks.  A college football coach sexually abused young boys and a massive 

institutional failure allowed the abuse to continue (Jerry Sandusky and Penn State).  A 

college basketball coach punched, kicked, and threw balls at players while yelling 

racially charged and homophobic slurs, resulting in his dismissal when videotapes 

surfaced of his behaviors and verbal attacks (former Rutger’s coach Mike Rice).  

Even younger yet, a high school ice hockey goalie, upset with his playing time and 

coaches, scored a goal on his own net before making an obscene gesture to his 

coaches and skating off the ice where his father waited to open the door for him.  

Less-publicized youth sports stories included coaches attacking opposing youth 

players, biting off another coach’s ear, and gambling on games (Alexander, 2013).  

Finally, students from a predominantly white school dressed as bananas and taunted a 

rival school’s team consisting of predominately black students by calling them 

“cotton-pickers” and “monkeys” (Alexander, 2013).  These stories all come from a 

two-year time period, and the list could continue.  This negative attention to 

unsettling actions in the sporting world brings the investment of time, effort, and 

money to host athletics at the interscholastic level into question.  High school 
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athletics are intended to advance educational goals, but they may be falling short of 

this mark when considering the amount of negative attention generated.  

While considerable interest has been given to athlete performance training and 

what athletes and coaches do in sport settings, few studies are available to articulate 

what athletes think and feel about their experiences (Wessinger, 1994).  These 

experiences, in part, are likely influenced by the prevailing sports culture athletes are 

immersed in and by authority figures who lead teams.  During their work studying 

student perspectives of high school, Certo, Cauley, and Chafin (2002) explained there 

is a clear need for more descriptive studies centered on high school experiences, and 

this void in the literature still exists.  As researchers explore the impact of sport on 

adolescent development and sports programmers strive to improve experiences, it is 

important to include young people in the inquiry process; adults have largely 

overlooked a responsibility to gather input on participation experiences from youth or 

adolescents (Kirshner, O'Donoghue, & McLaughlin, 2005).   

The purpose of after-school sports programs is to provide extended 

opportunities to student-athletes (Danish, Taylor, & Fazio, 2006; National Federation 

of State High School Associations, 2013).  This purpose supports efforts to study how 

athletes view these opportunities intended for their benefit.  Researchers have studied 

coaches extensively over the past four decades, but the focus of school-based 

athletics, the athletes and their experiences, have not received the same consideration.  

If students are the intended benefactors of interscholastic sports, more research is 

needed to understand their participation.  To improve coaching effectiveness and 

positively enhance athletes’ experiences, understanding participant perspectives can 
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provide a wealth of information (Dworkin & Larson, 2006).  Unfortunately, a lack of 

participant input sometimes leads adults to make the wrong assumptions and 

conclusions concerning the young people they serve (McLaughlin, 2000).    

Constructivists have long held that unless more is known about student 

experiences, there is little chance of connecting with them (Doda & Knowles, 2008).  

Noting this, studies have explored adolescent perspectives to learn what matters most 

to them in school.  In a study encouraging further use of student voices to improve 

educational awareness and practice, the authors describe how “Bringing student voice 

front and center can nudge us toward” (p. 32) educational experiences being owned 

“by those it claims to serve” (Doda & Knowles, 2008, p. 32).  Still, research of high 

school athlete experiences lags behind.  Sport science research has leaned more 

heavily toward collegiate, elite, and professional athletes and less toward adolescent 

interscholastic participants.   

Little is known about what other factors account for the best and worst 

interscholastic experiences–and to what degree.  Developing a greater awareness of 

athletic experiences from participants expands the base of literature for future 

interscholastic programming and coaching studies.  Coaches, educators, and sport 

researchers may find value in knowing more about student-athlete experiences 

providing insights that may guide future philosophy, research, education, 

programming, and coaching efforts (Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 1992).  Therefore, this 

phenomenological study aimed to understand the essence of high school athletes’ 

experiences more clearly.       
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Purpose of the Study  

The purpose of this existential-phenomenological study was to examine the 

best and worst sports experiences of interscholastic athletes.  Specifically, this 

investigation explored the best and worst experiences of high school athletes 

participating in team sports.   

Significance of the Study 

The justification for offering interscholastic athletics as part of the educational 

school system is based on the assumption that adolescents receive far-reaching 

benefits from the athletic experience (Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2005; 

Hedstrom & Gould, 2004; Martens, 2012; Seefeldt & Ewing, 1997; Treasure, 2007).  

Researchers must determine if sport is fraught with irreconcilable issues that 

outweigh the social, psychological, and physical benefits.  This is a question both 

educators and policymakers must consider when committing time, funding, and 

energies to school-based sports (Coakley, 2011).        

Hedstrom and Gould (2004) have asserted that “With millions of children 

participating in youth sports each year, it is vital to understand the motives for, 

predictors of, and detractors to involvement” (p.21), and to understand the benefits of 

involvement.  Unfortunately, even with great advancements in research of the sport 

sciences over the past 40 years, this information is not always getting to those with 

the greatest influence on youth and interscholastic sports–coaches and sports 

coordinators (Dworkin & Larson, 2006; Hardman, Jones, & Jones, 2010).  Some 

organizations have failed due to communication gaps between research, practitioners, 

and participants, resulting in a lack of information about the young people various 
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programs serve (McLaughlin, 2000).  Additionally, less is collectively known about 

the essence of participant involvement in sport.  Grasping the essence of high school 

athletes’ best and worst experiences may assist to further an awareness of what 

factors influence participant involvement and how.   

The largest study conducted on reasons why young people play sports and 

why they quit was Ewing and Seefeldt’s 1988 survey of 8,000 adolescents (Ewing & 

Seefeldt, 2002; Hedstrom & Gould, 2004).  At the time of the study, the most 

common reasons adolescents participate in interscholastic sports were: a) to have fun, 

b) to improve skills they possess, c) to stay in shape, and d) to do something the 

student is good at.  Reasons for not participating included a) losing interest in the 

sport, b) the sport was no longer fun, c) poor coaching or favoritism of athletes by 

coaches, and d) the sport took up too much time, including time needed for 

schoolwork (Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 1992).  The research has been clear: for 

school sport participants of both genders, having fun is the most important reason to 

play sports (Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 1992; Visek et al., 2014).  Winning, however, 

ranks eighth in reasons to play for boys and does not make the list of ten most 

frequently selected reasons by girls (Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 1992).  In another 

study of nine to 16-year-olds, participants ranked winning as 48th out of 81 

determinants of what makes sport fun (Visek et al., 2014).  The current study aimed 

to expand on this knowledge through the use of qualitative interviews. If factors such 

as “having fun” are important to participants, the in-depth interview process 

implemented in this study may help identify factors that contribute to or detract from 

that fun, and the same is true for the other participation motives.  
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Previous research is helpful to show the reasons for participation and non-

participation of adolescents in athletics, but it does not describe the phenomenological 

essence of their sport experiences to help coaches and educational decision makers 

promote student participation, prevent quitting, and improve coaching.  Summarily, 

research literature has answered why students play and drop out of high school sports, 

but more studies must be done to understand what the experience looks like and the 

influences on the student-athlete experience.  Methods seeking first-hand accounts are 

necessary to develop a more complete understanding of such experiences.  If 

interscholastic sports programs are to deliver desired outcomes, it is useful to know 

what aspects of participation enhance and detract from these experiences (Dworkin & 

Larson, 2006; Strean & Holt, 2000).   

In this study, the voice of high school athletes called attention to outcomes 

and lessons gleaned from participation in interscholastic sports.  Informed of the 

benefits of a physically active lifestyle and the consequences of a torpid lifestyle, it is 

important to know as much as possible about high school athletic participation.  The 

voices of youth and adolescents have been largely undervalued in research; 

investigating athletes’ best and worst experiences can expand a collective 

understanding of ways to improve school sports programming (Kirshner, 

O'Donoghue, & McLaughlin, 2005).  An increased awareness of adolescents’ unique 

accounts may enable sports programmers to more effectively support their 

development and recreation goals.  Coaches, interscholastic sports coordinators, and 

future researchers can then use this information to be in a better position to advance 

practices and provide more positive sports experiences.  Moreover, having this 
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knowledge might help educators and interscholastic practitioners improve desired 

outcomes, thereby increasing participation not only during high school, but 

potentially for a lifetime.   

This study focused on the experience of high school-aged athletes for the 

following reasons: a) at the high school level athletes are likely to have had 

considerable experiences in sports; b) high school students will be more able to 

clearly articulate their experiences than younger athletes; c) studies seeking to 

understand the essence of high school athlete experiences are vastly understudied; 

and d) the sponsorship of high school athletics are purported to have an educational 

aspect that has received significant attention in the literature, however this question 

has been understudied from an existential phenomenological approach.  

This study aimed to expand the body of research addressing high school 

interscholastic athletics.  Educators need a greater perspective of athlete experiences 

to know if there is value in funding interscholastic sports to promote learning.  In 

addition, coaches would be well-served to understand athlete perspectives to frame 

their own coaching style and methods.  Similarly, future researchers may expand 

knowledge of coaching effectiveness and participant benefits, and detriments, by 

using first-hand accounts of best and worst experiences.   

Definition of Terms 

Adolescent: A young person who is high school-aged and in the transitional stage of 

psychological and physiological development prior to adulthood.  
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Existentialism: A philosophical approach which explores who we are and how we 

may come to live an authentic life, particularly concerned with exploring and 

understanding human existence.   

Hermeneutics: The rigorous study of interpretation.  

Interscholastic athletics: Organized competition of boys or girls sports between high 

schools. 

Life skills: Skills necessary or desirable to deal with the demands and challenges of 

everyday life.  

Minnesota State High School League: A voluntary, nonprofit association of public 

and private schools functioning as the governing body for high school athletics and 

activities in Minnesota.   

Phenomenology: A philosophy concerned with describing individual’s lived 

experiences of a concept or phenomenon.   

Phenomenological reduction: The process of reducing a phenomenon to a pure form 

absent of preconceived notions and presuppositions.   

Positive Youth Development: Intentional efforts by various social agents to provide 

opportunities to enhance youth skills and abilities, thereby better preparing youth for 

adulthood. 

Sport science: A scientific discipline that studies human sporting thoughts, feelings, 

and behaviors with the aim of improving athletic experience and performance.  

Student-athlete: A pupil in grades 9 through 12 who participates in an interscholastic 

sport. 
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Team sports: Minnesota State High School League baseball, basketball, football, 

hockey, lacrosse, soccer, softball, and volleyball teams. 

Youth: The time of childhood prior to entering the ninth grade of school.   

 

 

 

  



 
 

 

31 

 

 

Chapter II: Literature Review 

It has been suggested that phenomenological researchers should review little 

literature on the topic being investigated to avoid being influenced by preconceived 

ideas (Jones, Brown, & Holloway, 2012).  Polkinghorne (1989), however, has 

contended that in addition to personal experiences and those events described by 

study participants, phenomenological researchers can draw on descriptions of 

experiences from sources outside the study itself.  Researchers must be cognizant of 

what investigations have been conducted and where gaps in the literature exist (Jones, 

Brown, & Holloway, 2012) and at the same time avoid the imposition of 

presuppositions (Pollio, Henley, Thompson, & Barrell, 2006). 

With a thorough understanding of the purpose of interscholastic sports, an 

appreciation of the significant pressures weighing on athlete experiences in high 

school is developed.  Athlete experiences have many influences, both inside and 

outside of their control (Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2009).  When properly executed, 

it has been argued education-based athletics successfully nudge internal traits, such as 

attitude, into positive and life-long attributes (Gould & Carson, 2008).  As a highlight 

of their landmark study on youth sports (including high school athletics) in the United 

States, Seefeldt and Ewing (1997) explained that “Although sports are not viewed as 

a panacea for society’s ills, sports participation that emphasizes skills-building and 

socially acceptable responses to personal relations has proven to be a popular aid in 

the education of youth” (p. 1).  In interscholastic team sports, programmatic efforts to 
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build adolescent life and social skills through participation must include coaches.  

Coaches have the greatest likelihood of producing desired socialization outcomes for 

sports participants when they form close, personal relationships with athletes 

(Patriksson & Committee for the Development of Sport, 1994).      

The educational sponsorship and central principles of athletics, such as fair 

play, binds interscholastic coaches to connect teachable moments from sport to 

promote pro-social attitudes and behaviors (Hardman, Jones, & Jones, 2010; Martens, 

2012).  Coaches teaching life lessons, however, is just one way the experiences of 

sport participants are transformed.  Many other external factors significantly impact 

the involvement of student-athletes, such as injuries, peer relationships, success, 

parental influences, and coaching methods (Coakley, 2011; Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & 

Deakin, 2005; Visek, et al., 2014).  This literature review explored various influences 

on athletic experiences and the methods used to study these factors.   

Factors Attributed To Coaching Effectiveness 

The quality of coaching is a key factor in player development in many ways 

beyond building positive character and teaching life-skills.  It is coaches who 

develop, communicate, and lead practice and game plans, fostering the environment 

which shapes the activities and participation of athletes (Nash & Collins, 2006).  

Examples of the influence of coaching can be seen in athlete relationships, sport skills 

learned, and in contest outcomes which Wang and Straub (2012) have noted rely on 

coaching leadership and skill.  To learn more about teaching methods used in sport 

and how they might shape various outcomes, systematic observations have examined 

coaching behavior, providing insight into the actions of coaches at different 



 
 

 

33 

competitive levels and with varied winning percentages (Claxton, 1988; Gilbert & 

Trudel, 2004b).   

From cable sports television shows to armchairs across the world, many share 

opinions of what constitutes expert coaching–or, perhaps more frequently, poor 

coaching.  Sport scientists have argued effective teaching practice is one criterion of 

coaching expertise (Côté & Gilbert, 2009; Dodds, 1994; Schempp et al., 2004) and 

that “effective coaches are good teachers” (Gilbert, Nater, Siwik, & Gallimore, 2010, 

p. 87).  Nonetheless, effective teaching practice does not necessarily make a coach 

desirable, nor does it guarantee positive athletic experiences.  Similarly, winning 

alone does not make a model coach (Becker, 2009).  Using part of a John Wooden 

adage, Gilbert et al. (2010) provided a useful definition of coaching success, writing 

that teaching success in sport is “Peace of mind which is a direct result of self-

satisfaction in knowing that you have made the effort to ensure that all those under 

your supervision learn how to reach their potential in sport and beyond” (p. 89).  

Therefore, the terms expert and effective are used interchangeably in this literature 

review to describe successful coaching.   

While a universally accepted definition of expert coaching does not exist in 

sport science literature, the pursuit of a definition and attempts to learn from 

successful coaches has produced many meaningful studies (Côté & Gilbert, 2009; 

Dodds, 1994; Gilbert, Nater, Siwik, & Gallimore, 2010; Nash, Sproule, & Horton, 

2011; Schempp et al., 2004).  Commendable research provides different definitions of 

expert coaching, with varying links between effective and expert.  No studies to date 

have suggested a relationship between expert coaching and losing.  Even with many 
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valid studies examining coaching, without a consistent definition of what constitutes 

expert status, examinations of expert coaches becomes difficult and limits the ability 

to make comparisons between studies.   

The foundation for early coaching studies and methodology came from 

research of physical education teaching behavior and its effect on student learning in 

the 1960s and 1970s (Bain, 1996; Evertson & Green, 1986; Segrave & Ciancio, 1990; 

Van der Mars, 1989).  Teacher observation studies adapted and evolved, producing 

valuable observation tools for coaching research.  The resulting systematic 

observations in the sport context concentrated on success rather than failure while 

investigating coaching behaviors and their frequency, developing a focus for many 

future coaching studies (Claxton, 1988; Curtis, Smith, & Smoll, 1979; Lacy, 1983; 

Langsdorf, 1979; Siedentop, 1983; Tharp & Gallimore, 1976).   

Scant empirical research existed on successful coaching behaviors until Tharp 

and Gallimore’s (1976) classic study of UCLA men’s basketball coach John Wooden 

inspired a renewed interest in observing and learning from coaches.  The researchers 

asked Wooden, the winningest men’s basketball coach in NCAA Division I history, 

for permission to study his coaching, seeking to improve student academic learning 

by applying lessons learned (Tharp & Gallimore, 1976).  Wooden agreed to the 

request, allowing his behaviors to be documented using the researchers’ Coaching 

Behavior Recording Form (CBRF).  The CBRF and Smith, Smoll, and Hunt’s (1977) 

Coaching Behavior Assessment System (CBAS) were two of the earliest and most 

frequently adapted tools for systematic observation of coaching behaviors.   
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Following the investigation of Wooden and development of the CBAS, 

studies of coaching behaviors appeared in sport science literature more frequently 

(Sherman & Hassan, 1986).  Observational studies, such as Tharp and Gallimore’s 

(1976), have repeatedly shown instruction to be the most commonly used behavior of 

successful coaches.  Systematic observations have also revealed that effective 

coaches provided more positive feedback and praise, and are open to student 

feedback (Bloom, Crumpton, & Anderson, 1999; Claxton, 1988; Lacy, 1983; 

Schempp et al., 2004; Segrave & Ciancio, 1990).  In addition to information of 

coaching behaviors used in sport, these studies also suggested multiple links to 

student experiences (Gilbert & Trudel, 2004b).  Interscholastic coaches account for 

much more than wins and losses; they are responsible for multiple areas of an 

athlete’s experience and growth (Hardman, Jones, & Jones, 2010).  Expert coaches 

from a number of different sports have explained they are “personally responsible for 

their athletes’ holistic personal development and not just their sport-performance 

development” (Nash, Sproule, & Horton, 2011, p. 236).   

Studying expert coaches has shed light on one side of the spectrum.  To build 

a more comprehensive account of a coach’s influence on athletes requires examining 

poor coaching.  As with successful coaches, instruction is the most commonly 

observed behavior of non-winning coaches (Claxton, 1988).  After this, agreement 

within literature of successful and unsuccessful (defined by wins and losses) coaching 

behavior becomes murky.  Some studies showed successful coaches use more praise, 

while others showed the opposite – that less successful coaches offered greater 

encouragement (Claxton, 1988; Lacy & Darst, 1985; Model, 1983; Tharp & 
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Gallimore, 1976).  A study of tennis coaches suggested the only statistically 

significant difference between more and less successful coaches is that winning 

coaches used more questioning when interacting with athletes (Claxton, 1988).  What 

the literature does show is that coaches, whether effective or ineffective, have a great 

impact on athlete experiences (Becker, 2009; Gearity, 2012; Patriksson & Committee 

for the Development of Sport, 1994).   

However, information gained from studying coaching behaviors does not 

explain student-athletes’ thoughts, emotions, and feelings that are unobservable yet 

influence their participation.  Abraham and Collins (1998) acknowledged the value of 

systematic observations to provide knowledge of coaching behaviors, but added a 

caveat that cognitive assessments are lacking, a sentiment echoed by others over the 

past three decades when recommending how to expand our understanding of 

coaching in sport (Allen-Collinson, 2009; Dale, 1996; Sherman & Hassan, 1986).  In 

a retrospective look at their systematic observations of John Wooden, Gallimore and 

Tharp (2004) suggested using qualitative methods in future studies to help fill the gap 

in research of coaches’ planning and thought; qualitative data, they explained, is a 

useful method to describe analytical quantitative observations. 

Such as the case in the Wooden study, quantitative data has produced rich 

information regarding coaching behavior, but it is through qualitative data that 

research creates a fuller understanding of coaching thought (Becker & Wrisberg, 

2008; Gallimore & Tharp, 2004; Miller, Lutz, & Fredenburg, 2012; Nash, Sproule, & 

Horton, 2011).  Sport science and education research still enjoy the use of systematic 

observations to extend the knowledge base of coaching behavior, but some have 
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noted an expanded need to explore coaches’ thought processes to provide an extended 

understanding of why behaviors occur (Jones, Housner, & Kornspan, 1995; Nash & 

Collins, 2006).  After an early reliance on systematic observations to promote 

discovery of coaching behaviors, qualitative studies have become a more frequent 

method to show a greater understanding of the philosophies, planning, and attitudes 

that underpin successful coaching (Culver, Gilbert, & Sparkes, 2012).  

Côté et al.’s (1995) study of gymnastics coaches provided one such example.  

In their study, the researchers discussed the mental model built when expert 

gymnastics coaches determine what strategy to use to develop the skills of individual 

gymnasts.  The coach’s mental model influenced the interactions and instruction each 

athlete received and consequently, the resulting sports experience.  This is an 

illustration of the powerful impact coaches have on participant involvement.  

Awareness of this association between coaches and athletes is useful when examining 

the influence of coaches.   

Scrutinizing coaches’ thought processes and behaviors is the dominant theme 

of studies investigating coaching effectiveness and improvement.  There are 

compelling reasons for investing so much time and effort, including hundreds of 

studies and countless books, conferences, and other presentations, devoted toward 

creating a better understanding of effective coaches.  One reason is because coaches 

have the most significant influence on the developmental outcomes of youth and 

adolescent sports (Duke, 2013).  Although the literature has shown the quantity and 

frequency of coaching behaviors may not vary dramatically between effective and 

ineffective coaches, these behaviors do have an impact on athlete experiences 
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(Claxton, 1988; Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 1992; Martens, 2012).  Coaches have 

played a large part in determining if student-athletes realize positive or negative 

outcomes when participating in interscholastic sport (Camiré, 2012).      

The Significant Role of the Coach 

The literature has frequently returned to a theme of relationships when 

discussing athletic experiences.  Many times these relationships related to peers, but 

as Dworkin, Larson, and Hansen (2003) discussed, participation in school athletics 

can create adult networks, which in turn allowed students to learn about the 

community and how it functions.  Adult leaders are a source of advice and support to 

help students traverse the adolescent world; these valuable relationships between 

adult leaders and adolescents have promoted a process described as acquiring social 

capital (Dworkin, Larson, & Hansen, 2003).  Research has addressed this 

relationship, concluding coaches and sport administrators must make intentional 

character development efforts to encourage moral development through 

interscholastic participation (Camiré & Trudel, 2010; Hardman, Jones, & Jones, 

2010).   

Students want opportunities to talk with adult mentors, such as coaches, about 

their experiences (Steinberg & McCray, 2012).  As Dworkin, Larson, and Hansen 

(2003) found, many students viewed their high school coach as an adult leader with 

whom they can talk (Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2009).  Communication is one 

crucial piece of coaching that shapes relationships and aids the effectiveness of 

teaching and learning sport and life skills. In a study by Holt et al. (2009) participants 

most frequently credited coaches for influencing effort and persistence, with 
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encouragement such as “as long as you give it your best then that [sic] what counts” 

(p. 170).     

Likewise, when asked to identify qualities participants liked the most about 

their coaches, students responded they like how coaches inspire and motivate, care 

about and respect them as individuals, and devote a significant amount of time to 

coach (Minnesota State High School League, 2009).  Before Chelladurai’s (1978) 

work, most studies of leadership in athletics centered on the personality of the coach.  

While personality remains important to coaching, the Leadership Scale for Sport 

(LSS) became one of the first systematic instruments used to learn more about young 

athletes’ preferences and perceptions of coaching, paving the way for future inquiries 

(Chelladurai & Saleh, 1980).   

When student-athletes were asked “What is the most important thing you’ve 

learned from your high school coach?”, students from around the United States 

described the hectic nature of high school while reporting how they learned about 

hard work, putting “team” first, how to lead, resilience, determination, motivation, 

and balancing school, life, and athletics (National Federation of State High School 

Associations, 2012, p. 40).  While athletes may be able to have positive and 

successful experiences on their own, the likelihood is much greater when working in 

concert with their coaches (Jowett, 2009; Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 1992).  

Furthermore, understanding the relationship between athletes and coaches also can 

improve coaching; sport science has pointed to the coach-athlete relationship as a 

vital piece of effective coaching (Lyle, 2002).  Research, however, has failed to 
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examine athlete perceptions of coaching behaviors related to effectiveness and athlete 

performance, factors that may affect an athlete’s future activities (Gearity, 2012). 

Early sport experiences may influence choices regarding physical activity 

later in life (Cardinal, Yan, & Cardinal, 2013; Strean, 2009).  Investigating how 

teachers and coaches can make participation more fun, Strean (2009) used semi-

structured interviews, a focus group, and written comments to collect retrospective 

accounts of experiences in sport and physical education.  The five major themes from 

Strean’s (2009) study were: a) personal characteristics of instructors / coaches, b) 

learning environments, c) peak moments in low-organised [sic] activities, d) social 

aspects, and e) lessons from negative experiences (p. 213).  Specifically, results 

showed the dominant theme for positive experiences were personal characteristics of 

coaches and teachers who structured fun and varied activities which flowed while 

providing rules and instruction.  As these examples support, coaches impact many 

purported positive benefits of participation. 

Coaches have the environment and opportunity to make meaningful 

relationships and to use teachable moments through sports as a platform to promote 

life skills (Bailey, 2006).  Athletes explained that coaching influences take both a 

positive and negative role in the development of life skills (Holt, Tamminen, Tink, & 

Black, 2009) and research has shown young people who have positive experiences 

are more likely to continue participating (Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 1992).  As 

evidenced through media reports and personal testimonials (Ehrmann, Ehrmann, & 

Jordan 2011), positive experiences do not always occur in youth or school sports.  
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Studies show students attribute many of the negative experiences encountered 

in sport to their adult leaders (Dworkin & Larson, 2006).  Coaches have been noted to 

play favorites, overemphasize winning, and use negative communication, such as 

frequently yelling at or demeaning athletes, and placing unreasonable demands on 

young participants (Holt et al., 2009; Dworkin & Larson, 2006).  Athletes described 

their sensitivity to unequal treatment from adults and the adverse impact of negative 

communication, including instances where coaches become agitated and withheld 

playing time from players who attempted to talk to their coach (Camiré, Trudel, & 

Forneris, 2009; Dworkin & Larson, 2006).  Other examples of negative 

communication included encouraging physical violence, failing to find positive 

aspects to highlight when something did not go as intended, and threatening to run 

athletes until they vomit following poor performances (Holt et al., 2009; Dworkin & 

Larson, 2006).  If coaches are not intentional in using sport as a learning tool to 

promote positive development from teachable moments, the opposite outcome is 

possible (Shields, Bredemeier, & Power, 2001).  One participant described this well, 

saying “if some coaches try to bend the rules to win, then you really don’t learn.  You 

almost learn the opposite of what you should”  (Holt et al., 2009, p. 171).   

Camiré and Trudel (2010) found competition and winning to be high priorities 

for high school athletes, resulting in the rationalization of gamesmanship (e.g. 

aggressive play and cheating) as part of the game.  Within American culture, there 

has been a prevailing belief that athletic competition assists positive youth and 

adolescent development (Perry, 2010; Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 1992).  This 

competitive feature of sport is another factor which weighs on athlete experiences, 
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possessing the potential for both benefit and harm.  Beyond the value society may 

place on competition, parents, coaches, spectators, and participants have exhibited 

inappropriate behaviors elicited by competitive instincts (Siegenthaler & Gonzalez, 

1997).   

In his book on transformational coaching, former professional football player 

Joe Ehrmann gave an autobiographical account of a youth experience he calls a 

“game changer” for him, altering his attitude toward sports for the rest of his life 

(Ehrmann, Ehrmann, & Jordan, 2011).  As an 11-year-old basketball player, Ehrmann 

was trying to inbound a basketball and having difficulty due to the tough defensive 

play of an athlete on the opposing team.  After two failed attempts to inbound the 

ball, Ehrmann’s coach grabbed him tightly and issued instructions to “smash the ball 

as hard as you can in his face.  You will teach him a lesson about who he is playing 

against” (Ehrmann, Ehrmann, & Jordan, 2011, p. 18).  Ehrmann, showing extreme 

obedience and loyalty to his coach, struck the player in the face with the ball, badly 

hurting the player, shocking the crowd, causing great personal confusion and shame 

about his own behavior–yet he won the praise of his coach (Ehrmann, Ehrmann, & 

Jordan, 2011).  While dramatic, Ehrmann’s example illustrates the control and 

influence coaches possess over athlete experiences. 

Gilbert et al. (2010) explained the athlete-coach relationship, commenting that 

an “athlete’s intrinsic motivation to grow and excel is nurtured by coaches that set the 

example of working continuously to better understand the fundamentals of . . . athlete 

development” (p. 91).  In a powerful testament to the influence of coaches on their 

athletes, research has shown the most influential person on adolescent development is 
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their coach (Duke, 2013).  “Coach says” are two of the most powerful words in an 

adolescent’s life; coaches have a considerable impact on the type of experiences and 

the nature of lessons learned while participating in high school sports (Duke, 2013).  

Interscholastic coaches have a significant influence on the development of their 

participants, affecting student-athlete behaviors and attitudes (Camiré, 2012).  

Coaches are significant factors in whether student-athletes have experienced positive 

or negative outcomes through their interscholastic participation (Camiré, 2012; 

Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 1992).   

Athlete Experiences 

Benefits of participating.  Sports programmers routinely remind others that 

youth and high school sports are about the kids, they are not supposed to be about the 

parents, fans, or coaches (McLaughlin, 2000; Messner, 2009).  It makes sense then, to 

build off the many lessons learned from valuable coaching studies by investigating 

the experiences of athletes–the reason for the games being played, watched, and 

coached.  

To assist in identifying the benefits and limitations of participation in 

interscholastic programs, every five years the Minnesota State High School League 

(MSHSL) surveys students about athletic participation and how it has influenced 

student experiences in high school sports.  During the 2008-2009 school year, the 

MSHSL surveyed more than 5,000 students about different aspects of their athletics 

and activities participation.  The top outcomes of sports participation were a) 

teamwork and working with peers, b) developing skills related to time management, 

self-discipline, commitment, responsibility, and respect for authority, and c) having 
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fun (Minnesota State High School League, 2009).  Studies have clearly shown 

students seek positive and enjoyable experiences when playing sports (Seefeldt, 

Ewing, & Walk, 1992; Strean & Holt, 2000).       

Similar to the Minnesota State High School League’s (2009) student survey, 

other studies have concluded athletes believe that participating in high school sports 

assists them in building life skills (Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2009).  There are 

many sport scientists who support this belief as long as participation opportunities are 

appropriately designed (Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2005; Papp & Prisztoka, 

1995; Seefeldt & Ewing, 1997).  One athlete explained how she became “more 

confident because I realised [sic] I could accomplish things; sports allow you to be 

someone” (Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2009, p. 81).  Students have also reported 

benefits of participating, such as making new friends, staying healthy, experiencing a 

productive outlet free from negative peer pressures (Certo, Cauley, & Chafin, 2002), 

and helping to “teach important things in life that you can’t necessarily teach in a 

classroom” (Minnesota State High School League, 2009, p. 2).    

Adolescence is an important developmental period when youth minds and 

bodies change into those of adults (Steinberg & McCray, 2012).  Athletics can 

provide an important educational bridge during adolescent development if life lessons 

are supported by influential sport agents such as coaches, parents, and peers (Camiré 

& Trudel, 2010; Holt, Tamminen, Tink, & Black, 2009; Lumpkin, 2010).  Intuitively, 

literature has shown positive development through interscholastic sports is most 

likely to occur through participation that promotes positive experiences while 
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minimizing negative experiences (Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2005; Seefeldt & 

Ewing, 1997).   

For thorough comprehension of adolescent development in sports contexts, 

participant feedback is important.  It is fitting to ask athletes to discuss their sports 

experiences in order to better understand their unique perspectives and to create better 

opportunities for interscholastic sport participants (Steinberg & McCray, 2012).  By 

listening to students, coaches and other sport agents are better equipped to respond to 

the needs of participants (Hardman, Jones, & Jones, 2010).   

The results of an interpretive analysis of 40 interviews conducted with 

adolescents who participated in competitive sports provided insight into their 

perspectives about learning life skills through sport (Holt, Tamminen, Tink, & Black, 

2009).  In Holt, Tamminen, Tink, and Black’s (2009) study, the voice of athletes 

described relationships among peers, development of life skills, and participation in 

sports.  Athletes reported that interacting with peers is the most meaningful 

component of their sports experience (Holt, Tamminen, Tink, & Black, 2009).  

Beyond spending time with peers, adolescents also described how they meet new 

people through athletics, develop a sense of belonging to a group, and create lasting 

and meaningful relationships (Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2009; Holt, Tamminen, 

Tink, & Black, 2009; Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 1992).   

Additionally, students have explained that participating in school sport created 

experiences where students interacted with peers they might not have associated with 

otherwise (Dworkin, Larson, & Hansen, 2003).  One student captured this theme 

saying “There’s a lot of people on the team, so you make friends with them and talk 
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to people you never thought you’d talk to before” (Dworkin, Larson, & Hansen, 

2003, p. 22).  Along with expanding their social network, participants reported a 

greater understanding of peers and increased loyalty and intimacy with teammates 

(Dworkin, Larson, & Hansen, 2003).   

One source of enjoyment in sport is interacting with others (Strean & Holt, 

2000).  Participant enjoyment in sport is important; Scanlan and Simons (1992) have 

recommended that coaches and sports programmers not dismiss the power of joy to 

motivate athletes.  Athletes enjoy the benefits of participating not only when striving 

for a goal or attaining a sense of achievement during play, but also when the games 

are over.  The “Pizza Parlor Phenomenon” describes how peer bonding and enjoying 

shared experiences also occurs outside of competition and training when a group 

gathers afterward at a place such as a pizza parlor (Scanlan & Simons, 1992).  This is 

where camaraderie and storytelling with peers can create enjoyable moments for 

young people.       

In a study that examined high school athletes’ perceptions of support, 

communication, and acquisition of life skills linked to interscholastic participation, 

each of the participants reinforced how involvement in sport not only expanded their 

social network, but also improved their social skills (Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 

2009).  Examples of enhanced social skills include the promotion of teamwork, 

learning about leadership and responsibility, providing and receiving feedback, and 

furthering communication skills (Dworkin, Larson, & Hansen, 2003).  When asked 

about participation in sport, social and communication skills have been a common 



 
 

 

47 

theme among adolescents.  The need for effective communication extends beyond the 

actual games played to working with people in a variety of settings.             

Research has shown sport participation may have an influence on the 

expansion of adolescent social skills.  For example, athlete accounts of positive 

development included discussions of how they learn to work with other people (Holt, 

Tamminen, Tink, & Black, 2009).  One student’s description explained how sports 

allow him to practice navigating through issues such as learning “how to deal with 

people and talk to people when there’s a problem that arises and how to bring up 

issues” (Holt, Tamminen, Tink, & Black, 2009, p. 167).     

To learn more about athlete experiences and the specific benefits of sports 

participation Camiré and Trudel (2010) conducted interviews with Canadian high 

school athletes.  The researchers asked participants to discuss their social and moral 

character development and experiences.  The athletes reported social values, such as 

communication, teamwork, and working with others, as an important outcome of 

participating (Camiré & Trudel, 2010).  While bad experiences in sport are not 

sought-after, students reported these experiences sometimes lead to positive 

development (Dworkin & Larson, 2006).  One student, when elaborating on the 

benefit of sport as a training ground for working with others, aptly explained “We 

will have to do group work with many different people we might not have affinities 

with, we will need to know how to work in those situations” (Camiré, Trudel, & 

Forneris, 2009, p. 82).  However, development of moral values, such as honesty and 

integrity, were less frequently credited by participants to their sports experiences and 

more often to other life domains, such as parents (Camiré & Trudel, 2010). 
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Students explained that in most cases the sport being played does not teach a 

life skill, instead opportunities for growth come from the social interaction they 

experienced while participating (Holt, Tamminen, Tink, & Black, 2009).  One athlete 

described that playing a sport “puts you in situations where you have to react in a 

certain way, so your parents and you, the people around you teach you the life skills” 

(Holt, Tamminen, Tink, & Black, 2009, p. 166).  This student explanation reinforces 

the belief of researchers who have postulated participation itself does not enhance 

youth or adolescent development; rather it is the athletic environment and the all-

encompassing experience in sport which one is exposed to that makes a difference 

(Danish, Taylor, & Fazio, 2006, Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 1992; Patriksson & 

Committee for the Development of Sport, 1994).  While students have pointed to 

sports participation as a productive way to develop life skills, they reported the actual 

game does not necessarily produce this growth.  

A phenomenological study of student growth experiences while participating 

in various activities and athletics demonstrated adolescents believe they are the agents 

of their own development (Dworkin, Larson, & Hanson, 2003).  Students explained 

how participating in sports and different activities led to personal improvement in 

multiple ways, including exploring and developing identity, developing initiative, 

learning emotional competencies, and building relationships with and learning about 

peers (Dworkin, Larson, & Hansen, 2003).  This development was the result of 

learning from both successes and mistakes made while involved in school activities 

and athletics (Dworkin, Larson, & Hansen, 2003).  For a number of reasons, not all 
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moments in sport are memorable for positive reasons (Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 

1992). 

Drawbacks of participating.  The benefits of participating in sport are 

widely purported but, regrettably, research has demonstrated not all youth and school 

sports experiences are positive (Dworkin & Larson, 2006) and athletes have identified 

negative outcomes from sports participation (Certo, Cauley, & Chafin, 2002).  

Studying instances of negative participation is important since these adverse 

experiences may interfere with positive engagement and lead to dropping out of 

activities (Dworkin & Larson, 2006).  In a study of high school experiences, the 

majority of students believed sports increased their school engagement yet some 

recalled experiences marked by exclusion (Certo, Cauley, & Chafin, 2002).  Research 

has suggested a single negative incident in sports may weigh more heavily than a 

positive moment (Dworkin & Larson, 2006).  In fact, in a study that examined the 

roles educators and coaches play in making sport fun, respondents were more eager to 

provide negative examples of their experiences (Strean, 2009).  Some students 

reported being bullied and picked on, causing adolescents to avoid participating in 

after school athletics altogether to avoid further pain and exclusion (Certo, Cauley, & 

Chafin, 2002). 

Adolescent reports have clearly shown a connection between student 

relationships and school sports.  While many students agree extracurricular athletics 

increased their socialization with other students, some also noted isolation because 

they did not “fit in” (Certo, Cauley, & Chafin, 2002).  In a study of adolescents in 
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organized activities, Dworkin & Larson (2006) found the most frequent negative 

experiences were related to peer relationships.  

Participants who reported negative experiences in Strean’s (2009) study 

recalled teachers and coaches who overemphasized technical drills.  One participant 

described his coach by saying, “I think the guy had stock in pylons.  Yeah, I learned a 

lot–how to stand in line, how to dribble through cones with different kinds of balls.  If 

I ever face an orange cone in the middle of a game, I’m going to be prepared” 

(Strean, 2009, p. 214).  Not all athletes have the same response to tactical aspects of 

training.  A former football player attributed strategy as a real joy of the game 

(Strean, 2009).  This illustrates how individualized and dramatically different 

perceptions and interpretations of an experience can be for each participant.  

While research has identified peak experiences and positive social aspects of 

sport, many athletes’ memories contain negative experiences that are emotional and 

poignant (Strean, 2009).  Because of these powerfully negative experiences, Strean 

(2009) concluded there must be a critical look at what young people experience in 

sport and how participation can yield positive learning outcomes.  Research has 

provided powerful testimonials of negative sport outcomes, including one from a 51-

year-old woman whose school sport experiences were so terrible “that even as I write 

this, my hands are sweating and I feel on the verge of tears.  I have never experienced 

the humiliation nor felt the antipathy toward any other aspect of life as I do toward 

sports” (Strean, 2009, p. 217).  Another person simply stated, “I probably would have 

grown healthier if I had been left completely alone by adults in terms of physical 

play” (Strean, 2009, p. 217).  One can conclude that no well-intended high school 
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coach would ever aspire to elicit such negative memories from their participants 

many years later (Martens, 2012; Miller, Lutz, & Fredenburg, 2012).  It is also likely 

many coaches are unaware of the experiences they create for various reasons, 

including a lack of qualitative inquiry.       

Diverse Factors Impacting Athletes’ Experiences   

In addition to coach and peer relationships already discussed, several factors 

affect athlete experiences (Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 1992).  Spirituality, social 

agents, skill development, degrees of success, and parents all influence sports 

participation (Danish, Taylor, & Fazio, 2006; Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2005).  

Parents are one example of external assets high school athletes point to as helping 

shape sport experiences.  One example identified by athletes is the need to negotiate 

athletic opportunities with parents (Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2009).  Athletes have 

reported varying levels of parental involvement in their sports and explain that 

through the use of teachable lessons, parents reinforce sportsmanship, fair play, and 

personal responsibility (Holt, Tamminen, Tink, & Black, 2009).  When identifying 

what is appreciated about parent attitudes related to athletic participation, student-

athletes most frequently cite encouragement, attending contests, and the opportunity 

to participate in the sport of their choosing (Minnesota State High School League, 

2009).  Examples of parental involvement included frequent attendance at events and 

providing significant support, while a smaller number of adolescents reported how 

parents had a negative effect on participation.  Students pointed to parents yelling and 

forcing them to play or quit a sport as sources of negative moments in athletics 

(Dworkin & Larson. 2006).  Negative sport experiences have resulted from parents 
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being overly involved and applying too much pressure on adolescents (Dworkin & 

Larson, 2006) or by being under involved.  Some parents rarely attended events and 

have little interest in their children’s sports (Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2009).  

Whether positive or negative, parents have a significant impact on their child’s 

overall sport experiences (Hedstrom & Gould, 2004).   

Because individual experiences are unique, it is important to utilize a range of 

experiences to understand a greater whole.  Identifying a need for descriptive studies 

to increase an understanding of student high school experiences, Certo, Cauley, and 

Chafin (2002) posed the question “What is it like to be a high school student today?” 

(p. 705) as they explored various factors and their influences on school engagement.  

The researchers found seven themes that offer a glimpse of the high school 

experience while providing insight of school-related factors that influence student 

engagement (Certo, Cauley, & Chafin).  The study presented high school 

extracurricular activities and athletics as one of seven identified themes that increase 

student sense of belonging and engagement in school.  In his study of student 

attendance, Finn (1989) forwarded the claim that active students identify more closely 

with their school when they are involved in school-related activities and sports and 

are therefore less likely to withdraw from school.  Educators continually face the 

prospect of disengaged students becoming high school drop-outs.  If purported 

positive development opportunities through participation in interscholastic sport exist, 

athletes must maintain the status of “student” in order to achieve these benefits. 

Ravizza (1977) explains results of a pioneering study that examined peak 

experiences in sport.  The phenomenological look at athletes of varied 
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accomplishment and experience revealed athletes rarely discuss, publically or 

privately, what they described as peak experiences in sport (Ravizza, 1977).  To 

capture accounts of great experiences, Ravizza (1977) asked athletes between 19 and 

40 years old to reflect on their most joyous moments in sport.  The responses showed 

peak moments that were often short-lived, pleasant, personal experiences that were 

not necessarily tied to the outcome of a contest but did produce sensations of 

perfection and control (Ravizza, 1977).  One athlete encapsulated the feeling of a 

peak performance being involuntary and uncontrolled, explaining “I am a vehicle for 

this.  I initiate the performance and then the experience takes over” (Ravizza, 1977, p. 

38).  This athlete’s peak performance experience has similarities to others who have 

discussed spirituality in sport. 

For some athletes spirituality and sport are inseparable elements of athletic 

participation.  An existential phenomenological study of Division I athletes 

specifically addressed prayer and the spiritual experience of sport (Czech, Wrisberg, 

Fisher, Thompson, & Hayes, 2004).  Czech et al. (2004) discuss how athletes 

described Christian prayer as focused on performance, routines, thankfulness, and 

God’s will.  Prayer is used to soothe, relax, or calm athletes as they prepare for 

competition and during participation (Czech, Wrisberg, Fisher, Thompson, & Hayes, 

2004).  However, winning or losing is not a major concern for many athletes since 

they attribute their success directly to God’s will and doubts of worthiness are 

replaced by a view that sporting experiences are part of their spiritual life (Czech, 

Wrisberg, Fisher, Thompson, & Hayes, 2004).  Athletes have attributed sporting 

efforts toward the glory of God.  Citing Colossians 3:23, one student explained 
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“Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, but for the Lord, not for man” 

(Czech, Wrisberg, Fisher, Thompson, & Hayes, 2004, p. 10).     

Existential Phenomenology 

Background.  In their discussion of the use of phenomenology in sport, 

Martínková and Parry (2011) called on researchers to provide a better explanation of 

definitions and methods to justify the use of the term phenomenology.  Existential 

phenomenology combines the philosophy of existentialism with the methods of 

phenomenology to describe the essence of human experience (Patton, 2002; Pollio, 

Henley, Thompson, & Barrell, 2006; Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  The concept of 

existentialism has deep philosophical roots attributed to the Danish philosopher Søren 

Kierkegaard (1813-1938).  Kierkegaard believed it was essential for philosophy to 

explore existence and to understand the meaning of this existence (Thomas & Pollio, 

2002; Valle, King, & Halling, 1989). Thomas and Pollio (2002) explained, 

“Existentialism is a philosophy about who we are and how we may come to live an 

authentic life” (p. 9).  With its purpose of exploring the lived experience (Van Manen, 

1990), phenomenology provides an excellent method to complement existential 

thought to understand the events of human existence free of presuppositions (Valle & 

King, 1978; Valle & Halling, 1989).   

The promise of phenomenology’s utility led 20th century existentialists, 

looking for a systematic way to perform research, to adopt phenomenological 

methodologies (Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  Existentialists were interested in 

phenomenological methods to capture deep, rich accounts of the nature and meaning 

of our existence (Van Manen, 1990).  German philosopher Edmund Husserl (1859-
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1938) originally coined the term phenomenology in 1900 and over the past century 

varying meanings of phenomenology have been offered (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; 

Patton, 2002).  Phenomenological analysis seeks “to grasp and elucidate the meaning, 

structure, and essence of the lived experience of a phenomenon for a person or group 

of people” (Patton, 2002, p. 482).  The foundational purpose of phenomenology is to 

describe common essential meanings of lived experiences for a concept or occurrence 

(Creswell, 2007).   

Contemporary existential phenomenology is guided significantly by the 

French existential philosopher Merleau-Ponty’s (1908-1961) writings, but it was 

Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) who joined the philosophies of Husserl and 

Kierkegaard to become one of the first philosophers to use existential phenomenology 

as a method of inquiry (Pollio, Henley, Thompson, & Barrell, 2006; Thomas & 

Pollio, 2002; Valle & Halling, 1989).  Existential thinkers of the 20th century found 

the phenomenological approach as an appropriate companion to existential 

philosophy resulting in its increased application in areas such as consumer studies, 

feminist research, nursing, religion, law, psychology, and political science (Dale, 

1996).  The combination of existential and phenomenological philosophy blends a 

particular perspective of human existence with a method to investigate that existence 

(Pollio, Henley, Thompson, & Barrell, 2006).      

Even with advantages through its application, existential phenomenology has 

not been used heavily in sports science.  The approach starkly contrasts with studies 

that have used traditional scientific methods and require the ability to measure and 

observe a phenomenon.  In a frequently cited article on existential phenomenology in 
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sport psychology, Dale (1996) advocated for the role and value of phenomenological 

methods to understand individual experiences.  According to Dale (1996), allowing 

“athletes and/or performers of all abilities the opportunity to describe their 

experiences provides a wealth of information . . . that might otherwise be untapped” 

(p. 318).  This belief has resulted in an urging from sport science to expand use of 

phenomenological methods to study the subjective experiences of athletes, resulting 

in an increase in qualitative studies and alternative paradigms (Allen-Collinson, 2009; 

Dale, 1996; Kerry & Armour, 2000).  

Existential phenomenological sport studies.  Different methods of study 

have examined many facets of sports, including reasons why young people begin and 

end participation.  These examinations often noted the benefits or risks of 

participating.  The literature is sparse, however, when investigating high school 

athlete experiences (Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2009).  Existential phenomenology 

is one sport science method which attempts to further develop an understanding of 

specific facets of athlete experiences.         

While limited in number, over the past two decades studies have advanced the 

field of sport science using existential phenomenology.  One phenomenological study 

examined the role of winning in competitive youth sports environments (Wessinger, 

1994).  The issue of winning and losing surfaces frequently when examining sport 

competition outcomes and at times has elicited different and conflicting conclusions 

(Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 1992; Camiré and Trudel, 2010).  Wessinger’s (1994) 

study of elementary-aged children asked youth what made them feel good when 

participating in physical education-based competition.  Students responded feeling 
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good most often resulted from “scoring” or “helping your team win” (Wessinger, 

1994, p. 432).  Wessinger (1994) elaborated in her findings that children focus on 

feelings associated with individual aspects of success, such as scoring or helping 

one’s team.  While these feelings may be related to winning, it is experiences related 

to individual success, not necessarily team success, which students recalled.  

In an examination of adult athletes, Dale (1994) studied experiences of elite 

decathlon participants that led to a succession of existential phenomenological 

research at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville.   Soon after, Johnson (1998) 

investigated the experience of being coached.  Eleven years later Becker (2009) used 

a similar method of inquiry to study coaching greatness, discarding the notion 

greatness comes solely from wins and media attention and requires first-person 

accounts of athlete experiences of great coaching.  The analysis of Becker’s (2009) 

work provides a rich description of six major themes of athletes’ experiences of great 

coaching that would not be possible by observation alone.  Through her 

phenomenological investigation, Becker (2009) found athletes most frequently 

described “Coach Attributes, The Environment, The System, Relationships, Coaching 

Actions, and Influences” (p. 97) when discussing great coaching. 

In an effort to expand knowledge of effective coaching from an athlete’s point 

of view, Gearity (2012) followed Becker’s (2009) work with an examination of 

athlete experiences of poor coaching.  Gearity’s (2012) study revealed athletes 

identified poor coaches as those who do not instruct, whose teaching is not 

individualized, and who are unknowledgeable of the sport being coached.  

Meisterjahn (2011) also employed existential phenomenological methods to study 
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American basketball players’ experiences overseas.  The results of these 

investigations appropriately emerged from participant descriptions of lived 

experiences.  These existential phenomenological studies are representative of the 

“essence” that traditional scientific methods may not adequately capture.  In a 

quintessential example of a phenomenon traditional scientific methods could not 

investigate, Post (2010) studied the mental imagery of high-level college gymnasts.  

Post postulated that only a gymnast using mental imagery understands the experience 

they live; any method other than a first-person account of this experience could not 

accurately describe the phenomenon of mental imagery.   

Likewise, due to the unique, nuanced, and visceral nature of playing 

experiences in high school sports, understanding the essence of participation can best 

be accomplished through dialogue rather than empirical evidence (Gearity, 2009).  At 

this time, in view of the literature reviewed, no study was found that examined 

athletes’ best and worst moments of participation to advance our understanding of 

lived experiences in interscholastic sports.  By using athlete voices to examine 

interscholastic experiences in this study, parents, coaches, and other school personnel 

may become more aware of how to improve sport outcomes for adolescents (Seefeldt, 

Ewing, & Walk, 1992).   
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Chapter III: Methodology 

This study used phenomenological interviewing methods to examine high 

school athletic experiences.  The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of 

the phenomenological procedures used to examine the best and worst sports 

experiences of high school athletes participating in team sports.  The organization of 

this chapter includes sections to describe the setting, population and sample, sampling 

procedures, data collection procedures, data analysis, validation of findings, and 

limitations of the study.  After examining this study, it is the aim that one will feel “I 

understand better what it is like for someone to experience that” (Polkinghorne, 1989, 

p. 46).   

Polkinhorne (1989) described the three-step process followed to conduct this 

phenomenological investigation: 

1. Gather a number of naïve descriptions from people who are having or have 

had the experience under investigation. 

2. Engage in a process of analyzing these descriptions so the researcher comes 

to a grasp of the constituents or common elements that make the experience 

what it is. 

3. Produce a research report that gives an accurate, clear and articulate 

description of an experience. (p. 46)      
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Existential Phenomenology 

The study of human beings has two markedly different aspects: the study of 

behaviors and the study of thought.  In an effort to know more about human 

existence, researchers study outward observable physical behaviors (what people say 

and do) and also inward unobservable aspects (what people think, feel, and sense) 

(Valle & Halling, 1989).  Peoples’ thoughts, emotions, and sensations are best 

described by the individual experiencing the phenomenon and cannot be 

quantitatively measured.  While quantitative methods have shown great value in sport 

research, the essence of an athlete’s experience can only be described by that athlete.  

Therefore, this study used existential phenomenology to glean valuable information 

about athletic experiences that may escape traditional scientific methods.   

Phenomenology is not concerned with the scientific method’s “efforts to 

categorize, simplify, and reduce phenomena to abstract laws” (Merriam, 2009, p. 24).  

Instead of reducing a phenomenon to a set of variables and controlling the 

environment, phenomenology seeks to clarify situations of people’s everyday life 

experiences (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2008).  The existential phenomenological methods 

used in this study seek to understand the richly nuanced events of human life 

(Thomas & Pollio, 2002; Valle & Halling, 1989) by blending a philosophy 

concerning what it means to be human and live an authentic life (existentialism) with 

an understanding of human consciousness and experience (phenomenology) (Thomas 

& Pollio, 2002; Valle & Halling, 1989).  Existential phenomenology is an attractive 

alternative to traditional research methods, allowing insightful examinations of first-
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hand accounts that would not be attainable through other modes of inquiry (Dale, 

1996).   

Existential phenomenology is not theoretically based and its methods are 

absent of guides that might stifle the richness of participant responses (Pollio, Henley, 

Thompson, & Barrell, 2006).  Phenomenological studies try to find out what occurs, 

not to fit a description into a category that fits a phenomenon or hypothesis (Giorgi & 

Giorgi, 2008; Pollio et al., 2006).  To use theory or interview guides would violate 

phenomenological ideals by leading, influencing, and assuming “what the experience 

was like for participants, which ultimately would restrict the essence of the 

experience from emerging” (Gearity, 2009).  In existential phenomenology, 

participants are the experts and determine what they share about experiences without 

being led by the interviewer or questions (Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  This is an 

important distinction when considering that the goal of this study is to allow 

participants to recall freely their lived experiences without bias or direction to provide 

a rich and detailed understanding of the essence of participating in interscholastic 

sports.  For this method of study, the interviewer is the research instrument (Thomas 

& Pollio, 2002).       

Pollio et al. (2006) provided a useful explanation of the value of existential 

phenomenology in sport studies describing the experience of a professional football 

player catching a football.  The player described his first-hand account of catching a 

football by reporting only being aware of “me and the ball” (Pollio, Henley, 

Thompson, & Barrell, 2006, p. 9).  Pollio et al. elaborated on why a first-person 

account is the best presentation of the athlete’s experience, noting how an explanation 
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of this experience by a third-person’s perspective may include a description of the 

football player’s concentration: 

The skilled performer did not say “I first decided to blot everything out and 

pay attention only to the ball.”  What he said instead is that catching the ball 

becomes all of the work and that he does what is necessary to achieve this 

end.  (p. 9) 

While a third-person account is useful and can provide a starting point for 

understanding, since experience is personal only a first-person perspective is able to 

describe which aspects of a situation are significant (Pollio, Henley, Thompson, & 

Barrell, 2006).  As adolescents, students become more aware of their thoughts, 

feelings, and relationships with others, making their perspectives more valuable to 

researchers seeking a more complete understanding of student experiences (Steinberg 

& McCray, 2012).  Phenomenological analysis has been useful to examine athletes as 

they really are and to know their reality (Wessinger, 1994).  When research allows 

participants to share an “inside-view” of experiences, the most important valuable 

data for those who plan, organize, and lead sports programs may be produced (Strean 

& Holt, 2000; Wessinger, 1994).    

In previous doctoral studies, Dale (1996), Johnson (1998), Becker (2007), 

Gearity (2009), Post (2010), and Meisterjahn (2011) demonstrated that existential 

phenomenology is an effective and appropriate approach to studying first-person 

lived experiences of sport.  Jones et al. (2012) cited phenomenology as a useful 

method in sport studies because of its emphasis on the “body and embodiment” (p. 

114).  This study aimed to expand the literature and capture voices of high school 
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athletes to develop a greater understanding of what constitutes best and worst 

experiences in interscholastic sport.  To accomplish this objective, this study used 

first-hand accounts of participation in high school sports. 

Although different phenomenological procedures exist, this study used 

Thomas and Pollio’s (2002) recommendations for conducting existential 

phenomenological research: exploring researcher bias, selection of participants, data 

collection, data analysis, and developing thematic structure.  In addition, this study 

employed methods suggested by Dale (1996) and Pollio et al. (2006).  The first step 

in this study was to explore researcher bias.   

Method 

Exploring researcher bias.  Once this study’s purpose had been established, 

the researcher explored any personal biases.  Phenomenological inquiry emphasizes 

open-mindedness; starting research fresh without assumptions of what discoveries 

may occur during the investigation (Polkinghorne, 1989). Prior to conducting any 

research with participants, existential phenomenological researchers examine their 

own experiences.   

Other research methods have attempted to view experiences through the 

perspective of the participant, but phenomenology goes further in an attempt to 

identify researcher bias and presumptions (Jones, Brown, & Holloway, 2012).  The 

process of suspending any preconceived ideas and biases is referred to as 

phenomenological reduction or “bracketing.”  In this process existential 

phenomenological researchers continually return “to the essence of the experience to 

derive the inner structure of meaning in and of itself” (Merriam, 2009, p. 26).  This 
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important phenomenological process occurred at each phase of this investigation to 

temporarily suspend researcher bias, assumptions, preconceived beliefs, and 

presuppositions concerning the study’s topic and expected results (Wessinger, 1994). 

Two such bracketing methods used prior to conducting this study were self-reflection 

and a bracketing interview. 

The first phenomenological bracketing exercise the researcher undertook was 

a self-reflection exercise (Appendix A).  The researcher detailed why he is interested 

in the subject matter and his own best and worst experiences as a coach, 

administrator, and participant in interscholastic sport.  Self-reflection exercises are a 

common practice as part of phenomenological studies to identify biases researchers 

may carry with them and to assist minimizing the imposition of researcher 

presuppositions in the study’s results (Polkinghorne, 1989).   

The second phenomenological reduction practice implemented was a 

bracketing interview. The purpose of a bracketing interview is to explore the potential 

for researcher bias and prejudice.  Bracketing interviews have been used in previous 

sports studies (Becker, 2007; Gearity, 2009; Post, 2010; & Meisterjahn, 2011) to 

develop awareness of any predisposed beliefs prior to conducting the 

phenomenological research of student experiences in athletics.  Producing outcomes 

similar to a self-reflection exercise, bracketing interviews attempt to put aside prior 

beliefs and assumptions about a phenomenon (Merriam, 2009, p. 24; Thomas & 

Pollio, 2002).  Any themes of preexisting beliefs were then identified after conducting 

an interview with an individual possessing qualitative method expertise (Dale, 1996).  

The skilled qualitative methods interviewer asked the researcher the same questions 
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posed to study participants.  In addition, the researcher was asked how he believed 

student-athletes in the study might respond.  Similar to the self-reflection exercise, 

this bracketing activity was done to bring researcher bias to awareness and to prevent 

partiality during data collection and analysis.   

It must be acknowledged, however, complete bracketing of someone’s 

assumptions and beliefs is not possible (Allen-Collinson, 2009; Thomas & Pollio, 

2002; Wessinger, 1994).  It is impossible to create a complete awareness of 

experiences, presuppositions, and beliefs that may influence our thought.  In addition, 

the process of bracketing is never finished (Valle & Halling, 1989); therefore 

complete reduction is not attainable (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/1962).  While researchers 

may never be completely removed from a study, their personal experiences, 

judgments, and biases can be put aside in favor of concentrating on the participants of 

the study both when conducting and interpreting interviews (Creswell, 2007; Thomas 

& Pollio, 2002).  The goal of bracketing exercises is not a total extinguishing of 

presuppositions, rather establishing consciousness of these beliefs that allowed 

themes to emerge from data instead of manipulating data to fit what the researcher 

expected (Dale, 2000; Wessinger, 1994).         

Setting.  There are over 500 member schools in the Minnesota State High 

School League, a voluntary non-profit association of public and private schools 

serving more than 200,000 Minnesota adolescents (Minnesota State High School 

League, 2013).  Many positive, and verily negative, outcomes have been shown to 

result from high school sports participation (Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2005; 

National Federation of State High School Associations, 2013).  This study was 
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conducted to learn more about the best and worst experiences of athletes participating 

in Minnesota State High School League team sports.   

The setting for this study was comprised of each the schools attended by 

student-athletes sampled.  Because this study focused on the high school 

environment, traditional public and private high school settings were used for the 

eligible population of MSHSL schools.  Home schools, charter schools, and online 

schools were not considered in this study due to the non-traditional nature of these 

educational environments.  Following Institutional Review Board approval, the study 

sample was determined using randomly selected Minnesota State High School 

League member schools.  

Selecting participants.  In phenomenological studies the participant is the 

expert and more appropriately viewed as a co-researcher than a subject (Pollio, 

Henley, Thompson, & Barrell, 2006).  To obtain the essence of an experience, 

existential phenomenology researchers view participants as their equal and ask 

descriptive questions that allow participants to speak freely about their experiences 

(Dale, 1996).  Since those participating in this study’s interviews were the authority 

of the topic under investigation, the terms participant and informant are used in favor 

of “subject” (Giorgi, 1970; Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  

To be an informant, or participant, in an existential phenomenological study 

two requirements must be met: a) the informant must have had experience with the 

phenomenon being studied and b) the participant must be able to provide detailed 

descriptions of the experience under investigation (Polkinghorne, 1989).  This led to 

the development of three criteria for inclusion in this study.  First, participants were 
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senior class students in traditional public or private MSHSL member high schools.  

Second, informants had participated in a varsity-level MSHSL team sport as a junior 

or senior.  Third, participants were willing to talk openly and candidly about their 

athletic experiences (Polkinghorne, 1989).  These criteria assured there was depth to 

sport experiences and that each participant was willing and able to describe the 

phenomena being studied.  Interviews were scheduled and conducted upholding strict 

ethical guidelines with participants who met these criteria.  Prior to any interviews, 

the researcher had completed a Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) 

with an emphasis on ethics in research, including research in education, with children, 

privacy, confidentiality, and informed consent.   

Maximum variation sampling was used to determine the study sample.  In 

maximum variation sampling the researcher seeks participants who meet the criteria 

for inclusion but also represent a wide variety of demographic characteristics (Jones, 

Brown, & Holloway, 2012).  This type of purposeful sampling strives to capture and 

describe key themes that are consistent even with a great deal of variation in the 

sample (Patton, 2002).  Patton (2002) has explained that any themes coming out of 

great variation are valuable toward efforts to capture the essence of lived-experience 

or phenomenon.   

It is worth noting the selection of participants in phenomenological research 

differs from statistical sampling theory.  The goal of a phenomenological sample is 

not to make generalizations from the sample, but rather to “describe the structure of 

an experience” (Polkinghorne, 1989, p. 48).  Notwithstanding, Thomas and Pollio 

(2002) explained there is sound reasoning for multiple participants in a study to 
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produce variations that can make the essence of a phenomenon easier to recognize.  

To ensure variations in this study, the researcher’s preference was to use a maximum 

variation sample derived from geographic and demographic diversity.   

In this study, methods of probability sampling assisted to achieve a maximum 

variation sample.  One type of probability sampling used was cluster sampling (which 

is also called multilevel sampling).  In a cluster sample a researcher randomly 

samples “convenient clusters of the population one or more times before using 

random sampling to choose individuals within those clusters” (Vogt, 2007, p. 80).  

The Minnesota State High School League (MSHSL) is organized into 16 

administrative regions based on school size and geography.  To obtain a sample of 

students distributed throughout the state of Minnesota from a diversity of schools, one 

school from each of the 16 administrative regions was randomly sampled through a 

random number generation program.  Two additional schools were also selected from 

each administrative region as alternates.  This produced a total of 16 high schools 

selected from the population of nearly 500 MSHSL member schools and 32 alternates 

as options in case a selected school declined access to a student.  Four schools 

selected declined participation, resulting in the use of four alternately selected 

schools.  To eliminate any potential bias, the school where the researcher works was 

not included in the population.  This decision was based on the potential for 

preexisting relationships and student confidentiality concerns.     

One sampling concern is the fact that clusters tend to be more homogeneous 

than the population as a whole (Patten, 2012).  To avert this issue, a large number of 

clusters were used.  Using a sample comprised of the 16 MSHSL administrative 
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regions created a maximum variation sample of high schools representative of the 

state of Minnesota in two ways.  First, there was an equal representation of high 

schools sized greater and less than 543 students in grades 9-12.  This is the enrollment 

number established by the MSHSL to distinguish between classifications of 

competitive Class A and Class AA schools (Minnesota State High School League, 

2013).  Second, administrative regions are geographically-based, ensuring the 16 

participants attended schools which were distributed in areas throughout the state of 

Minnesota.  By stratifying based on administrative regions and drawing a random 

sample from each stratum, the sample’s precision was increased and geographic 

representation was appropriately distributed (Patten, 2012).   

Once the sample of 16 high schools was selected, the researcher requested 

permission from each high school’s administration to conduct student interviews.  

With each high school’s agreement, the researcher used purposive criterion sampling 

techniques and solicited a list from the high school athletic administrator of five 

athletes for consideration as a participant in this study.  The athletic administrator 

selected students to participate who played team sports, matched the criteria for 

inclusion in the study, and whom he or she believed would be articulate (Dworkin & 

Larson, 2006).  Purposive criterion sampling is widely used in qualitative studies to 

select participants who will be rich sources of information (Patten, 2012).   

To ensure a maximum variation sample, each school’s athletic administrator 

was asked to identify a diversity of students based on gender, race, and economic 

differences.  Only student names were requested by the researcher who then selected 

participants from the names provided by each school to build the study population.  
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Participants came from Minnesota State High School League (MSHSL) programs that 

are team sports.  MSHSL team sports are identified as baseball, basketball, football, 

hockey, lacrosse, soccer, softball, and volleyball. These sports were classified as team 

sports because a participant cannot qualify for competition solely as an individual in 

MSHSL state competitions; only an entire team may qualify as a state tournament 

entrant.   

Once potential participants were selected, the researcher sent a letter of 

invitation and consent forms.  The invitation letter (Appendix B) described the 

purpose of the study, procedures of the study, researcher contact information, and 

listed criteria for inclusion.  The informed consent forms (Appendix C or D) 

emphasized that all participation in the study was voluntary and confidential and 

affirmed there would be no harm or benefit for participation in the study.   

Requests for participation in the study were coordinated through each school’s 

athletic department and high school office.   All communication with students and 

their families occurred only after receiving administrative approval from each 

respective school.  A total sample size of 16 high school seniors who have 

participated in team sports was used.  In addition, 64 alternate participants were 

identified.  The informants chosen were 12th-grade high school students to ensure 

participants had extended exposure to interscholastic sports.  If permission or consent 

was not granted for a selected student to participate, an alternate student from that 

school was selected.  Demographic information regarding each participant was 

requested from participants and their parents or guardians prior to interviews.  
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Demographic information was used to illustrate any diversity, or absence of, among 

the sample. 

 Field test and practice interview.  The two open-ended questions used in 

this study were field tested through committee feedback and a review by a sport 

studies expert.  These processes helped ensure questions were understandable and 

elicited descriptions of the experiences in question.  Once questions were field tested, 

but prior to beginning the study, two practice interviews were conducted.  These 

practice interviews used the data collection procedures discussed in the next section 

with participants selected by convenience.  The practice interviews were used to a) 

further determine whether the questions used in this study were appropriately 

matched to the research topic, b) allow the researcher a chance to refine interviewing 

skills, and c) provide a sense of timing for the researcher.  Practice interviews were 

not included in the final sample, but showed preliminary information related to the 

effectiveness of study procedures (Yin, 2009) and gave the researcher knowledge and 

experience with the use of questions and prompts.  Most importantly, practice 

interviews provided an opportunity to receive feedback regarding the clarity and ease 

of understanding for each question asked.  The audio of practice interviews was 

recorded and transcribed, allowing for a post-interview examination of text to identify 

any researcher biases not previously recognized.  These practice interviews were an 

important part of the research process and provided a valuable opportunity to identify 

unanticipated issues requiring attention before the actual interviews began.   

Data collection procedures.  It would be impossible to observe all participant 

experiences at each practice and game throughout high school, making an interview 
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format advantageous  (Creswell, 2009) to understand and recognize high school 

student-athlete perspectives.  Because the essence of an experience cannot be directly 

observed, this study used in-depth phenomenological interview methods to 

understand high school athlete sports experiences.  Qualitative interviews are useful 

to examine topics that have not received significant attention in previous studies and 

to capture experiences from a participant’s perspective (Creswell, 2007).   

Data was collected through interviews at the high school of each subject using 

an open-ended, unstructured interview format.  The use of open-ended questioning 

allowed participants the opportunity to respond in their own words and terminology 

to describe the essence of high school athletics experiences from their unique 

judgments and perspectives (Patton, 2002); it was important the researcher neither 

added nor subtracted from the experiences described (Jones, Brown, & Holloway, 

2012).  Rather than seeking to validate ready-made categories or hypotheses, the 

researcher approached each interview with an open disposition (Kvale, 1983).    

Open-ended phenomenological interviews are effective means to draw out 

first-hand accounts of athlete experiences.  This allowed the researcher to capture 

authentic descriptions of lived experiences more effectively than other frequently 

used measures, such as interview guides and surveys (Dale, 1996).  As Pollio et al. 

(2006) have explained, the meaning of a phenomenological interview will only 

develop “from a dialogue directed by the quest for meaningful description” (p. 29).  

Results of phenomenological interviews have produced full, deep descriptions that 

can be related to or learned about (Jones, Brown, & Holloway, 2012).  
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To explore the essence of high school sports experiences, interviews were 

held in a quiet, safe, private area to ensure participant comfort and confidentiality.  

When comfortable with the presence of a researcher, participants speak more openly 

and with greater ease (Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  One benefit of directly including 

young people in the research process is greater access to their perspectives (Kirshner, 

O'Donoghue, & McLaughlin, 2005).  The 16 participant interviews lasted between 14 

and 51 minutes.    

The audio from interviews was saved on a digital voice recorder for 

transcription purposes.  The interviews were transcribed verbatim following each 

session, notes of long pauses, inflections, volume, laughter, and other remarkable 

language features were included with interview text (Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  All 

recordings were deleted after completion of the present study.   

Data collection for this study continued until a total number of 16 participants 

had been interviewed.  Methods for determining sample size and data saturation 

adhered to recommendations by Thomas and Pollio (2002), Polkinghorne (1989), and 

Lincoln and Guba (1985).  At the point of data saturation where no new information 

was produced through interviews, final interviews were scheduled and conducted to 

ensure data saturation (Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  No new themes emerged requiring 

additional interviews beyond the 16 completed.  

Information regarding this study was provided to participants and a parent or 

guardian in advance of interviews with a request for their informed consent 

(Appendix C and D).  When arriving at the place of interview, participants were 

provided with an explanation of the study once again prior to the study’s dialogue. 
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The general message covered with participants included recommendations described 

by Patton (2002).  The pre-interview message (Appendix E) conveyed three crucial 

points: the importance of the information, reasons the information is important, and 

the researcher’s openness to discuss the purpose of the study (Patton, 2002).   

The first step of a phenomenological interview between researcher and 

participant is to build rapport (Dale, 1996; Polkinghorne, 1989).  Following this 

important period of informal conversation to help increase comfort and trust between 

each participant and the researcher, interviews began.  The job of the interviewer is to 

make sure experiences are discussed in detail and follow-up prompts are used only to 

elicit richer details of topics introduced by the informant, not to guide participant 

answers in any way.  Phenomenological interviews were conducted with the use of 

two grand questions (Pollio, Henley, Thompson, & Barrell, 2006).  Generally, 

phenomenological interviews begin with the same open-ended question.  Because this 

study aimed to explore both athletes’ best and worst experiences in interscholastic 

sports, two open-ended questions were used.  The first question was “Can you tell me 

about your best experiences in high school sports?” and the second asked for the 

opposite experience, “Can you tell me about your worst experiences in high school 

sports?”  

After each grand question was asked, the control of dialogue and information 

presented was steered by the informant.  After athletes’ spontaneous reports of their 

experiences were exhausted, probing questions were used to additionally explore 

experiences previously mentioned by the participant (Dworkin & Larson, 2006).  

Each follow-up probe used was in response to information presented by the 
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participant without the imposition of leading or guiding questions.  Probing questions 

were descriptive in nature and used participant language to the extent possible.  For 

example, probes asked “What did you experience” (Polkinghorne, 1989, p. 50), 

“What was ____ like?”, “How did you feel when . . . ?” (Dale, 1996, p. 313), “Have 

you had any other great experiences in high school sports that stand out”, or “Can you 

tell me more about these experiences?”  To be sure the participant had said everything 

they wished to express in the interview, before closing the interviewer asked “Is there 

anything else about this topic you would like to say before we end?” (Jones, Brown, 

& Holloway, 2012; Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  

Considering this phenomenological study’s desire for robust, nuanced 

descriptions of sports experiences, dichotomous prompts were not used in participant 

interviews.  Dichotomous questions allow the interviewee to answer with a simple 

“yes” or “no” answer, lacking the desired detail phenomenological inquiry seeks.  

“Why” questions were also avoided.  The use of “why” moves interviewees from 

description to theory and presumes a cause and effect relationship (Patton, 2002).  

Some informants may even view “why” questions as a request to rationalize, 

provoking some to become defensive when providing answers to the “why” question 

asked (Dale, 1996).  Because existential phenomenology is not concerned with 

uncovering theoretical explanations, “what” questions were more appropriate for this 

type of study.  “What” questions are not only easier for interview participants to 

answer, but they also provide better descriptions of experiencing lived experiences 

(Thomas & Pollio, 2002).   
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Immediately following each interview, the researcher documented field notes 

(Appendix F) related to the setting and dialogue, another important bracketing 

exercise.  These field notes were taken to describe the physical setting, details of the 

verbal and non-verbal communication, any unusual events that may have occurred, 

and personal reactions to the interview (Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  Having this 

information gave the researcher greater context, and therefore understanding, when 

interpreting interview transcripts.  Field notes also assisted the researcher to identify 

if participant responses were influenced by environmental or unexpected 

circumstances (Meisterjahn, 2011).           

 Data analysis.  The goal of phenomenological investigations is to “reveal and 

unravel the structures, logic, and interrelationships that [exist] in the phenomenon 

under inspection” (Polkinghorne, 1989, p. 50).  Ultimately, existential-

phenomenology aims to provide an approach to research that leads to more complete 

understanding of human experience (Valle, King, & Halling, 1989).  To accomplish 

this objective, awareness of researcher presuppositions is crucial; ensuring the human 

experience described belongs solely to the study participants.  Bracketing methods to 

identify researcher presuppositions were important not only prior to data collection, 

but also during the process of analyzing data.  

After interviews had been transcribed, the first step of the data analysis was a 

thorough and repeated reading of the text to obtain a sense of the whole (Dale, 1996; 

Polkinghorne, 1989).  Once the complete set of transcripts had been reviewed several 

times, the first bracketing method used during analysis was to present the interpreted 

data in the participant’s language (Dale, 1996; Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  To capture 
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the essence of an athlete’s experience through her or his eyes, a fundamental principle 

of phenomenological reduction is to use the vernacular of the informant whenever 

feasible (Pollio et al., 2006). 

 In addition to interpreting data using participant language, an interpretive 

research group was used to assist bracketing.  This group needed to be familiar with 

phenomenological methods, but did not need to be experts.  Members of this team 

must be critical, yet respectful, when providing their insights to the discussion 

(Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  Since the interpretive research group was asked to read 

and analyze a substantial amount of text, it was important each member was willing 

to invest significant time and energy as they considered presented themes and 

provided counter ideas (Dale, 1996).    

 Thomas and Pollio (2002) described two distinct phases of uncovering themes 

through a “part-to-whole process” (p. 35).  “Interpretation is rooted in a continuous 

process of relating a part of some text to the whole of the text, and any and all 

passages are always understood in terms of their relationship to the larger whole” 

(Thomas & Pollio, 2002, p. 35).  The first method of the part-to-whole process is 

building a thematic structure for each interview.  After verification of the first 

transcript, it was brought to the aforementioned interpretive research group to begin 

the interpretive process.  Each member of the research group was provided a copy of 

the transcript and asked to sign a confidentiality agreement (Appendix G).    

Committee members read the researcher’s bracketing interview to gain insight 

into any assumptions or biases the researcher may have (Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  

Field notes were also provided during group deliberations to assist with identifying 
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features influencing the interpretation of text.  The researcher led the interpretive 

research group by reading through a transcript slowly, allowing for group members to 

ask questions related to the interpretation and themes deduced from the interview text 

(Dale, 1996).  The goal of this group was to find “meaning units” within the text that 

stood out as significant (Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  Meaning units are a part of the text 

that are comprehensible alone and contain one idea, event or piece of information 

(Tesch, 1990).  Each proposed interpretation was challenged by the group until 

agreement existed that the interpretation was supported by the text (Thomas & Pollio, 

2002).  There are many benefits of interpretive groups, including maintaining the 

rigor of phenomenological methods, identifying themes that may elude the researcher 

alone, and assisting to maintain reliability when interpreting a large amount of data 

(Dale, 1996; Thomas & Pollio, 2002).   

 Through bracketing exercises and repeated readings of the entire text, themes 

began to emerge.  These themes show the interrelated nature of athletics experiences 

and how different high school sport experiences may resemble each other (Dale, 

1996).  It would not be appropriate to surmise because one participant experienced a 

particular phenomenon another will undergo the same experience.  However, it is 

appropriate and useful to compare various experiences for commonalities and 

relationships.   

 Themes were developed not by the frequency of word usage, rather through 

the usage of words and the meaning of words in the context they were used and in 

relation to the interview as a whole.  One criticism of qualitative research is a lack of 

clarity of what the word “theme” means (Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  This study 
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adopted the definition that themes are “patterns of description that repetitively recur 

as important aspects of a participant’s description of his/her experience” (Thomas & 

Pollio, 2002, p. 37).  Thomas and Pollio (2002) have explained how “themes describe 

experiential patterns exhibited in diverse situations” (p. 37).  Every event and 

phenomenon described was coded and given a name (Dworkin & Larson, 2006).  

Following the analysis of each transcript and its meaning units, a summary of 

emerging themes was created.   

 After all transcripts had been analyzed, the second aspect of the interpretive 

process occurred.  Hermeneutics is the art of interpretation; it gives special attention 

to context and purpose to allow for the rigorous interpretation of intended meaning 

(Patton, 2002).  In existential phenomenology the hermeneutic circle is used to 

continually move from an understanding of the parts to the whole (Valle, King, & 

Halling, 1989).  A hermeneutic circle is the relationship between a reader and the text 

where the reader moves back-and-forth between “part” of the text and the “whole” 

text in a circular manner.  Through hermeneutic interpretation meaning was 

determined in the context of the text’s global meaning (Kvale, 1987).  In this study 

hermeneutic methods were used in three ways: idiographic interpretation, nomothetic 

interpretation, and an interpretive research group (Pollio et al., 2006).  The researcher 

first used idiographic interpretation to thematize each individual transcript before 

using nomothetic descriptions to look across interviews of each informant’s 

experiences to compare against the whole (Dale, 1996).   

Multiple iterations of analysis built this study’s thematic groupings (Appendix 

H).  First, through idiographic interpretation of the text, meaning units were identified 
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to develop a subtheme level one.  Whenever possible, meaning units were titled using 

excerpts of athlete words; by giving the initial codes names using participant 

language, face validity is enhanced (Patten, 2012; Pollio et al., 2006).  Adopting 

participant language, rather than researcher labeled terms, assisted in building themes 

from student experiences and not the researcher’s preconceived beliefs.  After 

identifying meaning units from the text, nomothetic descriptions were then assigned 

to reduce a second level of general themes.  From this second iteration, the study’s 

final thematic structure was developed.  It is during this phase of analysis themes are 

interpreted to look for commonalities, but not generalized, across all interviews.    

 As a final piece of the hermeneutic circle, after the researcher had identified a 

thematic structure, these themes were brought back to the interpretive research group 

to determine if the themes were representative of participant experiences and if the 

themes had been appropriately titled (Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  Similar to naming 

meaning units, whenever possible themes were labeled using participant terminology 

(Pollio et al., 2006).   

 Once thematization was complete, the last step in the data analysis was a 

participant check with each of the study informants.  A thematic structure was 

provided to each participant for review.  The purpose of the participant review was to 

solicit feedback to see if the descriptions provide an accurate account of student-

athletes experience (Dale, 1996; Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  Colaizzi (1978)  has 

recommended asking participants how the study results compare to their experiences 

and if any aspects of their experience had been omitted.  Had any participants brought 

forth corrections or disagreements with presented themes and text, the additions or 
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deletions would have been made to reflect the participant’s alternative wording or 

interpretation (Dale, 1996; Thomas & Pollio, 2002).   

 While all research is conducted with the aim of eliminating possible error and 

bias, Giorgi and Giorgi (2008) remind researchers “there is no perfect method” 

(p.47).  The next section discusses the validity, reliability, and limitations of the 

methodology used in this study.   

Validity.  A study is valid when it investigates what is meant to be 

investigated (Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  Validity can also be gauged by one’s ability to 

trust a study’s findings.  In this study, validity is demonstrated in multiple ways.  A 

researcher must answer certain questions when addressing phenomenological 

validity.  One question is whether the researcher influenced the participant 

descriptions in a way so they are no longer accurate reflections of their experiences 

(Polkinghorne, 1989).  Multiple methods of bracketing were used to identify any 

researcher preconceived notions or bias, including a self-reflection, bracketing 

interview, field notes, and an interpretive research group.   

A second question is whether transcripts are accurate and convey the intended 

meaning of participants (Polkinghorne, 1989).  Two participant checks achieved 

validity in this area (Dale, 1996; Polkinghorne, 1989).  The first check asked 

participants to review interview transcripts and the second to assess the study’s final 

thematic structure.  Without asking participants if the results capture the experiences 

of participating in high school sports, one could not be sure if the research results are 

accurate (Dale, 1996).   
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The third issue related to validity is to identify whether alternate conclusions 

of the transcripts could have been reached (Polkinghorne, 1989).  In this study, 

bracketing exercises, hermeneutic methods, and an interpretive research group were 

used to produce themes.  Bracketing is designed to recognize preconceived ideas and 

presuppositions that may distort interpretations and result in thematic bias (Pollio et 

al., 2009).  In a continuous effort to relate parts of transcripts to the whole, a 

hermeneutic circle and interpretive research group were utilized.  The interpretive 

research group provided feedback at the beginning and end of the interpretive process 

assisting the researcher in understanding transcript text and identifying all thematic 

conclusions.   

For phenomenological studies to be valid, Polkinghorne (1989) has explained 

it must be possible to go from the general thematic descriptions and identify where 

these themes are present in the text.  This step was an important part of the final 

interpretive research group meeting where the researcher provided a list of proposed 

themes with specific support from transcripts (Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  Idiographic 

and nomothetic interpretations also facilitate the part-to-whole interpretative process 

and assisted to seek commonalities across interviews.  This study’s thematic results 

are presented in Appendix H.      

The last question posed by Polkinghorn (1989) to address phenomenological 

validity is whether the thematic structure is “situation-specific, or does it hold in 

general for the experience in other situations?” (p. 57).  Since the experiences 

described and interpreted in this study are owned by its participants, these participants 

were the best authorities to answer this question.  Participants were allowed this 
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opportunity in the closing step of the interpretive process when the researcher 

reported findings to participants and asked for feedback.  Participants did not bring 

forward any corrections or alternate interpretations of the study’s findings.     

Other issues related to validity were also considered.  Face validity was 

achieved by field testing questions with research experts, conducting two practice 

interviews to ensure questions were understood, and also by using participant 

language whenever possible when titling themes.  In addition, practice interviews 

allowed the researcher to understand whether the questions related to the information 

the study sought to investigate.  Finally, lending content validity to existential 

phenomenological inquiry, doctoral studies investigating great and poor coaching 

have shown phenomenology as an effective method to study athlete experiences 

(Becker, 2007; Gearity, 2009; Meisterjahn, 2011; Post, 2010).   

Reliability.  Reliability is a measure of the consistency of results and whether 

results are able to be repeated.  In phenomenological research, reliability is 

accomplished by capturing first-hand accounts of participant experiences (Giorgi, 

1970).  The reliability of thematic analysis in this study was achieved by the interpret-

reinterpret process used by the researcher and then interpretive group to identify 

meaning units and subsequent themes.  However, in phenomenological interviews, 

the replication of results was not possible since no two interviews could ever be 

identical (Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  Therefore, in phenomenological investigations 

reliability is achieved “by identifying a thematic structure that captures the essence of 

the phenomenon” (Becker, 2007, p. 31).  Thomas and Pollio (2002) have contended 
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the aim of qualitative replication should be to extend, not repeat the results of the 

original study.   

 Dale (1996) has recommended using an audit log to keep a study focused and 

to provide a means for the researcher to reflect on experiences throughout the study.  

An audit log details the procedures used for data collection in addition to steps and 

processes used for analysis.  The use of an audit log allows a study’s findings to be 

authenticated by following the steps taken by the researcher.  The results of the study 

may not be able to be replicated due to the essence of interviews, but an audit log can 

show how results were achieved (Merriam, 2009).  In an often quoted passage 

substantiating phenomenological reliability, Giorgi, Fischer, and Murray (1975) 

explained the key criterion for qualitative research is “whether a reader, adopting the 

same viewpoint as articulated by the researcher, can also see what the researcher saw, 

whether or not he agrees with it” (p. 96).  In the end, readers determine whether this 

study is a reliable representative of their experiences (Becker, 2007).       

Limitations of methodology.  This study assisted in developing a greater 

understanding of the best and worst sports experiences of high school athletes.  It 

asked participants about experiences while participating in high school sports and is 

not representative of other youth sports or clubs affiliated with organizations outside 

of the scholastic environment.  It must also be acknowledged qualitative research can 

tell the story of study participants, but not all experiences are able to be generalized to 

the rest of the population (Dale, 1996).  Research sometimes views sport as a single 

entity, but as Gould and Carson (2008) point out, each program may vary greatly in 

its goals, purpose, and structure, making each program and the resulting experiences 



 
 

 

86 

one-of-a-kind.  High school athletes as a group are not homogenous and it would be a 

mistake to believe all interscholastic athletes have shared the same experiences 

(Kirshner, O'Donoghue, & McLaughlin, 2005).  Because of the criteria established 

for selection in the study, participants interviewed have en masse have achieved a 

degree of success in high school athletics; experiences of students who were cut from 

teams or discontinued participating in sports are largely absent from this research.      

Since participants were enrolled in high school at the time of the study, 

responses to the research questions and prompts will be fresh without the benefit, or 

perhaps limitation, of extended reflection if older informants had been the study 

subjects.  The degree of willingness of adolescents and young adults to describe their 

experiences may also be a limitation of the study (Jones, Brown, & Holloway, 2012).  

Conversely, the ages of participants may have provided the advantage of raw, less-

calculated, descriptions of their high school athletic experiences.  The strength of this 

study’s methodology is its use of high school students’ own words to describe their 

lived interscholastic sport experiences (Dworkin & Larson, 2006).   

Creswell (2009) has explained several limitations a researcher must consider 

when conducting qualitative research using interviews.  One concern is that 

information is “indirect and filtered through the views of interviewees” (Creswell, 

2009, p. 179).  In keeping with phenomenological principles, data were analyzed with 

the belief participant accounts represented their actual experiences (Dworkin & 

Larson, 2006).  Qualitative studies rely on participant accounts of an experienced 

phenomenon, and “not all people are equally articulate and perceptive” (Creswell, 

2009, p. 179) or truthful (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2008).  It must be noted, however, in this 
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existential phenomenological study the purpose was to understand aspects of the lived 

sports experiences of each participant–no matter how eloquently stated.  With a study 

involving adolescents, varied levels of maturity and comfort among participants 

influence the results.  Other limits to the study worth bearing in mind are that 

information was gathered in an artificial setting rather than the natural environment, 

and the researcher’s presence may have influenced responses (Creswell, 2009).  

Finally, despite the increased use of phenomenology in sport science over the past 

two decades, some phenomenological research proponents (see Martínková & Parry 

[2011] and Kerry & Armour [2000]) have argued phenomenology is not about 

personal experiences and little sport science research is truly “phenomenological.”     

Ethical considerations.  Multiple precautions were taken to protect study 

participants.  To assist in maintaining confidentiality, interviews were conducted one-

on-one in safe, private rooms at each school building.  Interview times were 

scheduled at a time that minimized interference with student class schedules.  

Furthermore, to protect the identity of each participant transcripts were coded without 

names rather than using any identifiable features.  Participation in this study was 

voluntary with no benefit or harm for participation and there would have been no 

penalty for withdrawing; each of these details were clearly noted in invitation letters 

and within the informed consent forms.  Care was taken to properly maintain and 

store audio recordings made for transcription purposes.  Participants were made 

aware of all audio recordings and the recording device was placed in close proximity 

to the subject allowing participants to freely stop recordings at any time and for any 

reason.   
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After all interviews were transcribed, participant checks for accuracy were 

made.  The researcher provided a copy of the transcript to each study member, 

allowing the participant to provide feedback regarding any inaccuracies or 

misrepresentations of a statement’s intended meaning.  Any corrections, deletions, or 

clarifications requested were honored.  The interpretive research group reading 

transcripts was provided text without names or locations, but to ensure participant 

confidence this group signed confidentiality statements.   

Additionally, ethics in research guidelines following the Collaborative 

Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) were observed in this study.  Areas of training 

through the CITI program in social science research methodology included history 

and ethical principles, students in research, including research in education, research 

with children, privacy, confidentiality, informed consent, assessing risk in social and 

behavioral sciences, research regulations and the social and behavioral sciences, and 

defining research with human subjects. 
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Chapter IV: Results 

 The purpose of this study was to explore high school athletes’ best and worst 

experiences in interscholastic sports.  Existential phenomenological interviews were 

conducted with 16 varsity-level high school athletes.  In this chapter, the thematic 

structure that emerged from these interviews will be presented and explained.   

 The 16 participants in this study were 17 or 18 years old and each was a 12th-

grade student at a Minnesota high school.  Thirteen students attended public schools 

while three were enrolled in non-public high schools.  All informants participated in 

an interscholastic team sports program governed by the Minnesota State High School 

League.  Seven of the study participants were female and nine were male.  One 

student identified as Black (not Hispanic) and 15 identified as White (not Hispanic). 

The average length of participant interviews was 33 minutes and 46 seconds.  A 

description of each participant with additional demographic information is provided 

in Table 1. 

Qualitative analysis of participant interviews produced 573 meaning units.  

Meaning units are specific passages from participant text that stand out as significant 

and are further grouped to build the general themes and subthemes (Tesch, 1990; 

Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  The general and subthemes created the final thematic 

structure, revealing four dimensions of athletes’ best experiences and four dimensions 

of their worst experiences playing interscholastic sports.  Dimensions of best 

experiences are: I loved my coach, I loved playing, I loved my teammates, and I loved 
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winning.  Dimensions of worst experiences are: Problems with coaching, Problems 

with playing, Problems with team, and Problems with losing.  Tables 2 and 3 provide 

a summary of each dimension’s general themes and subthemes.   

Within existential phenomenological methods it is important to understand the 

interconnectedness between figure and ground; one’s experiences become the figure 

against the world around us which is the ground.  For example, while reading, the text 

is the figure and the white paper is the ground (Myers, 2011).  This figure-ground 

relationship continually reverses, as demonstrated by Danish psychologist Edgar 

Rubin’s famous vase and faces illustration.  In Rubin’s Vase, the figure is a white 

vase against a black ground.  Such reversible figure-and-ground illustrations show 

how the same stimulus is able to evoke more than one perception (Myers, 2011).  

When attention shifts from the white vase to the black ground, the silhouettes of two 

faces are recognized, reversing the figure and the ground.   

Not only can the relationship between figure and ground reverse, but one will 

always organize a stimulus into a figure that is perceived against a ground.  The 

stimuli are interrelated and co-exist with one another; it is one’s perception that 

brings them together to create a figure against ground (Myers, 2011).  In the context 

of this study, experience cannot exist without “being-in-the-world” (Heidegger, 1996, 

p. 49); the “figure and ground co-create each other in human existence” (Thomas & 

Pollio, 2002, p. 18).  For Heidegger, we are grounded by our world.  When explaining 

Heidegger, Steiner (1989) noted “the notion of existential identity and that of the 

world are completely wedded.  To be at all is to be worldly.  The everyday is the 

enveloping wholeness of being” (p 85).  In Rubin’s Vase, neither the vase nor faces 
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could exist without each other.  The same is true of people and their world (Valle, 

King, & Halling, 1989).       

Existential phenomenology holds there are four major grounds of human 

experience: World, Body, Time, or Others (Becker, 2007; Post, 2010; Thomas and 

Pollio, 2002).  Throughout the present study the figural experiences of I loved my 

coach, I loved playing, I loved my teammates, I loved winning, Problems with 

coaching, Problems with playing, Problems with team, and Problems with losing 

emerge against one or more of these four grounds (world, participants’ body, time, 

and other people).  The world is a primary ground of figural experiences related to 

emotion and feelings such as joy.  For example, having fun and the absence of fun 

reoccurred as a ground of adolescent interscholastic sport experiences.  Additionally, 

other people is a ground of the many relational experiences discussed in this study.   

In the following sections, the eight dimensions of this study are discussed in 

detail with participant quotes supporting the dimension’s general themes and 

subthemes.  Each informant is identified by the “p” as an abbreviation for 

“participant” and a number.  The number corresponds to the order of interviews 

conducted for this study.  The thematic structure of best experiences while 

participating in high school sports is examined first. 

Adolescents’ Best Experiences Participating in High School Sports 

I loved my coach. 

 “He taught me so much that I probably wouldn’t have learned from anyone 

else about the game” (p 11) 
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 I loved my coach emerged as one of four major dimensions of high school 

athletes’ best experiences in high school sports.  In this dimension, participants 

described the coaching methods, acumen, and interpersonal qualities their coaches 

possessed.  In particular, high school athletes revealed how great coaching and the 

positive relationships they enjoyed with their coaches were best experiences when 

participating in interscholastic sports.   There are two general themes in the I love my 

coach dimension: A great coach and We had a good relationship.   

A great coach.  High school athletes discussed how their coaches were 

responsible for not only teaching them about the sport they played, but also guiding 

their development.  Participants described coaches who were skilled at teaching the 

game and it was evident “they know what they are talking about” (p 14).  The 

coaches athletes remembered most favorably also cared about their improvement, 

knowing not only how to coach the team as a group, but also how to coach each 

player as an individual–with an awareness of each athlete’s needs and learning style.   

Great high school coaches make their athletes feel good.  The coaches held in 

the highest regard by student-athletes in this study were the ones who highlighted 

their athletes’ strengths and affirmed participants as being valuable parts of the team.   

Participants cheerfully recalled the atmosphere great coaches created and shared a 

sense of comfort in a great coach’s company.  Athletes mentioned both experiential 

moments coaches created and personality characteristics of their coaches that led to a 

great playing atmosphere.  Coaches were appreciated for being high-energy, funny, 

encouraging, and positive.  Athletes described great coaches as making the sport fun 

and serving as a positive influence on their athletes.  One participant explained, “He 
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is there as a support and coach.  He is a really good person” (p 15).  Beyond serving 

as a good role model, adolescents cited the relationship they had with their coaches as 

a reason for coaches being part of best experiences for high school athletes.  

We had a good relationship.  Interscholastic athletes viewed having a good 

relationship with their coach as an important aspect of their participation experiences.  

Adolescents want coaches who care about them not only as athletes, but also as 

people.  One student commented, “they were always there for us.  Personal and 

hockey life . . . if you need to talk to somebody . . . you talk to them” (p 13).  Another 

participant explained how “[coach] just makes you feel good about yourself” (p 5).   

When explaining an attribute of his teachers and coaches that made his school special, 

one informant said his school’s adult leaders “love the kids, they like to just kind of 

build relationships with them . . . they want to know how you're doing, they want to 

get to know you like on a personal level” (p 2). The connections coaches make with 

athletes is noteworthy.  For participants in this study being comfortable around their 

coach and maintaining positive relationships helped shape their best experiences in 

interscholastic sport.  It was important for high school athletes to have a coach who is 

skilled at teaching the game, believes in each athlete’s abilities and is able to lift their 

spirits. 

I loved playing. 

 “If you’re not having fun, what’s the point of playing?” (p 1) 

 I loved playing developed as a second dimension of best experiences 

participating in interscholastic sport.  This dimension centers on time spent in games 

and at practices.  Participant comments in I loved playing focused on the pleasant and 
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rewarding feelings of playing on a high school sports team, in short: high school 

students described how they loved playing interscholastic athletics.  General themes 

in this dimension include It was exciting, When I performed well, It felt great, Having 

fun, I felt myself improving, and Spending time with team.   

 It was exciting.  The athletes in this study enjoyed playing in an exciting 

environment.  Through informant comments, it became clear both spectators and the 

place of competition were important environmental aspects which created an exciting 

atmosphere.  The athletes talked about desiring to play games at night under the 

lights, against rival schools, in the state tournament, and at special venues.  One 

student said playing under the lights is “one of the best feelings” (p 14) and others 

mentioned the excitement of playing in front of fans at professional and collegiate 

stadiums or arenas.   

 Students also identified watching or being part of a dramatic play as a 

highlight of their scholastic sports participation.  Making great plays, scoring game-

winning goals, and being part of a success in front of fans can be thrilling events and 

memorable moments for high school students.  Specifically, participants talked about 

the energy and the rewarding feeling that follows being part of an exciting play.  One 

athlete summed up the excitement of scoring goals as “just pure joy” (p 11).  Being 

part of an exciting play, especially being part of a scoring play, was a rewarding 

moment that produced feelings of joy within the athletes who took part in this study.    

In addition to being part of a dramatic play and competing in special 

environments, the atmosphere spectators created made playing experiences exciting.  

Students appreciated spectators who came to watch games, especially the fans that 
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supported and cheered for them.  One participant described “coming out in front of 

like 18,000 people was an unreal experience” (p 10).  Students used words such as 

“sweet,” “awesome,” “incredible,” and “unbelievable” to describe moments when 

fans cheered for them.  Explaining a community celebration including police and fire 

department escorts, one athlete said people were “cheering and . . . I just had like the 

biggest grin on my face ever and I just couldn’t help . . . but smile because like the 

mood was just perfect” (p 12).  Whether it was the environment, being part of a big 

play, or feeling the energy and support of cheering fans, exciting moments emerged 

as instrumental components of best experiences in high school sports. 

When I performed well.  In this general theme students discussed peak 

performances and reaching milestones during their high school athletic careers.  

Memorable best experiences of playing include those moments when student-athletes 

played at their highest level and were responsible for observable outcomes, often 

including statistical measures.  Examples of statistics mentioned by participants 

include football sacks, hockey goals and assists, and basketball blocks and points. 

Students explained the satisfying feeling that came with performing well, both at an 

individual and team level.  One athlete remarked, “There’s not really anything that 

gets so much better than knowing that you went out there and succeeded” (p 8).  

While many successful moments are individual in nature, other athletic experiences 

highlight the significance of shared successes, one participant explained, “if you’re in 

a certain play and your team does it right, it just brings a good feeling” (p 5).  A 

different athlete noted sharing a moment of success with teammates, saying, “it’s just 

the feeling that you get when you look at a teammate’s face and they’re just so, you 
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know, they’re happy for you, they’re happy for the team, and it’s knowing that . . . 

you made people proud and you’ve done your job” (p 11).  In addition to performing 

well during a specific play or game, participants also talked about landmark moments 

while playing high school sports.   

When talking about reaching milestones, participants identified breaking 

records, reaching a scoring benchmark, making a varsity roster for the first time, 

becoming a starter, participating in an all-star game, and playing in the state high 

school tournament.  An example of a scoring landmark was one athlete who reached 

the 1,000 point mark in his high school basketball career.  These types of milestones 

are important to students for several reasons.  A basketball player explained how “it 

was amazing . . . it really signifies that you’re one of the better people on your team” 

(p 16).  Beyond signaling status and the exclusive nature of the feat, other reasons 

participants noted these moments were special included the sensation and enjoyment 

it gave them to reach a milestone, seeing their efforts pay off, and being part of 

something special.  The experience of performing well is one reason students loved 

playing.  The next general theme discusses the great feelings participants experienced 

while playing interscholastic sports. 

    It felt great.  It felt great for students to participate in interscholastic sports 

when they were recognized for their accomplishments, received support from others, 

witnessed rewarding moments when others performed well, or when they played well 

in front of others.  The recognition participants mentioned came in various forms.  

Examples of recognition student-athletes discussed include fans cheering at games, 

the way they were treated while at school, and within the community.  Students were 
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very descriptive when discussing how great being recognized and being treated 

special made them feel.  When talking about their best playing experiences, two 

students explained these types of experiences saying they felt as though they were 

“king of the school” (p 10), “the top dog” (p 12), “on top of the world” (p 12), and “a 

rock star” (p 10).   

Having support is part of what felt great while participating in high school 

sports.  The support of fans, friends, parents, the community, and school–including 

teachers–all play an important role in high school athletes’ experiences.  Participants 

expressed an appreciation for fans coming to watch them play and wanting their 

teams to succeed.  Playing in front of fans and being supported by others not only 

feels great, but also adds an element of motivation.  One of the participants explained 

that having fans at games made him want to play better and “Show how good you 

are” (p 13).  It was evident high school athletes wished to do well for others; one 

explained “I’m glad that every one of the fans got to watch like a good game” (p 12).  

Participants reported they also enjoy seeing their teammates have a good game. 

High school athletes in this study loved to play while sharing the excitement 

of their teammates’ successes.  When recounting experiences, participants described 

seeing others excel as rewarding and exciting moments.  Athletes were happy to see 

their teammates’ hard work pay off as they performed well.  One participant felt 

“seeing others do well is almost pretty much just as rewarding as seeing yourself do 

well and then you see the hard work that those other people put in” (p 8).  Most 

participants focused on how great it felt playing when success came their own way.  

However, one student described how facing the challenge of a formidable foe was a 
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great experience.  In this instance, the student-athlete was thankful for an opportunity 

to face a very good pitcher and a “nasty” (p 11) curveball–even if he did strike out.   

It was fun.  Having fun is a frequently emerging world-ground within this 

study and becomes figural as the general theme I loved to play.  A number of 

participant comments about having fun focused on aspects of play.  It was fun for 

athletes to play games, practice, joke around with teammates, and to be on a sports 

team.  One athlete elaborated on the importance of fun in high school sport, saying “I 

think it’s really important for high school kids just to have fun while they’re in sports 

. . . it might be the last time you ever play that sport in your life, so you [have] to 

make the most of it” (p 1).  One factor influencing fun while playing is the 

environment.  An energetic and upbeat atmosphere, aspects of playing facilities, and 

the weather were all mentioned by athletes as adding to the fun.  Environmental 

factors specifically mentioned by informants included “playoff games in the snow” (p 

2) and being able to “warm up to music during the high school season” (p 14).   

Beyond having fun, participants spoke extensively about interscholastic sports 

facilitating personal improvement in various ways. 

When I felt myself improving.  Sense of personal development and 

improvement advanced as a prominent theme in this study.  Participants were clear in 

their belief that through sports they became not just better athletes, but also better 

citizens who are equipped for life after sports.  One student succinctly explained 

sports “made me, all-around, a better person” (p 5).  A number of different virtues 

and values were identified by student-athletes; one life skill repeatedly mentioned in 

student interviews was exhibiting a strong work ethic.  “Continuing to work in the 
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offseason,” one participant explained, “would help you in the long run.  It applies to a 

lot of things other than basketball” (p 7) and another added “it was a good feeling that 

obviously I tried my best” (p 6).  Even when their team may not have won, trying 

their best was important to participants.  “I think if you always try your best and . . .  

if you don’t succeed you at least know you left it all on the court” (p 6).  

Interscholastic athletics also provided participants lessons on how to carry themselves 

when winning and losing.  As one student said, you learn “how to handle yourself 

when you win” and also how to “lose graciously” (p 5) when playing sports. 

Learning how to deal with success and failure are life skills participants 

gleaned through participation, however athletes reported becoming better well-

rounded people in ways unrelated to the scoreboard’s final showing.  Demonstrating 

an ability to keep winning in perspective, participants identified a list of life skills and 

character related values that were reinforced while playing high school team sports.  

Students explained they became better equipped to work successfully with other 

people, learn from others and accept their criticism, embrace a team-first attitude, 

develop self-confidence, build trust among others, improve one’s attitude, and value 

high marks in the classroom.  Even upsetting moments led to growth for participants.  

When looking back on a tenuous relationship with a coach, one participant concluded 

“eventually I’m going to have to move on” and “just see the positive in her and just 

try to forget that’ (p 5).  These types of lessons learned while playing interscholastic 

team sports promote positive development in student-athletes.  Participants felt their 

involvement resulted in “taking away . . . values and morals” (p 6) and becoming 

more “well-rounded” (p 15).   
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Student improvement also included playing ability.  Participants noted the 

satisfaction of getting “better every year” (p 3), “being in shape” (p 13), and growing 

together with teammates, “we started to improve and it was really cool” (p 7).  

Improvement was also noted to make participation more enjoyable.  One student 

explained “playing now is so much more fun, because I’m better at it” (p 13).        

When I played with friends.  Participants loved playing high school sports 

with their teammates and friends.  Time with teammates includes time playing 

together and away from competition.  Examples and more discussion from this 

general theme are included in the next dimension titled I loved my teammates.  

I loved my teammates.   

“When we’re out playing football we’re all like a family, like a group of 

brothers” (p 12) 

I loved my teammates arose as a major dimension when participants presented 

their best experiences in interscholastic sport.  When asked about their top 

experiences in high school sports, students talked extensively about teammates.  In 

this dimension participants identified many reasons they loved their teammates. Best 

experiences included the time spent with teammates and friends during competition, 

away from competition, and building relationships with teammates when playing 

interscholastic sports.  There are two general themes in the I loved my teammates 

dimension: Spending time together and The relationships.  

Spending time together.  Participants spoke extensively about their time and 

activities with teammates.  One explained how “it’s a huge deal for me . . . to be with 

my friends a lot” (p 1).  Being on a team with others results in many hours spent 
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together at practice and during games.  However, the most prominent subtheme of 

best experiences did not come from moments during competition; rather they 

emerged from spending time with teammates away from competition.   Athletes 

explained that “it’s not necessarily what happened on the court” (p 5) but rather the 

memories made away from practice or games.  These memories include having team 

meals, going to watch movies together, team sleepovers, various team outings, 

traveling together and staying at hotels, and simply “just hanging out” (p 13).  It is 

evident time spent with teammates away from competition is very important to 

adolescent sports experiences.   

 Participants also spoke fondly of spending time with their team during 

competition.  A student-athlete noted the camaraderie of being on a team, saying 

“with the guys you play with, you make those memories once again because you 

spent so much time together” (p 8).  A number of students revealed their best 

experiences related to having fun.  “Fun” was a frequently cited experience by 

athletes when discussing time spent competing with friends and teammates.  

Participants referenced having fun during games, enjoying moments of success with 

teammates, playing pick-up games, at practice, and in the locker room.  Playing with 

friends is an important part of high school athletics, as one student described: “I’d 

rather play the sport I love with friends that I love as well instead of people that I 

can’t stand” (p 4).  One student even discussed the enjoyment of playing friends on 

other teams.       

The relationships.  The relationships adolescents experienced while involved 

in interscholastic sports developed as the second general theme within the dimension 
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I loved my teammates. In this general theme, participants discussed friendships, 

bonds, and the special relationships built with high school teammates.  Relationships 

were responsible for noteworthy impressions left on study participants. In many 

cases, students expressed a belief the relationships built would have a lasting 

influence on their lives beyond high school. 

Discussions about developing friendships were prominent during participant 

reflections of their best experiences playing high school sports.  When talking about 

playing on a team, one student-athlete explained how sports participation created 

“friendships for life” (p 5), and another said being with friends on and off the court 

was “probably the best experience I’ve had and it will stay with me” (p 7).  

Participants believed their interscholastic sports participation allowed them to make 

friends more easily.  In some examples, students said they become very close with 

others and that they would not have been friends with some if it were not for school 

sports.  In one case, a student explained meeting “a bunch of people . . . you didn’t 

imagine being friends with and now you’re friends with them” (p 6).  In addition to 

becoming friends with different people, students also described the strength of 

friendships with teammates, frequently mentioning team bonds. 

  When discussing their teammate relationships students described various 

ways of building bonds.  Participants mentioned building stronger feelings for each 

other, the amount of times spent together, having fun as a group, and the special 

connection created by being teammates.  One participant explained how being 

teammates produces a connection very different than those made with friends in 

school.  The closeness of relationships among some teammates was described as 
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being family-like.  Students considered their teams “like one big family” (p 15), like 

“a group of brothers” (p 12), and a “band of brothers” (p 2).   The support these 

relationships produced is another reason high school athletes loved their teammates.  

It was important for participants to have teammates who supported them and who 

they could “talk about anything” (p 16) with.  Having others there for you is an 

important benefit of the relationships students enjoyed while being a member of 

interscholastic sports teams.   

I loved winning. 

“We just kept rolling and just kept winning and winning and winning and . . . 

no one could stop us and we just felt like we were like the top” (p 12) 

I loved winning is the final dimension that emerged from participants’ best 

experiences in high school sports.  Winning experiences surfaced during participant 

interviews in different ways that are detailed in this section.  Student-athletes talked 

about ways they experienced winning and subsequent responses to their team’s 

success, producing two general themes: Reactions to winning and The way we won.        

 Reactions to winning.  Celebrations, the resulting environment, and the 

feeling winning produced came to light in this general theme.  Not surprisingly, 

students indicated they enjoyed the feelings that resulted from winning.  In particular 

participants in this study spoke about the elation felt after winning big games, beating 

rival schools, and being part of the state tournament. Comparing what it is like to win 

versus lose, one participant duly explained “it feels a lot better to be on the winning 

end than the losing end” (p 7). 
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Part of what made athletes feel great about winning was celebrating.  

Participants spoke of dancing, laughing, hugging, jumping, and sharing the 

excitement of a moment with teammates after winning games.  One student described 

the atmosphere after winning as the “best time ever” (p 12).  Celebrating extended 

beyond moments with only teammates, but also included the excitement created with 

fans, community, classmates, and coaches.  Beyond their reactions to winning games, 

participants also spoke extensively about the details of the way their team won games.   

The way that we won.  Having a great season, beating a good team, defeating 

a rival, winning a close contest, and competing at the high school state tournament 

were all identified as best experiences by participants.  While having overall 

successful seasons was identified as a best experience by participants, the majority of 

comments were about particular wins that were exciting and memorable.   

Unexpected wins were mentioned by one athlete as a highlight, saying “it was 

nice you know to be the underdog and win” (p 11).  Similarly, a number of 

participants described beating a rival as a best experience while playing high school 

sports.  When talking about these wins, participants viewed these moments as “the 

best experience in my mind” (p 16) and “probably my best experience” (p 10).   

Winning close games produced another set of memorable best experiences for 

participants.  These games were characterized as “fun” (p 5, 14), “amazing” (p 5), 

“the best” (p 11), “absolutely crazy” (p 11), and “intense” (p 14).  Finally, having the 

opportunity to compete in the high school state tournament was a best experience for 

those fortunate enough to travel that far into the playoffs, described as “a once in a 

lifetime opportunity” (p 1).  Winning games in the state tournament magnified what 
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was already a great experience for participants, especially winning a state 

championship, the pinnacle of winning in prep athletics.  Great coaches, spending 

time with teammates, playing the game they enjoy, and winning all produced best 

experiences while competing in high school sports.  The following sections discuss 

participants’ worst experiences in interscholastic sports.     

Adolescents’ Worst Experiences Participating in High School Sports 

Problems with coaching. 

 “If she treats me like this again I’m not going to make it through another 

season” (p 4) 

 Problems with coaching is one of four dimensions identified when 

participants spoke of their worst experiences in high school sports.  While coaches 

emerged as a significant factor in best experiences, they also appear as an adverse 

factor for some participation experiences.  In this dimension participants talked about 

experiencing problems with coaches, producing two general themes: Bad coaching 

and Poor communication skills.     

 Bad coaching.  Participants described bad coaching in different ways, 

including lineup decisions.  In some instances, participants felt coaches made poor 

roster and playing time decisions.  Coaching actions specifically questioned included 

lineup choices based on age rather than ability; participants felt playing time 

decisions should be determined chiefly by an athlete’s ability to perform.  Concern 

about lineup decisions involved playing time of both participants and teammates.  A 

participant explained that “it sucked because I think that if you’re better than one guy 

in the . . . like the sport that you guys both play, I think the guy that’s better should be 
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playing first right?” (p 12).  Questioning lineup decisions included doubts about what 

motivated coaches’ decisions, explaining “it made me wonder if she was only looking 

towards her future basketball team that she was going to have in a couple of years” (p 

5).   

Another aspect identified as bad coaching by participants was when coaches 

played favorites and made lineup decisions that were based “off of the name” (p 12).  

Participants not only described a dislike for coaches playing favorites, but also 

showed a desire to be a favorite.  “Coach knows that you’re a better player, but I just 

want to be a favorite.  I want to play” (p 4) commented one participant.  Another 

student-athlete noted how team rules were applied differently depending on who the 

team member was, resulting in unfair consequences that damaged how that individual 

viewed a particular coach.  

The final area participants identified as bad coaching was when their coaches 

were not engaged.  One participant described a coach as “oblivious” and “real 

passive” (p 2) while another explained “the coach[es] on the field [were] just not 

interested anymore” (p 9).  Athletes looked to coaches for motivation and advice.  A 

void in this leadership negatively impacted their participation experiences.            

Poor communication skills.  Participants identified communication as an 

important part of coaching that influenced their sports experiences.  Athletes revealed 

that problems with coaching occur when coaches exhibited poor communication 

skills, including coaches yelling at athletes and delivering messages that resulted in 

athlete confusion.  This confusion frequently related to athletes’ perceived role and 

value on the team.  One student-athlete’s role changed during the season and this 
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participant never received an explanation as to why, even after asking multiple times.  

In this instance, the participant felt she was not respected by the coach, was treated 

rudely, and left wondering “why some coaches did what they did” (p 5).  Other 

confusing messages involved “coaches telling like what they are looking for in a 

player” and “[t]hen once it comes to like game time and you’ve done all those things 

and like you’ve done everything that coach wants to do and then you don’t really play 

or anything” (p 8).  When coaching words and actions did not match, athlete 

experiences suffered.  In certain examples it was the way messages were delivered as 

well as the actual words spoken that mattered to participants. 

Communication methods that worked for some athletes were identified as the 

worst experiences for others.  While participants noted yelling by coaches had the 

ability to focus some athletes, they also reported not all athletes responded positively 

to being yelled at.  Getting yelled at by a coach can leave a lasting and memorable 

impression.  As a result of being yelled at, or even the fear of being yelled at, 

participants discussed embarrassment, playing scared or timid, and intimidation.  One 

of the participants noted that negative communication was not personally an effective 

motivational method and how “I’m not one to respond to yelling” (p 4).  The message 

delivered by coaches and received by athletes had the potential to result in worst 

experiences for participants and affect the coach-athlete relationship. 

Not relationship-oriented.  Coaches who did not possess or maintain strong 

relationships with athletes were cited as problems during high school sports 

experiences.  When athletes were not appreciated by coaches or felt they were not 

treated well, their participation experiences were diminished.  One athlete explained 
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the difficulties of playing for a coach she did not get along with, saying it was 

difficult “when the head coach, the one who makes every decision, you don’t get 

along with and things just don’t click” (p 4).  Another worst experience while 

competing in interscholastic sport was when athletes’ value to the team was not 

acknowledged by their coaches.   

When describing their coaches who were not relationship-oriented, 

participants identified coaches who were negative and did not show adequate respect 

for their athletes.  One participant noted the disappointment of working hard and 

trying to please a coach, only to end up feeling as though “everything you’ve done is 

for nothing” (p 8).   When participants felt they were not noticed or appreciated by 

coaches, it “got to me” (p 4) and one participant said his “self-worth” and “ego” 

suffered as a result (p 8).  The emotional toil of playing for coaches who athletes did 

not have a good relationship with became evident when participants discussed 

moments of not being treated well. 

“I cried a lot” (p 15) one participant explained when talking about a 

relationship with a former coach.  This participant had looked up to a coach and after 

switching to a different high school, the athlete felt the coach “shouldn’t be tearing 

[me] down” (p 15).  Relationships held with coaches played an instrumental part in 

athlete experiences.  Participants wanted coaches who would treat them like everyone 

else, deliver clear communication without yelling, and create lineups that would give 

the team the best chance to compete–not a lineup based on favorites or what your 

name might be.  While examining the issues presented in the dimension Problems 

with coaching, participants described how coaches can negatively impact their 
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playing experiences.  The next dimension focused on issues while playing that 

negatively affected participation experiences.  

Problems with playing. 

 “I just felt helpless, like I couldn’t do anything to help out my team.  And, I 

don’t know, it was just horrible” (p 5) 

Problems with playing is another major dimension of athletes’ worst 

experiences playing high school team sports.  In this dimension there are three 

general themes: I didn’t play, Playing wasn’t enjoyable, and Difficult transitions. 

Each general theme describes worst experiences in interscholastic sport directly 

concerned with competition. 

I didn’t play.  Students participate in interscholastic sport because they want 

to play.  When different factors prevent student participation, the value of sport is 

diminished.  In the I didn’t play general theme, students discussed being injured, 

receiving a suspension, getting benched, and being placed on the junior varsity team 

when participants believed they possessed varsity-level abilities.  When participants 

were not able to play, they identified these times as worst experiences.   

Being injured was reported by a number of participants as a worst experience 

while taking part in high school sports.  Participants more frequently discussed their 

time away from competition and inability to play than the actual injury itself.  While 

participants specifically cited being ill, tearing an ACL, and injuring a meniscus, their 

comments primarily focused on a feeling of helplessness watching their team play 

from the sidelines.  The obligation and sense of responsibility to one’s team was 

reflected in participant explanations of experiencing a sports injury.   Participants 
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spoke about the difficulties of being injured and “feeling crappy because I couldn’t 

help [the team]” (p 12), how it “sucks” because “you’re not really helping” (p 9).  

One of the worst aspects of interscholastic sport injuries for participants was clearly 

presented as not being able to help one’s team and teammates while unable to 

compete.  

In addition to substantive responses of what participants’ absences meant to 

their teams, many participants also discussed what being injured meant to them 

personally.  Sitting out and watching others play, not being able to have family watch 

the participant play, missing homecoming, and not being healthy for the last game of 

the season were all mentioned as negative aspects of not being able to play.  One 

participant explained, “being a senior, and not being able to play . . . it crushed me” (p 

5).  Participants mentioned the experience of being injured as “the worst for me” (p 

1), saying not being able to play or help the team was “the worst feeling ever” (p 12) 

and “my number one worst experience with a high school sport” (p 5).   

For another participant, receiving a suspension from play was a worst 

experience.  This participant recalled a number of undesirable consequences after 

receiving a two-game suspension for attending a party where alcohol was present.  

The participant described the terrible feelings of disappointing a coach, watching the 

first two games of the season from the sidelines, and having to call college coaches 

during the recruiting process to let them know what happened.  In this instance it was 

very clear why the participant was sitting on the bench and not able to play.  In other 

instances the reasons participants did not play were less clear. 
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 One participant candidly said playing time is a big part of the sport 

experience, and “[f]or whatever reasons, sometimes, you get sat on the bench” (p 16). 

Sitting on the bench was a trying experience for participants, even if they were able to 

see their friends play.  One participant described this experience, saying “it’s hard to 

be happy for your teammates when they’re out there and you’re sitting on the bench. . 

. that should be me out there” (p 16).  To describe the feelings involved with being 

benched, participants used words such as mad and upset, however one student noted 

these emotions subdue with time and feelings change.   

Participants discussed getting benched for different reasons.  One participant 

thought younger players got preferential treatment so they would be ready for future 

years; another athlete quit after losing a spot he held the previous year; still another 

example, that may have influenced the outcome of a game, came from a breakdown 

in communication between a participant and coach.  This participant explained that 

“he sat me for the rest of the game and we lost by like four and so I guess he kind of 

made me feel like it was my fault and I felt like it was his fault” (p 15).  Sometimes it 

was not being placed on the bench that produced a worst experience in high school 

sports; it was the team on which participants played.   

Being placed on the junior varsity team elicited similar feelings of confusion.  

In addition to wondering why they were put on the JV team rather than the varsity, 

athletes said this experience brought down their confidence and even changed how 

one participant played the game.  Although problems with playing high school sports 

included issues surrounding not playing in games, in some instances, actually playing 

was not enjoyable for participants. 
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Playing wasn’t enjoyable.  In this general theme participants discussed factors 

of their worst experiences in interscholastic sports that focused on moments when 

playing was unenjoyable.  At times, games played did not yield the outcomes 

participants sought and instead produced frustrating experiences.  For example, one 

participant said football practice was not enjoyable, indicating he would get “blown 

up all the time”, “get smashed”, and it could “just be torture” (p 8). Other study 

informants mentioned that sometimes the range of talent, pace of play, game officials, 

unruly opponent fans, and players on the other team could detract from playing. 

Individual participants also recalled moments where the amount of time 

required to play high school sports and parental involvement became detrimental 

influences on their playing experiences.  One participant mentioned the late nights 

after games, resulting in a lack of energy for school the next day.  Another participant 

recalled the difficulties of feeling like he let his father down when he told him he 

“didn’t really want to play football anymore” (p 8).  This same participant described 

moments when a parent would criticize teammates or did not agree with coaching 

decisions as difficult to reconcile loyalties, saying it can “split you in half” (p 8) 

between what parents say and what a coach believes should happen on the field. 

Another aspect of playing that was unenjoyable is when participants believed 

they did not possess enough skill in the sport they played.  One participant explained 

the difficult “realization that I might not be the best player” and how “as I got older . . 

. realizing that I’m not as good as some other people may be and my skill set isn’t as 

large as other people’s may be” (p 8).  It was noted by another participant that a 
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deficit in ability was not due to a lack of effort.  “I tried as hard as I could” explained 

a participant who went on to say “I just was not good at all and I tried” (p 12).   

Sports were important to participants and some hoped to play beyond high 

school.  At a younger age, there was even the dream of a future as a professional 

athlete.  One participant provided a glimpse into what it feels like when realizing this 

dream many never come true, indicating it is hard to “realize that maybe the things 

that you liked to do you may not be the best at and you can’t like do it forever” (p 8).  

Participant awareness of their own abilities developed in different ways and created 

different outcomes, sometimes producing a difficult reality to navigate during their 

adolescent years. 

Participants also found it difficult when playing sports to have to compete for 

a position.  One participant explained how it was hard to compete against friends, 

saying “I don’t want to be mad at them because it’s not their fault they are better, but 

it’s like at the same time, it’s like I want that spot” (p 4).  Not having a chance to 

prove one’s ability was discussed by one participant who spoke about not enjoying 

the competition for a spot against older athletes.  Even after working hard and 

believing worthiness for an opportunity had been demonstrated, this participant 

reported “they still didn’t like put me in” (p 12).  In this dimension participants 

described how competing for a position, their finite ability, frustrations from playing, 

the amount of time required to participate, and parental interactions all produced 

unpleasant experiences when participating in high school athletics.  The final general 

theme of the Problems with playing dimension covers difficult changes made while 

playing interscholastic sports.   
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Difficult transitions.  The final general theme in the Problems with playing 

dimension is difficult transitions.  One participant changed sports during high school 

and while joining a new sport was a welcomed change, the fact it was a shift to a 

different rival fall sport and that the switch meant leaving a coach from the former 

sport made the transition difficult.  A second participant talked about the challenges 

of changing schools and therefore teams, saying “I miss the team that I played on” (p 

15) when looking back on worst experiences in high school sports.  In addition to 

difficult transitions, this dimension highlights the problems participants encountered 

while competing in high school sports.  Informants held reasons they could not play, 

and moments playing that were not enjoyable as worst experiences participating in 

high school sports.     

Problems with team. 

 “We wouldn’t even say “Hi” to each other off the court even like you had to 

be with them for two hours every day and it was just terrible.  No one got along” (p 

4). 

Problems with team emerged as a dimension of athletes’ worst experiences.  

In this dimension, participants discuss problems with Troubled relationships, Team 

drama, and Team commitment they encountered when playing high school sports.  

Issues related to team relationships are explored first.   

Troubled relationships.  In this general theme, informants spoke of times 

when teammates fought and when participants’ actions upset their teammates.  

Informants discussed how teammate relationships have the ability to produce both 

best and worst moments in high school sports.  One of the participants explained 
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there were a lot of fights on her team.  When talking about these fights, participants 

explained that they occurred between different grade levels and included disputes 

about who was responsible for mistakes during competition.  One athlete said when 

team members fought, it produced an atmosphere that was “just terrible” and made 

for an experience in which this participant “just wanted to be done” (p 4).  In many of 

these examples, the responsibility for the problematic relationships among teammates 

was shared.   

Participants did not wish to upset teammates, but in certain instances this was 

the case.  In one situation, a participant talked about the discouraging experience of 

coming on to the court nervous to make a mistake or not know a play, potentially 

angering a teammate.  In a different example, a participant discussed upsetting 

teammates by receiving a suspension for attending a party where underage drinking 

occurred.  This participant explained how teammates were “really mad or 

disappointed in us at the time, so that was a terrible feeling because we felt like we let 

them down” (p 7).  According to this study’s informants, without strong teammate 

relationships, participation in high school sports suffered.  In the next general theme, 

athletes further described how worst experiences resulted from dysfunctional team 

dynamics. 

Team drama.  Within the Team drama general theme participants detailed 

issues related to teammate behavior, a lack of chemistry on the team, and team 

turmoil.  All of these concerns led to problems on their team and worst experiences in 

high school sports.  One of the problems cited related to team behavior issues 
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extended beyond the damage of an actual act to the example poor behaviors set for 

others.      

Examples of bad behavior by teammates in this study included a team captain 

receiving a chemical substance suspension, a team getting into a brawl, and a team 

scandal that led to significant suspensions which damaged the reputation of the team 

and school, and upset the community.  When revealing the reaction to a public 

example of bad teammate behavior, one participant indicated in different classes 

teachers voiced their disappointment and disgust toward the behavior of some 

teammates.  Classmates posted comments on social media outlets saying “You are 

disgusting.  You’re a disgrace to the school” (p 10).  According to this participant, 

“everyone kind of made you feel like . . . you really put down the community, which 

we did I’m sure but it was just hard to like go through that all while you’re playing 

the sport you love” (p 10).  This kind of destructive behavior also led to team turmoil.  

When participants discussed team turmoil, the attention shifted from 

competition and the detrimental behaviors of teammates to distractions and negative 

energy surrounding their teams.  When providing a glimpse into these experiences, 

informants talked about how frustrating the team environment can become during 

times of team strife.  Even if the informants were not the source of the turmoil, they 

became engulfed in the discord and the time together became difficult for the entire 

team.  One participant described a worst experience as being a leader on a team 

consumed by drama, saying “I wasn’t involved at all, but I still had to go through all 

of this and hear all of it” (p 10).  Another informant said “I was not a happy camper” 

(p 6) and spent a week upset about a team issue.  Finally, providing succinct insight 
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into what team turmoil meant to a team one participant said “we weren’t happy.  We 

weren’t positive about anything” (p 4).    

Another component of Team drama was a lack of chemistry on teams.  One 

athlete described the lack of harmony on the team, saying the discontent “really tore 

us apart” (p 4).  For another participant, teammates were “super aggressive” and “got 

in your head” (p 3) when the athlete first joined the varsity team.  In some cases, a 

lack of team chemistry was due to cliques among teammates, in another instance it 

was marked by exclusion.  A participant recounted bad experiences of being 

excluded, “coming into games and your teammates not giving you high fives when 

you sub in for someone.  . . . and don’t really talk to you” (p 3).  One participant 

condensed what it was like playing on a team devoid of chemistry, saying “we just 

didn’t even want to play with each other” (p 4). 

Team commitment.  Problems on high school sports teams resulting in 

participants’ worst experiences included the type of commitment teammates give to 

their team.  When teammates were not committed, played selfishly, or quit the sport, 

it diminished the playing experience for athletes.  One aspect of team commitment 

discussed specifically by participants was the type of effort given by teammates.  One 

athlete became upset when teammates did not try their hardest at practice and another 

mentioned the difficulty of playing with others who did not put in as much training 

time to improve their abilities and “gave up” (p 12).  Other athletes discussed how 

team attrition negatively affected their experiences, describing how a limited number 

of classmates were still participating on the team by their senior year in high school.   
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The final aspect of Team commitment informants identified was selfish play.  

One participant described the consequences of a teammate putting herself above the 

team as “probably about the toughest time in my career so far” (p 6).  When 

informants talked about selfish play on their teams, it was clear their team 

environments suffered.  Throughout the Problems with team dimension participants 

gave many examples of ways team commitment, troubled relationships, and team 

drama led to worst experiences playing sports.  The next dimension discusses troubles 

with losing games.   

Problems with losing.  

 “You wish you just had a few more minutes to just go back out there and in 

some sense sometimes you regret not going all-out on the floor when you had the 

time” (p 15) 

The final dimension of worst experiences in high school sports is Problems 

with losing.  When discussing difficult losses, participants revealed that The way we 

lost and Reactions to losing were difficult moments in interscholastic sport.  

Informants explained in the first general theme of this dimension how losing did not 

necessarily produce worst experiences, rather it was how the team lost. 

 The way we lost.  Worst experiences in high school sports resulted when 

participants were part of blow-out losses, came up just short of winning, lost a game 

to a rival school, and when they kept losing.  Losing by a large margin was described 

as “embarrassing” (p 7), “frustrating” (p 11), and “really hard” (p 4).  Big losses took 

a toll on informants.  One athlete considered a particularly bad loss as “a lowlight of 

all our careers” (p 7) and another said after getting beaten badly by a team “you don’t 
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even want to play them again” (p 4).  Big losses were memorable negative 

experiences; coming up just short of a win was also a difficult way to lose. 

  Explaining why a close loss was so hard to accept, one informant said “it just 

stunk because you hate losing by that tiny little bit” (p 12).  Participants especially 

showed disappointment when exerting a significant effort or when they played well 

and came very close to winning, but just fell short.   Multiple participants said putting 

in time and effort only to get beat by a slim margin produced unpleasant moments for 

them.  As one student explained, it is hard to deal with “knowing that you worked so 

long just” (p 6) to get beat by a few points.  Feelings of “what if” accompanied one 

comment on close losses, noting that with the change in a play or two the crowd 

would have been cheering for them instead of having a very different atmosphere 

after losing.   

 Competing against rivals produced meaningful experiences for athletes in this 

study.  Participants discussed the environment created while playing a rival school 

numerous times, including best experiences when their team beat a rival.  The 

opposite experience, losing to a rival, emerged in the Problems with losing 

dimension.  One athlete described losing to a rival as “just a slap in the face” (p 16).  

Participants also identified when their teams did not win any games as worst 

experiences in The way we lost general theme.  Athletes described seasons marked by 

significant losses as “really hard” (p 15) with one mentioning how the season “got to 

me” (p 12).  For participants, losing was an evident part of the game, but when they 

experienced only minimal measures of success, repeated losses became more 
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troublesome.  In the next general theme of the Problems with losing dimension 

participants discuss their reactions to losing.   

Reactions to losing.  The final general theme in the Problems with losing 

dimension revolved around participant Reactions to losing.  Informants reported 

different reactions to losing games.  Negative experiences from losing informants 

included feeling bad for the team’s fans, losing confidence in their own abilities, 

feeling responsible for team shortcomings, and feeling sad after season or career-

ending games.  While many of the responses focused on individual experiences, 

informants also worried about spectator reactions to watching their team lose.  

Participants worried their fans might not return after seeing a poor showing, and felt 

bad if fans had to pay for a “crappy show” (p 12).  In addition to showing concern 

that the impact of losing might extend into the bleachers, participants also revealed 

losing affected their personal psyche.    

Outcomes of losing extended to a personal level for participants when the 

costs included loss of faith in one’s abilities and confidence.  After experiencing 

frequent or decidedly lopsided losses, informants said their confidence waned.  After 

losing a couple of games, one informant explained that the team still played with 

poise.  However, after a number of losses followed the athlete said “you kind of start 

to lose faith” (p 9).  Another participant felt the team got used to losing and when the 

team improved the next year, winning “didn’t really mean as much to us as it should 

have” (p 7).  When talking about the personal impact of losing, one athlete went so 

far as to say “I would rather sit on the bench and watch my teammates try and do it 

which sounds awful, but I would get scared out there” (p 4).  Losing was difficult 
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regardless of responsibility.  When participants felt they were responsible for team 

failure, it created especially difficult participation experiences.   

Informants struggled with difficult losses, especially when second-guessing 

their performance, in some cases believing if they had played better their team would 

have won.  Giving an example of this second-guessing, one participant said “we 

probably should have worked harder than in the off season if we didn’t win a game” 

(p 9) and another looked back and explained “you think of all the things that you did 

wrong or could have done better to help [the team] win” (p 1).  When participants 

shouldered the blame for losses, it created memories and emotions that they identified 

as some of their worst experiences playing high school sports.  After losses where 

participants felt at least partially responsible, they described experiencing moments of 

being sad, frustrated, and upset.   

Study participants expressed a desire for more time or another chance after 

some losses.  One informant wished for a “redo” (p 13) and another explained how 

“you wish you had a few more minutes to just go back out there and in some sense 

sometimes you regret not going all-out on the floor when you had the time” (p 15).  

Wishing for more time or regretting the end of playing high school sports emerged 

prominently in this study. 

Informants expressed an appreciation for playing interscholastic sports and 

faced a difficult reality when their playing career ended.  Many athletes referenced 

emotional responses, specifically being sad after losing their last high school games; 

their emotions were frequently accompanied by outward expressions, such as crying 

and hugging teammates.  One student broke down after realizing “you’re not gonna 
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play anymore” (p 1).  For some athletes, the end of their high school careers also 

marked the last time they would participate in competitive athletics.      

While informants expressed disappointment that their playing days were over, 

a greater number of comments involved regret that they would not have the 

opportunity to play with their teammates again.  It was not just the end of playing a 

high school sport; rather, it was the end of playing sports with friends.  “We’ve been 

good friends our whole lives doing stuff out of sports” one participant said, “and then 

sports just really bring us together . . . we just all broke down afterwards and just 

giving each other hugs and everything” (p 1).  After years of playing and making 

memories together, it was tough for informants to cope with knowing they would no 

longer be on a team with their friends.  Describing the emotion of the moment, one 

participant said “after the last buzzer rang we knew it was the last time we’d ever be 

on a court together so a lot of the seniors started crying” (p 7) and another explained 

“it makes it hardest because you play with these girls for so long and then you are 

never going to play with them again” (p 15).  Close losses, getting beat by rivals, and 

repeated blowout losses were all difficult experiences for athletes.  In particular, when 

it was the last loss of a career participant comments showed the emotionally charged 

aftermath of this ending.      
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Chapter V: Discussion, Implications, Recommendations  

Overview of the Study 

 This study pursues a greater understanding of adolescents’ best and worst 

experiences in high school team sports.  “It has been said that collecting data is only 

the first step toward wisdom: sharing data is the first step toward community” 

(DuFour, 2010, p. 185).  To that end, this chapter summarizes the results and shares 

important conclusions from this study.  Additionally, it provides a discussion of 

findings related to the literature, recommendations for practitioners, and suggestions 

for future research.   

Millions of American students devote a great deal of time, effort, and attention 

toward high school sports.  High school athletic opportunities have a proven ability to 

play an instrumental role in the positive development of adolescents (Bailey, Hillman, 

Arent, & Petitpas, 2013), sparking both great and difficult moments for participants.  

The literature has shown that when properly administered, interscholastic sports can 

provide valuable learning opportunities and life lessons (Danish, Taylor, & Fazio, 

2006; Lumpkin & Stokowski, 2011; Martens, 2012; Hedstrom & Gould, 2004; 

Henkel, 2010).  However, there is also a risk to participants if athletics programming 

is poorly executed (Shields & Bredemeier, 2007; Weiss, Smith, & Stuntz, 2002).  A 

better understanding of what constitutes the best and worst elements of high school 

sports participation will allow interscholastic sport programmers to improve the 

experiences of athletes (Hardman, Jones, & Jones, 2010).  To become more aware of 
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athlete experiences, there is a need for additional research from participants’ 

perspectives (Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2009).   

One cannot adequately understand adolescents until listening to them.  This 

study used in-depth phenomenological interview methods to capture the experiences 

of 16 student-athletes.  Participants were in the 12th-grade and attended different high 

schools across the state of Minnesota.  These adolescents shared rich accounts of their 

participation in high school team sports, revealing best and worst experiences. 

One advantage of using phenomenological methods is to understand people 

“from ‘inside’ their subjective experience” (Jones, Brown, & Holloway, 2012, p. 

114).  As is true at all ages, adolescents’ perceptions often become their reality.  

Patton (2002) explained, “There is no separate (or objective) reality for people.  There 

is only what they know their experience is and means.  The subjective experience 

incorporates the objective thing and becomes a person’s reality” (p. 106).  On a team 

with 15 athletes on the roster, there are 15 different participation stories of 

motivation, success, failure, joy, and anguish.  By listening to a collection of student-

athlete voices, themes in this study emerged describing the reality of best and worst 

experiences playing high school sports.   

Eight major themes emerged in this study, four describing best experiences in 

high school athletics and four explaining worst experiences.  The four major 

dimensions of best experiences in high school sports reported by participants were: I 

loved my coaches, I loved playing, I loved my teammates, and I loved winning.  The 

four major dimensions of worst experiences in high school sports discussed by 

informants were: Problems with coaching, Problems with playing, Problems with 
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team, and Problems with losing.  Several important findings were revealed from these 

themes. 

Conclusions 

The interconnections between major dimensions in this study are noteworthy.  

Specifically, the relationships formed and emotions produced–specifically joy– 

during adolescent sports participation act as grounds to many experiences described 

throughout this study.  To illustrate the significance of what the background means to 

an experience it is set against, consider the relationship between harmony and melody 

in music.  Being familiar with melody is fundamental to properly understanding 

harmony.  One well-known example is the harmony and melody used in John Philip 

Sousa’s composition “Stars and Stripes Forever.”  Melody is a song’s tune and the 

easiest part of music to remember.  The melody is the music’s foreground; it is the 

part of music one might whistle or hum, illustrated in Sousa’s march by the familiar 

tune played with flutes and trumpets.  Harmony is the music played behind and 

around the melody, which in “Stars and Stripes Forever” is played by the horns, 

trombones and tubas.  When listening to music, the melody captures one’s attention 

first.  Harmony supports the melody and gives the music its feel.  The same tune 

sounds very different depending on the harmony which accompanies the melody.  In 

the Sousa example, the melody is first heard with lighter accompaniment and then 

again with full-throttle harmony to create a tour de force, the effect of which had such 

an impact on audiences that Sousa’s piece later became the official march of the 

United States of America.  This foreground and background interplay is also present 

in adolescent high school sports experiences: an experience, or melody, may feel very 
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different depending on the background, or harmony, it is set against.  In this study, 

participant experiences are the melody while the relationships and participant 

emotional being serve as the harmony. 

Intuitively, worst sports experiences make participants feel dispirited and best 

experiences bolster one’s disposition.  Playing high school sports generates 

excitement which is greatly satisfying to athletes.  In particular, the moments of joy 

created while on high school sports teams made best experiences for participants in 

this study.  In each dimension of best experiences, “fun” was prominently discussed.  

Conversely, within the results of athletes’ worst experiences, fun was noticeably 

absent.  It is evident having fun positively influences adolescent sports experiences 

and is important to high school sports participation; it is equally apparent that 

negative participation experiences and the absence of fun are closely linked.   

Part of adolescents’ joy while playing sports is about performing well, both at 

individual and team levels.  Scoring can result in “pure joy” (p 11); reaching peak 

levels of performance and achieving statistical milestones are highlights for athletes.  

Winning also makes up part of adolescents’ best experiences in high school sports.  

While participants in this study clearly demonstrated winning may not be the 

preeminent outcome of athletics participation, competition is an active influence on 

adolescent experiences.  Particularly, celebrations, playing a rival team, and reaching 

the state high school tournament bore special significance.  Although participants 

showed an ability to keep winning in its proper perspective, losing remained an 

undesirable outcome of play.  One participant was quick to point out, “no one likes 
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losing . . . it's the worst feeling” (p 13).  However, even when faced with losing, 

growth opportunities existed for high school athletes.     

Student development in athletics continues apart from improved sport skills.  

As an extension of the classroom, there is educational value in interscholastic sports.  

Student-athletes believe in the power of sports to promote positive development.  

Interscholastic sports provide a workshop to gain valuable skills; lessons which are 

not easily taught in a traditional classroom.  Nuanced lessons are learned on the 

playing surface each day through interactions with teammates, opposing teams, 

coaches, and officials.  These experiences are not momentary and will likely impact 

future everyday relationships.   

Jointly, forms of cooperation and competition are safely practiced in 

interscholastic athletics.  The importance of successfully working with others is a 

skill needed throughout life personally and professionally; many times in stressful 

situations.  Along with relationships, competition is an omnipresent force in 

adolescent life.  Adolescents enter a competitive world after high school.  From 

college applications and scholarships, to the work place, politics, and economics–

competition is interwoven into the fabric of American life; there are many “games” to 

win that do not have a scorecard.   

To help adolescents prepare for the greater game of life, high school sports 

provide a platform to work together to achieve shared goals in a competitively fueled 

atmosphere, where it is permissible to take chances, and even experience failures.  

Through athletics, adolescents are able to practice many life skills, including working 

hard to achieve goals, communicating and receiving important messages, maintaining 
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a positive outlook, and building trust.  Whether the actual game is won or lost, many 

lessons and memories that will last a lifetime are gained through sports participation.  

In particular, athletes recalled how the relationships cultivated on a team were 

beneficial outgrowths of participating in high school sports.  Sports are a great place 

to meet new people and build lifelong friendships.     

The R-Factor is a term Currier (2012) has used to describe the power of 

relationships built on trust and respect.  More than any other aspect of participation, 

relationships had the greatest influence on best and worst experiences in high school 

sports.  While teammate relationships have shown the power to produce very negative 

sports experiences, above all, the relationships held and the times spent with friends 

fuel the greatest source of joy for high school athletes.  Relationships are instrumental 

to athletics experiences in ways beyond athletic performance.  Often, the most 

memorable experiences centered on events away from games and practices.  Over 

time, details of wins and losses in high school sports may fade, but the relationships 

forged create memories for life.   

Along with their teammates, coaches’ R-Factor on student-athletes is 

substantial; in interscholastic team sports, experiences of coaches and athletes are 

greatly intertwined.  One powerful influence coaches have is how they make athletes 

feel.  Depending on the relationship, a coach’s influence can be long-lasting, in both a 

positive and negative way.  Coaches make a difference in adolescent lives; athletes 

seek positive relationships with coaches and look to their coaches for guidance.   

Conversely, negative influences have the power to smother the joy from 

participation in high school athletics.  Team controversies, coaching troubles, injuries, 
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playing time concerns, losing, and strained relationships among teammates generate 

considerable anxiety for participants.  Emotional reactions to these moments include 

anger, frustration, confusion, and sadness.  Each individual coped with the feelings 

manifested by worst experiences in their own way, and unlike the enjoyment and 

fulfilling responses best experiences created, reactions to worst experiences seem to 

be remembered vividly, carrying a heavier, long-lasting weight.  These negative 

experiences resulted in some participants quitting, hitting emotional lows, and 

carrying confusion and angst, often related to relationships with teammates and 

coaches.  While difficult, many of these trying moments were still reported to possess 

beneficial life lessons, including becoming resilient as a result of experiencing failure. 

Although each of the athletes in this study did experience negative moments 

while participating in high school sports, they were still eager to defend the value of 

interscholastic athletics.  Sports advocates have long promoted the benefit of school 

athletics (National Federation of State High School Associations, 2013).  In this 

study, without prompting or leading, student-athletes championed their own 

participation benefits. At the conclusion of each interview, informants were asked if 

they had anything to add before ending.  Multiple participants explained the benefits 

of interscholastic athletics and recommended participation to anyone who has the 

chance to play, noting high school sports are a once in a lifetime opportunity that 

should not be taken for granted.  One participant explained high school sports were 

“the experiences of my life” (p 6).  While negative aspects of athletics participation 

may exist, it was clear that overall favorable experiences overshadowed the potential 

drawbacks.  As one participant concluded, “there's been way, way, way more positive 
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than negative” experiences (p 11).  Strikingly, one of the most prominent worst 

experiences of high school sports is when athletes could no longer play.    

Connections to the Literature 

The results of this study produced multiple connections to previous studies 

examining youth and adolescent participation in sport.  Although other examinations 

have found participants were more willing to discuss negative aspects of participation 

(Strean, 2009), the informants who took part in this investigation spoke more freely 

about their best experiences in high school sports.  In this study, 361 meaning units 

developed the thematic structure for best experiences, compared to 219 meaning units 

describing participants’ worst experiences.  One participant suggested that “the best 

experiences probably outweigh my worst experiences in high school sports by far” (p 

8).  Worst experiences were memorable and single negative events weighed heavily 

(Dworkin & Larson, 2006), however in this study participants devoted more of their 

attention to the best experiences they enjoyed.      

The role of winning in youth and interscholastic sports has received 

considerable attention.  In a 2010 Camiré and Trudel study, participants identified 

winning and competition as high priorities, however Ewing, Seefeldt, and Walk 

(1992) and Visek et al (2014) have found winning to be less important for 

adolescents.  The informants in this study spoke extensively about experiences of 

winning and losing playing interscholastic sports.  While successes and failures 

appeared to maintain a prominent status among interscholastic participants, athletes 

showed their appreciation for different outcomes of participation beyond winning, 

similar to a study conducted by Visek et al. (2014) which showed winning as a less 
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significant determinant of enjoyment in sport.  Visek et al. (2014) produced results 

similar to the major dimensions of this examination, the primary reasons for 

participation were having fun, creating friendships, being part of team activities, and 

learning and improving. 

According to the National Federation of High Schools, the promotion of 

learning is the primary intent of interscholastic athletics (Treasure, 2007).  The 

literature describes how the sport experience context and environment determines the 

nature of lessons learned participating (Danish, Taylor, & Fazio, 2006; Lumpkin & 

Stokowski, 2011).  Throughout this investigation the voices of participants supported 

these claims.  Student-athletes discussed their own learning in high school sports, 

mirroring findings from studies which showed sports foster opportunities for positive 

development (Bailey, 2006; Brown, Clark, Ewing, & Malina, 1998; Danish, Forneris, 

Wallace, & Ian, 2005; Lumpkin & Stokowski, 2011).  Athletes in this study viewed 

high school sports participation as a way to help build life skills, influencing how 

they view the world and subsequently their attitudes and behaviors (Camiré, Trudel, 

& Forneris, 2009; Gould & Carson, 2008).     

Negative lessons can also be experienced while playing sports (Cardinal, Yan, 

& Cardinal, 2013; Certo, Cauley, & Chafin, 2002; Eccles & Templeton, 2002). 

Gamesmanship and unethical play did not emerge as notable aspects of best or worst 

experiences in high school sport in this study, however other examinations (Camiré & 

Trudel, 2010) have found unethical behaviors were negative results of competitive 

play.  In a Dworkin and Larson (2006) study of adolescent experiences in organized 

activities, participants reported negative experiences sometimes led to growth, 
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showing developmental opportunities can occur during both times of joy and struggle.  

Even when faced with sporting hardships, many informants in this examination 

highlighted the positive lessons learned that would help them in the future.  Even 

though legendary college basketball coach John Wooden may have believed “Sports 

do not build character.  They reveal it” (Wooden & Reger, 2012, p. 65), the high 

school athletes in this study did believe sports promoted character growth.  Henkel 

(2010) explained how character is not fixed or inalterable and the nature of character 

development may change based on the influences of a sports environment.  Sports 

provide a learning environment, as one study participant explained, “you learn from 

all your bad experiences” (p 6) and another student-athlete mentioned athletics 

provide “good life lessons. Like, no matter if you're winning or losing, you're still 

building bonds with people and working together and . . .  that follows you after 

sports, too. Even in your hardest days” (p 9).  The kind of relationship growth this 

participant experienced is one facet of personal improvement revealed by this study 

and also recognized in previous research (Dworkin, Larson, & Hansen, 2003).   

Participants in this study frequently returned to relationships as a part of their 

best and worst experiences in high school athletics, producing findings similar to 

previous examinations of relationships in sport.  Informants described how parents, 

teammates, and coaches possessed the ability to create both good and bad memorable 

experiences (Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2005).  Parents have been noted to 

have both an uplifting and damaging influence on sports participation (Hedstrom & 

Gould, 2004).  In this examination, participants focused more on the encouragement 

and support from parents than detrimental parental involvement.      
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One positive relationship outcome of high school athletics is improved 

adolescent social networks and skills (Certo, Cauley, & Chafin, 2002; Hansen, 

Larson, & Dworkin, 2003).  Growth of interpersonal skills discussed in this study and 

revealed in past sport studies have included promoting teamwork, receiving feedback, 

improving communication skills, and successfully working with others (Camiré & 

Trudel, 2010; Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2009; Dworkin, Larson, & Hansen, 2003, 

Holt, Tamminen, Tink, & Black, 2009).  The literature has consistently agreed with 

participants in this study that meeting new people and forming new friendships have 

been highlights of interscholastic sports participation (Certo, Cauley, & Chafin, 2002; 

Dworkin, Larson, & Hansen, 2003).   

Informants clearly identified the time spent with their teammates and the 

relationships created as a source of joy during high school.  The connections made 

went deeper than being schoolmates.  One participant explained how on a team you 

“eat together, you travel, you sleep together. It is just like a family” (p 15).  

Numerous studies have investigated adolescent interactions on teams; even 

concluding the relationships among peers can be the most meaningful aspect of young 

adult’s athletic experiences (Holt, Tamminen, Tink, & Black, 2009).  While parents 

exhibit the most influence in the first decade of a child’s life, peer relationships 

become a crucial influence during the adolescent years (Côté, 1999).  The strength of 

bonds and loyalty among teammates shown in this study has been validated in 

previous works (Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2009; Dworkin, Larson, & Hansen, 

2003; Holt, Tamminen, Tink, & Black, 2009; Seefeldt, Ewing, & Walk, 1992).  

Teammate relationships extend beyond competition, “The Pizza Parlor” phenomenon 
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described by Scanlan and Simons (1992) holds true today.  Memories created while 

participating in high school sports frequently did not involve the actual sport, rather 

team outings, such as dinner with teammates.   

In addition to peer relationships, this study and other sport studies literature 

has pointed to a host of coaching issues, such as the nature of relationships formed 

with athletes, motivational methods, coaching decisions and methods, and 

communication, as bellwethers for athlete experiences (Coakley, 2011; Fraser-

Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2005).  While adolescents in this study did comment on 

coaching skill, more frequently participants revealed experiences related to how their 

coach made them feel.  Athletes valued knowledgeable and capable coaching, but 

their best and worst experiences were influenced to a greater measure by the kind of 

relationship they had with their coach.  Participants in this study viewed their coaches 

as mentors, a viewpoint shared by Lumpkin (2011) who has asserted one of the most 

important duties of coaches is to serve as role models.  Young people seek adult 

mentors and view coaches as someone they can safely talk with about issues beyond 

sports (Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2009; Steinberg & McCray, 2012).   

It has been shown coaches have a significant impact, both positive and 

negative, on athlete experiences (Becker, 2009).  In past studies, adolescents 

attributed many of their negative experiences in athletics to coaching (Dworkin & 

Larson, 2006; Gearity & Murray, 2011).  One specific damaging perception that has 

followed coaches is playing favorites.  In previous research, coaches have been 

remembered with contempt for playing favorites, focusing too much on winning, and 

yelling at athletes (Dworkin & Larson, 2006).  Adolescents in this study were 
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alarmed by coaches who played favorites and yelled at them, but participants did not 

reveal situations where coaches overemphasizing winning.     

While this study, and many others (Camiré, 2012; Hardman, Jones, & Jones, 

2010; Holt, Tamminen, Tink, & Black, 2009), have pointed to the substantive 

potential for coaches to be an unfortunate determinant of adolescent sports 

participation outcomes, research has shown peer relationships are the most frequent 

source of negative sports experiences (Dworkin and Larson, 2006).  Several different 

examples of teammate strife were brought to light by informants when discussing 

their worst sport experiences.  However, more frequently participants spoke of how 

much fun they had playing on a team with friends.  Sometimes these moments were 

tied to exciting wins and state tournament appearances, but as vividly participants 

remembered individual peak moments that few others may remember.  A landmark 

Ravizza study (1977) showed these brief, enjoyable, personal moments were not 

necessarily tied to the outcome of a contest but did produce joy and satisfaction for 

participants.  In this study, individual moments of success stood out as best 

experiences.  Ultimately, no matter the source, the best experiences for adolescents in 

this study were connected to moments of having fun and excitement (Petlichkoff, 

1992).  As Seefeldt, Ewing, and Walk’s (1992) study revealed over two decades ago, 

young athletes play sports to have fun.  

Recommendations for Practitioners 

High school athlete experiences have been understudied (Coakley, 2011; 

Dworkin & Larson, 2006) and conducting phenomenological interviews to capture 

the insights of high school athletes has yielded many valuable lessons.  The results of 
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athlete interviews produced a number of recommendations for high school coaches, 

youth sports programmers, and interscholastic sport administrators to consider.  The 

following list of recommendations aims to promote conversations and awareness 

among sport practitioners to improve interscholastic sports programming and 

methods, ultimately positively transforming participant experiences.  It is important to 

note many of the suggestions for coaching and program improvement presented in the 

following pages are not new ideas or revolutionary concepts.  Too often, however, 

adult coaches and administrators hypothesize what may be best practices in their craft 

without soliciting the input from the adolescents for whom sport programs are 

designed.  This study supports efforts to improve participant experiences in 

interscholastic sport by building its recommendations from the voices of athletes.  

Based on adolescent first-hand accounts of best and worst experiences of high school 

sports, the following recommendations are offered: 

Practice intentional communication  

 Many of the concerns participants raised were related to their role and value 

on their team; adolescents want to know where they stand in their coach’s 

eyes.  Coaches can support the experiences of student-athletes through 

frequent and open communication with players related to their role and value 

on the team. 

 Interscholastic sports programmers and coaches will improve high school 

sport offerings by knowing more about athlete experiences.  By actively 

seeking input from adolescents regarding their best and worst participation 

experiences, interscholastic administrators and coaches will be better 
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equipped to meet participant goals and provide consistent, high quality 

adolescent sports experiences.   Understanding more about what comprises 

peak moments in a sport posses the ability to further coaches’ knowledge of 

what adolescent playing experiences feel like and the potential benefits of 

participation.    

Capture learning opportunities  

 Student-athletes believe in the power of athletics as a developmental tool and 

look to their coaches as a role model to provide them with leadership and 

guidance.  Coaches and administrators must capture this willingness and 

nurture positive adolescent development by seizing the teachable moments 

presented during interscholastic play.  Students value the learning 

opportunities afforded by interscholastic sport, interscholastic sports programs 

would be wise to take advantage of this willing partnership.  

 Due to the nature and power of adolescent relationships, student leaders are 

able to wield real influence among their peers.  One way coaches and athletic 

administrators are able to use the positive influence of student leadership and 

help team dynamics is by enlisting the assistance of team captains.  To 

maximize effectiveness, team leaders must receive the support and training 

necessary to lead.  Without guidance from adult leaders, student-athletes are 

left to write their own job descriptions.  Through planned efforts to train 

student leaders, coaches can utilize student leaders to promote team concepts 

and reduce interpersonal issues, subsequently building a greater sense of team.  
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As Perry (2010) explained, it is in the athletics “classroom where tomorrow’s 

leaders are nurtured today” (p. 150).     

Promote positive team relationships   

 The relationships coaches build with athletes has the power to define their 

legacy.  The strength of coach-athlete relationships can improve coaching 

effectiveness and enhance participant experiences.  Miller, Lutz, and 

Fredenburg (2012) gave this simple, but sensible advice to coaches, "Take 

care of your players, not just as players, but as people” (p. 29).  Coaches must 

be intentional in efforts to make valuable personal connections with athletes, 

while at the same time giving necessary instruction, direction, and support.  A 

goal of all high school coaches should be to build and maintain positive, 

genuine relationships with each of their athletes.  The results of these efforts 

will likely include both greater coaching effectiveness and athlete satisfaction.  

As demonstrated in participant interviews, athletes remembered how coaches 

made them feel more than what coaches said or did.   

 If there was a formula for producing successful adolescent sports experiences, 

team activities independent of the sporting context would constitute a 

prominent variable.  If relationships are the number one influence on athlete 

experiences, to further coach-athlete and teammate relationships incorporating 

team-building activities into a team schedule is crucial.  Participants explained 

how time spent with their team away from practice and games left positive, 

powerful, and deep-rooted memories.  Implementing enjoyable team bonding 

activities possess the ability to boost team chemistry and produce some of the 
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best memories of sports participation.  Creating opportunities for positive 

“team time” will pay dividends for interscholastic coaches.   

 The impact of chemistry on sports teams is significant.  After grasping the 

importance of teammate relationships, the addition of new players on a team, 

especially younger student-athletes, should be carefully implemented.  

Disrupting team harmony by carelessly making roster changes is an avoidable 

coaching decision.  At the varsity level of interscholastic sports, a coaching 

obligation is to maintain the most competitive roster–as was pointed out by 

study participants.  However, deliberate efforts must be made to properly 

carry out and communicate team changes.  Rushing the addition of a young 

player on to a team can be detrimental to both the individual athlete and team.  

This is important for the successful assimilation of new team members while 

remaining mindful of other team members’ reactions to roster adjustments. 

 Adolescents seek positive relationships with their coaches; an icy, autocratic 

coaching style prominent in previous generations does not meet the needs of 

today’s young people.  Coaches must show concern and care for each team 

member.  A number of sources, including President Theodore Roosevelt, are 

credited with the aphorism, “People don’t care how much you know until they 

know how much you care.”  Armed with an understanding of how damaging 

the perception of favoritism can be, interscholastic coaches must challenge 

themselves to show care and interest in each team member, making personal 

connections with their athletes and embracing a transformational coaching 

style rather than transactional coaching methods.  Transformational coaching 
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is based off of mentoring relationships, using the platform of sport to help 

young people grow into responsible adults.  Transactional coaches focus only 

on winning and meeting their personal needs, not the needs of athletes 

(Ehrmann, Ehrmann, & Jordan 2011). 

Promote fun 

 This study, and others previously, support the notion adolescent athletes play 

sports to have fun.  Sports administrators and coaches must deliberately build 

fun into interscholastic programming.  Including an element of fun in 

practices and purposeful efforts to incorporate team outings away from 

competition allows team members to grow bonds and have fun.  When 

thinking about best moments of play, often it is the experiences of joy and 

resulting good feelings people fondly recall.  Coaches have the ability to 

cultivate these experiences.        

Recommendations for Academics 

This study offers multiple recommendations to improve positive sports 

experiences.  However, there are many limits to this study future research may wish 

to address.  The following areas of study are worthy of future examination: 

 Because the present study sample only included team sports participants, 

future researchers may wish to study experiences of high school individual 

sports participants, adapted athletics team members, or extend this research by 

more closely investigating participants from a single sport.  

 Participants in this study all played interscholastic sports on a varsity roster.  

While some athletes had experienced setbacks that resulted in quitting, as a 
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whole the study population had achieved an inherent level of success others 

do not reach while playing high school sports.  Future research focusing on 

those who quit playing sports will provide a more complete understanding of 

all athlete sport experiences.    

 The current study investigated student experiences from traditional public and 

non-public schools.  Investigating the athletic participation of students who 

play interscholastic sports but attend alternate types of high schools, such as 

virtual, home school, and charter schools, will further expand the body of 

knowledge related to adolescent experiences in sport. 

 According to Coakley (2011), many respected sociologists no longer study 

youth or adolescents due to the difficulties of receiving institutional review 

board and parental consent.  Despite the greater difficultly of studying youth, 

more research must be done on adolescent experiences in youth sports.  

Additional youth sport studies will advance efforts to improve participant 

experiences.  This study focused on 17 and 18 year-old adolescents.  Studies 

of youth experiences at different ages and levels of competition would 

complement this work to provide a more complete picture of what youth sport 

experiences look and feel like.   

 Seefeldt, Ewing, and Walk (1992) identify six types of youth sports programs: 

agency-sponsored programs, national youth service groups, club sports, 

recreation programs, intramural programs, and interscholastic athletics.  This 

study only investigates one of these groups, interscholastic athletics, and more 

research is needed to understand other youth experiences in sport and from a 



 
 

 

142 

wider geographic sample.  A need also continues to exist to study younger 

school-sponsored elementary and middle school athletics programs.   

 While both genders were represented in this investigation, the nature of this 

qualitative study did not allow for an examination of gender differences, an 

important topic for future research (Holt, Tamminen, Tink, & Black, 2009).   

 It should be acknowledged this study did not ask how cultural or racial factors 

may influence interscholastic experiences and the present sample had limited 

diversity.  Useful information would be produced by future studies with more 

diverse representation that examines how demographic differences affect 

participation experiences.         

 Parents have been credited with varying influences on sport experiences.  

While participants in this study did mention parental influences, a more 

focused study on the role of parental influences in sport is recommended to 

future researchers.   

 Finally, participant experiences in this study were set against relational and 

emotional backgrounds.  Further examination of peer relationship influences 

on sport participation may aid future practitioners whose goal is to lead 

positive team interactions.    Furthermore, if “having fun” is one of the most 

important reasons adolescents participate in sports, generating a deeper 

understanding of what “fun” means to adolescent sport participants is worthy 

of continued examination.   
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Concluding Remarks  

Interscholastic athletics are not perfect.  As with any endeavor dependent on 

relationships, the team sports experience is replete with potential pitfalls and hazards.  

However, this study found the payoffs of participation far outweigh risks.  Athlete 

perspectives provide coaches and athletic administrators with a powerful resource to 

improve sport offerings.  With a greater awareness of interscholastic athletes’ best 

and worst experiences, sport coaches and administrators are better able to direct 

efforts toward building positive sport experiences and maximizing the benefits of 

participation.  Adolescents understand “high school sports are a once in a lifetime 

opportunity” (p 1).  Each day, millions of youth benefit from sport participation.  It is 

true playing high school sports will present various challenges and moments of 

adversity.  However, high school sports produce many positive outcomes well worth 

the investment of time and resources to provide millions of adolescents 

interscholastic recreational and developmental opportunities.  Athletics are capable of 

producing relationships, life lessons, and memories of joy athletes may carry for the 

rest of their lives.  After all, sports are supposed to be fun.    
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Table 1 

Participant Information  
  
Participant   
Number  

Team sport(s) played Age Length of 
interview 

p 1 Football, Basketball, Baseball 18 24:09 
p 2 Football, Basketball, Baseball 18 37:32 
p 3 Basketball 18 14:29 
p 4 Volleyball, Basketball, Softball 18 31:13 
p 5 Volleyball, Basketball 17 35:28 
p 6 Basketball, Softball 17 30:07 
p 7 Basketball 17 50:00 
p 8 Football, Basketball, Baseball 17 36:03 
p 9 Football, Soccer, Basketball, Baseball 18 29:08 
p 10 Hockey 17 37:14 
p 11 Soccer, Football, Basketball, Baseball   17 30:11 
p 12 Football, Basketball, Baseball 18 51:01 
p 13 Soccer, Hockey, Baseball 18 31:04 
p 14 Soccer 18 28:33 
p 15 Basketball 18 49:08 
p 16 Basketball 18 24:58 
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Table 2 

Summary of Themes: Adolescents’ Best Experiences in High School Sports  
 
Dimension General Themes Subthemes 
I loved my coach   
 A great coach Taught me a lot 
  Knew how to coach me 
  Made me feel worthy 
  Created an awesome atmosphere 
  Made it fun 
  Set a positive example 
 We had a good relationship Was there for us 
  Connected with us 
  Believed in us 
I loved playing   
 It was exciting Playing in an exciting environment 
  Being part of an exciting play 
  All the fans cheering 
 When I performed well Played at my best 
  Reached a milestone 
  Being recognized 
 It felt great Having support from others 
  Doing well for others 
  Seeing others do well 
  Facing a challenge 
 It was fun Just playing 
  Playing in the environment 
 When I felt myself improving Improving life skills 
  Improving sport skills 
 When I played with friends Participating together 
I loved my teammates   
 Spending time together Spending time off the court 
  Spending time on the court 
 The relationships The friendships 
  The bonding 
  They’re like family 
  The support 
I loved winning   
 Reactions to winning Celebrating 
  It feels great 
 The way that we won Beating a good team 
  Beating a rival 
  Winning close games 
  Competing at state 
  Had a great year 
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Table 3 
 
Summary of Themes: Adolescents’ Worst Experiences in High School Sports  
 

Adolescents’ Worst Experiences in High School Sports 
Dimension General Themes Subthemes 
Problems with coaching    
 Bad coaching Poor lineup decisions 
  Played favorites 
  Not engaged 
 Poor communication skills Yelled at me 
  Confused me 
 Not relationship-oriented We did not get along 
  Didn’t appreciate me 
  Didn’t treat me well 
Problems with playing   
 I didn’t play I was injured 
  I was suspended 
  I got benched 
  I got put on the JV team 
 Playing wasn’t enjoyable The games were frustrating 
  It took too much time 
  The parents were critical 
  I wasn’t good enough 
  I didn’t like competing for my 

position 
 Difficult transitions Switching sports 
  Switching schools 
Problems with team   
 Troubled relationships Teammates fighting 
  Upsetting teammates 
 Team drama Bad teammate behavior 
  Team turmoil 
  Lack of chemistry 
 Team commitment Not committed 
  Selfish play 
  Teammates quitting 
Problems with losing   
 The way we lost Got blown out 
  Came up just short 
  Lost to a rival 
  Kept losing 
 Reactions to losing Feeling bad for fans 
  Loss of faith and confidence 
  Blaming self 
  Sad that it’s over 
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Appendix A 

Self-Interest in Best and Worst Interscholastic Experiences: Bracketing I  

 I have a deep and diverse background in interscholastic sports.  As a youth, 

sports were a significant part of my life.  My grandfather, father, and wife have been 

head high school coaches.  I fondly remember watching my father coach and older 

brothers play. In high school I was a varsity team member on our school’s football, 

hockey, and baseball teams.  After playing one year of junior hockey, I participated in 

intercollegiate sports at a NCAA Division III school, Hamline University, where I 

lettered in football, hockey, and baseball.    

It was in college I discovered my professional calling was education and 

athletics.  After receiving my bachelor’s degree I was hired as a head varsity baseball 

coach and social studies teacher at a small Minneapolis area public high school.  As a 

varsity baseball coach I have strived to make athletes’ experiences memorable in a 

positive way.  Many times I have hit this mark, and other times I have surely missed.   

 Early into my teaching career I began a master’s degree program in education 

with an emphasis on athletics administration.  After four years of teaching and 

coaching, I was hired as the athletics director at the same high school.  In this role my 

passion for mentoring coaches and leading a value-driven athletics experience has 

grown.  With a desire to improve coaching and athletics experiences, I have served as 

the president of the Minnesota State High School Coaches Association and on various 
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coaches, athletics administrator, and state athletic association committees, including a 

role as a coaches education instructor.   

As a coach and administrator, my goals are three-fold.  I desire student-

athletes a) have fun, b) to see performance improvement (this does not necessarily 

need to mean winning), and c) become better people.  These goals have different 

roots, including my own experiences.           

As a youth, through college, and as an educator some of my best friends and 

fondest memories have come through sports as a participant, coach, and spectator.  

My coaches and playing experiences have taught me many lessons I carry with me 

today.  I have witnessed the powerful impact – both positive and negative – sports can 

have on a person.  Best experiences have included winning big games and personal 

highlights, but as vividly I remember the stories of playing games with friends and 

creating shared memories that will last forever.  Likewise, I remember the sadness at 

the end of the season during my senior year when I realized my high school career 

was over.  Beyond having some coaches I consider mentors, I have also encountered 

coaching I would never want my own children to experience.  Coaches who scolded, 

yelled, withheld playing time, and unfairly ridiculed me are at the top of my worst 

high school sports experiences.  These experiences – good and bad – have happened 

on the playing surface and far away from practice and games.   

During my time as a coach and administrator, there have also been highs and 

lows related to interscholastic play.  I have been a part of state championships, named 

coach of the year, and been chastised by parents.  I have felt great joys watching the 

energy and passion of youth at play with friends, and the delight of success.  I have 
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also witnessed the agony that can result from injury, peer relationships, and defeat.  

Always at mind is a desire to improve athletes’ interscholastic experiences.  Through 

high school sport, I want student-athletes to have fun, become better people, and 

improve.  It is my hope this study will provide a glimpse into the essence of high 

school athletes’ experiences to arm youth sports programmers, coaches, and maybe 

even parents with a greater knowledge of what adolescents have identified as their 

greatest and worst interscholastic team sports experiences – with a goal to improve 

opportunities offered.            
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Appendix B 

Letter of Invitation 

My name is Troy Urdahl, a doctoral student at Bethel University in St. Paul, 
Minnesota.  In addition, I am a high school activities director and coach interested in 
knowing more about school sports experiences.  You are invited to participate in a 
study of student-athletes’ experiences in sports.   

You were selected as a possible participant in this study because your school has 
identified you as someone who meets this study’s criteria.  The criteria to participate 
in this study are: 

 Participants must be seniors in high school   

 Participants must have participated in one or more varsity-level high school 
team sports their junior or senior year 

Football   Volleyball 

Soccer    Hockey 

Basketball   Baseball 

Softball   Lacrosse 

 Participants must be willing to talk openly and candidly about their athletic 
experiences 

If you meet the above criteria and decide to participate, I will ask you to describe in 
detail your best and worst experiences in high school sports.  Interviews will last 
between 20 and 30 minutes.  There are no right or wrong answers and the information 
you provide will be strictly confidential.  Your interview will be digitally recorded 
and subsequently transcribed.  Because confidentiality is important to this study, 
many steps will be taken to protect privacy.  First, all interviews and discussions will 
be private and confidential.  Second, your actual name, school name, and the name of 
your community will never be used in this study.  You will be assigned a fake name 
in place of your given name and no oral or written report will use your name.  Finally, 
all audio files and transcripts will be stored in a secure location.  All audio will be 
destroyed once this study has been completed.  For future reference I will retain the 
transcript of your interview in a secure file on my personal computer.   
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The only other persons that will see a transcript of your interview are members of a 
research team that will assist me in identifying key themes of the interview text.  All 
research team members and transcribers will sign strict confidentiality agreements.   

Your participation in this study is voluntary and you may choose not to participate 
without penalty.  If you decide to participate, you may withdraw from the study at 
any time without penalty.  Participants are not required to respond any questions they 
do not wish to answer.  If you withdraw from the study before the interview is 
completed, your information will be returned or destroyed.   

After reading through this letter of invitation and the included informed participant 
and parent or guardian consent forms, if you are willing to participate in this study 
please return the information sheet below and the signed informed consent forms in 
the return envelope provided with this letter.  The second information sheet includes 
demographic information that will never be associated with your name.  Providing 
this demographic information is optional, but would be appreciated.  The sole use for 
this information will be to present a summary of this study’s sample.  Finally, it is 
important to restate that parent or guardian consent is required to participate in this 
study. 

If you have any question about this study or its procedures, you may contact the 
researcher, Troy Urdahl, at tru###@bethel.edu or (612) ###-####.  
  
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
Troy Urdahl 
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Participant Information Sheet 

 
 
__________________________________________   ____________________ 
Name        Age 
 
 
__________________________________________         ____________________ 
Address       Phone 
 
 
__________________________________________ ______ ______ 
City, State, Zip      Female  Male 
 
 
__________________________________________         ____________________ 
Fall High School Sport(s) Played     Grades of participation  
 
 
__________________________________________         ____________________ 
Winter High School Sport(s) Played     Grades of participation  
 
 
__________________________________________         ____________________ 
Spring High School Sport(s) Played     Grades of participation  
 
 
 
 
If you have any questions or comments, please contact me at: 
 
 
Troy Urdahl 
########### 
St. Anthony, MN 55421 
 
C 612 ###-#### 
H 612 ###-##### 
 
tru####@bethel.edu 
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In addition to your contact information, the following demographic information is 
requested.  This information will not be associated with your name or interview; it 
will only be used to provide an overview of this study’s sample.  Providing this 
information is optional. 

 

____ Asian / Pacific Islander   _____ Black (not Hispanic) 
 
____ White (not Hispanic)   _____ Hispanic  
 
____ American Indian / Alaska Native _____ Other 
 
 
 
 
____ Female     _____ Male  
 
 
 
 
 
____ I choose not to provide this information  

 

 

 

[This page intentionally has no identifying features to maintain anonymity] 
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Appendix C 

Participant Informed Consent 

You are invited to participate in a study of student-athlete experiences in sports.  I 
hope to learn about athletes’ best and worst experiences participating on a high school 
sports team.  You were selected as a possible participant in this study because you 
were identified by your school as someone who is a senior in high school and active 
in interscholastic team sports.  This research is part of a dissertation study at Bethel 
University. 

If you decide to participate, I will ask you to describe in as much detail as possible 
your best and worst experiences in high school sports.  The interview is anticipated to 
last between 20 and 30 minutes and will be digitally recorded and then transcribed.  
Your participation in this study is strictly voluntary and you may choose not to 
participate without penalty.  If you withdraw from the study before the interview is 
completed, your information will be returned or destroyed.   

There is no form of compensation for participation in this study.  One risk of this 
study is the potential for distressing feelings or emotions brought on by asking about 
worst experiences in high school sports.  In the event you were interested in speaking 
to a professional about these feelings or emotions, you will be provided with contact 
information for your school counselor and/or social worker.  Interviews will be 
conducted in private locations at your school.  At your request you may have another 
person of your choosing present for the interview.  If this is not requested, interviews 
will be conducted one-on-one in a safe and private environment. 

Any information obtained in connection with this study that can be identified with 
you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission.  
Participants may choose to decline responding any question(s) that they may be 
uncomfortable answering.  None of this study’s participants will be identified or 
identifiable in any written reports or publications.  However, as a mandated reporter, I 
am obligated to report any instances of physical abuse, neglect, or sexual abuse I am 
aware of.   
 
Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your future relationship 
with Bethel University in any way.  If you decide to participate, you may withdraw 
from the study at any time without penalty.      
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This research project has been reviewed and approved in accordance with Bethel 
University’s Levels of Review for Research with Humans. If you have any questions 
about the research and/or research participants’ rights or wish to report a research 
related injury, please call Dr. Craig Paulson at 651-###-####. 

You will be offered a copy of this form to keep. 

You are making a decision whether or not to participate. Your signature indicates that 
you have read the information provided above and have decided to participate. You 
may withdraw at any time without prejudice after signing this form should you 
choose to discontinue participating in this study. 
 
 
__________________________________________   
Print Name 
 
 
__________________________________________         ____________________ 
Signature        Date 
 
 
__________________________________________ 
Signature of Investigator 
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Appendix D 

Parent or Guardian Informed Consent 

Your daughter / son is invited to participate in a study of student-athlete experiences 
in sports.  I hope to learn about athletes’ best and worst experiences participating on a 
high school sports team.  Athletes were selected as possible participants because they 
were identified by their high school as seniors who are active in interscholastic team 
sports.  This research is part of a dissertation study at Bethel University. 

Athletes who choose to participate will describe in as much detail as possible their 
best and worst experiences in high school sports.  Interviews will last between 20 and 
30 minutes and will be digitally recorded and then transcribed.  Participation in this 
study is strictly voluntary and individuals may decline to participate without penalty.  
If someone withdraws from the study before the interview is completed, information 
will be returned or destroyed.   

There is no form of compensation for participation in this study.  One risk of this 
study is the potential for distressing feelings or emotions brought on by revealing 
worst experiences in high school sports.  In the event your daughter / son was 
interested in speaking to a professional about these feelings or emotions, contact 
information for the school counselor or social worker will be provided.  Interviews 
will be conducted in private locations at [name of] school.  Athletes may choose to 
have another person present for the interview.  If this is not requested, interviews will 
be conducted one-on-one in a safe and private environment. Participants may decline 
to answer any question(s) that are uncomfortable. 

Any information obtained in the study associated with individual athletes will remain 
confidential and will be disclosed only with permission. None of this study’s 
participants will be identified or identifiable in any written reports or publications.  
However, as a mandated reporter, I am obligated to report any instances of physical 
abuse, neglect, or sexual abuse I am aware of.   
Athlete’s decision to participate or not will not affect any future relationships with 
Bethel University in any way.  If you consent to allow your daughter / son to 
participate, she / he may withdraw from the study at any time without penalty.      

This research project has been reviewed and approved in accordance with Bethel 
University’s Levels of Review for Research with Humans. If you have any questions 
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about the research and/or research participants’ rights or wish to report a research 
related injury, please call Dr. Craig Paulson at 651-###-####. 

You will be offered a copy of this form to keep. 

You are deciding whether or not to allow your daughter / son to participate in the 
study described above. Your signature indicates that you have read the information 
provided and you consent to allow your daughter / son to participate. She / he may 
withdraw at any time without prejudice after signing this form. 
 
 
__________________________________________   
Daughter’s / Son’s Name 
 
 
__________________________________________         ____________________ 
Signature of Parent or Guardian     Date 
 
 
__________________________________________ 
Signature of Investigator 
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Appendix E 

Interview Introduction 
 

I am an athletic director and coach interested in learning more about athletes’ 
experiences in high school team sports.  As someone who has been on a high school 
sports team, you are in a position to describe the high school sports experience.  And 
that’s what the interview is about: your experiences with high school team sports.  

The answers from the 16 people I interview will be combined for a final report.  
There are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answers to questions and nothing you say will ever be 
identified with you personally.  Likewise, the name of your school and community 
will not be shared.  As we go through the interview, if you have any questions, please 
feel free to ask.  The purpose of this interview is to get your insights into the 
experiences of high school team sports.  Remember, there are no right or wrong 
answers and you can decide what you are and are not comfortable talking about 
today.  I am only interested in knowing more about your experiences. 

Throughout your interview I will be jotting notes to myself as reminders of what 
topics you have discussed.  Please do not be distracted by my note taking; nothing I 
write down will be included as part of this study in any way.   

Any questions before we begin (Patton, 2002, p. 407)? 
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Appendix F 

Example of Field Notes 

3-24-14, 2pm.  Name of school. 

 I arrived early at the school and checking in at the high school office.  The 
staff was expecting me and had already called the student down to the office.  I was 
brought down to meet the student in a nice, spacious, comfortable conference room.  
The student was reading the newspaper.  We made some small talk as I explained 
who I was and what my study was about and how it worked.  After some small talk I 
asked if there were and questions about the study and our interview – there were not 
and we then began the interview.  The interview went well – the student may have 
been the most talkative yet.  The interview lasted about __ minutes without stopping.  
The only very small disruption – that did not influence the interview – was the 
student’s phone buzzing once during the interview.  After the student exhausted his 
answers we made some more small talk before I explained the next steps in the study, 
said thank you, and ended our meeting.  The interview session concluded just before 
the student’s school day ended.    
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Appendix G 

Interpretive Research Group Pledge of Confidentiality 
 
 

As a member of this phenomenological interpretive research group, I understand that 
I will be reading transcripts of confidential interviews for the study of High School 
Athletes’ Best and Worst Interscholastic Sports Experiences.  I hereby agree not to 
share any information regarding or related to these transcripts with anyone except the 
primary researcher of this project, Troy Urdahl, or other members of the research 
team.  Any violation of this agreement would constitute a serious breach of ethical 
standards, and I pledge not to do so.  By signing below I agree to the terms described 
above. 
 

RESEARCH TEAM MEMBER SIGNATURE   DATE 

_______________________________________   ____________  

_______________________________________   ____________  

_______________________________________   ____________  

_______________________________________   ____________  

_______________________________________   ____________  

_______________________________________   ____________  

_______________________________________   ____________  

_______________________________________   ____________  

_______________________________________   ____________  

_______________________________________   ____________  

_______________________________________   ____________  

_______________________________________   ____________  

_______________________________________   ____________  
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Appendix H 

Thematic Coding Map 

Appendix H includes eight tables containing the meaning units, subthemes, and 

general themes for each of the dimensions representing adolescents’ best and worst 

experiences. 

 



Table 4

Thematic Structure for I loved my coach

General Theme Sub-Theme Level One Meaning Unit
coach did a really good job of teaching us (p 7)

this guy has been telling you to do is, is, um, something you wouldn't have thought of and, you know, that you, 
you know, that, and then, you know, it works and you, you see your own improvement, um, it's really gratifying 
(p 11)
helped us, as a team, become better and, uh, support each other more. (p 5)
Every time we were in the gym he was always ready to work with everyone and try and make us better and 
show us new things that could make us better (p 15)
He taught me so much that I probably wouldn't have learned from anyone else about the game (p 11)
[coach] taught us a lot (p 7)
Better coaching, be, learning more about it (p 13)
they care about if you get better and if you improve and if it shows on the field or not (p 11)
he was constantly showing us what we did good and what we had been improving on and what else we needed 
to work on (p 7)
coach just kept showing us like the things we did right and kind of pushed us on things we weren't doing the 
best and helped us work on them (p 7)
they know what they're talking about (p 14)
focused more on my skills and how I can improve myself (p 16)
know how to coach me, other than, different how he would coach a friend who plays a different position or 
even the same position but a different style (p 11)
They're nice when they need to be but they're hard on you when they have to be and when it's a close game. (p 
3)
if you make a mistake, [volleyball coach is] not going to be the one to, like, take you out right away. She'll 
maybe pull you aside and tell you to do something better. (p 5) 

they sort of knew everyone individually 'cause, you know, they would know how to coach each person (p 11)
he actually he saw the good qualities, like he saw my speed and he saw, you know, my vision sort of to make 
the right runs and cuts and stuff. (p 11)
she told me that I had such a great season and that they would miss me (p 5)

It felt really cool because I knew that he thought highly of me and that I'd be able to actually help and be cool 
with some of the seniors that have been there four years ahead of me, so that was a big privilege and honor (p 7)
an awesome atmosphere to be around him [coach] (p 9)
she's [coach] always positive (p 5)
coach did a good job of keeping our heads up (p 7)
he'd [coach would be] just be all jacked up like high-strung, not really mad or anything, just really loud and like 
let's do this, whoo (cheering) (p 9)

We got a new coach and he was a really good guy and he helped us a lot and that kind of gave people some new 
hope for [school’s name], the basketball program because it wasn't very good before. (p 7)

our coach always goes for, like, the cheap hotels and stuff so we got in a sketchy hotel. It was ... half our doors 
didn't even shut, it was pretty sweet though. (p 3)
They're [coaches] super funny (p 14)
Our coaches, I don't know, I just like how they're so, like, up tempo. (p 3)
They make practice more fun (p 14)
[coach] would, um, do drills and like, we would just make them more enjoyable (p 6)
having a good coach just makes the years funner (p 9)
Coaches, there was ... They always made hockey fun (p 13)
they were fun like coaches to have (p 14)
really positive role model on me (p 5)
she's definitely a great person (p 5)
He is there as a support and a coach. He is a really good person. (p 15)
they're just like great guys. (p 14)
[volleyball coach] was a positive influence on me (p 5)
We got a new coach and he was a really good guy and he helped us a lot (p 7)
they were always there for us. Personal and hockey life. So they, if you need to talk to somebody to talk – they, 
you talk to them (p 13)
teachers and coaches here, it's not just their job, um that's like what they love to do. Like  they love the kids, 
they like to uh just kind of build relationships with them (p 2)
actually like really care about the students (p 2)
they want to know how you're doing, they want to get to know you like on a personal level (p 2)

it is kind of nice when you have someone that you can talk to that is not just about basketball (p 15)
in the hallway she always, like, talks to me and she always ... she [coach] just makes you feel good about 
yourself. (p 5) 
coach that actually comes off like they care (p 15)

Was there for us
We had a good 

relationship
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Set a positive example 

Made it fun

A great coach

Taught me a lot

Created an awesome 
atmosphere

Made me feel worthy

Knew how to coach me
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General Theme Sub-Theme Level One Meaning Unit

coaches you’ll always know and love (p 4)
going to practice with him is almost pretty much just like going to practice with another one of your friends 
because you spend so much time with him and you got to know him really well (p 8)
They can be like your friends but at the same time a coach too, (p 14)
To have the coaches out of the basketball setting and just getting them to feel comfortable around us. Like we 
feel comfortable around them even (p 4)
especially as you get to know them and know, you know, become more comfortable with them, it just gets even,
even better (p 11)
the relationships that you build with the coaches and like other people that are involved with the programs that 
you're in. (p 8)
he believed in us (p 15)
he keeps spirits high no matter what (p 9)
it makes every goal a little better because, you know, he believed (p 11)
lifted my spirits (p 5)
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Believed in us

Connected with us (cont.)

Connected with us

We had a good 
relationship (cont.)
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Table 5

Thematic Structure for I loved playing

General Theme Sub-Theme Level One Meaning Unit
I knew that was the last time I'll ever be playing on the home field under the lights, all of the fans um, so I just 
kind of wanted to make, go out with a bang (p 2)
seeing great moments happening even if I wasn't completely involved in what happened but like getting to be a 
part of that special moment (p 8)
they're one of our rivals too, because they're this big Christian school and they're really good at sports, and we 
beat them this year. And it was my favorite game, hands down, it was the best one I've ever played in. And it 
just, it was a great feeling to win (p 5)
made it to the State Tournament for the first time in school history (p 10)
I'm just glad that we won because like a lot of people don't get like the chance to go to, you know, like the 
Metrodome and stuff and don't get to like witness what we did [win state tournament] and stuff so that was 
awesome (p 12)

that whole experience was awesome because we got to Target Field and we got to go in like the locker rooms of
the players, or like the teams and stuff and you got to see like their lounge (p 12)
It was just like eye opening because like it was so cool. I don't know just stepping foot on it [University of 
Minnesota floor] and there are so many people in the stands and just everyone. I don't really know how to 
describe it but it was by far the best. (p 15)

Playing on the University of Minnesota floor was... that is probably overall my best memory (p 15)

the whole school was there, I mean, it's kind of like loud, I mean, um, playing on the sweet field, like nice 
locker rooms (p 2)
playing under the lights like you don't get to do that in club season, which is that's like one of the best feelings 
(p 14)
Really fun, just really exciting that they know you did it, and how they’re yelling. Maybe, they're excited, 
overjoyed, just pumped. I want to keep playing now (p 13)
I dunked and it ended being an and-one so I got fouled too and made the free throw. It was very cool and the, 
the crowd just went super loud and the coaches were finally smiling and it was very cool because they all bet 
that we wouldn't get one (p 7)

it was a close game, and, um, somebody played me a ball and I was just, it was towards the end of the game and
I was dead tired and I just remember thinking, if I can put this ball in the perfect place, we can, I had a guy 
coming and he would definitely tuck it away and so I would, and it was with my left, it was with my weak foot 
and it was a crossing and he tucked it and I was just, that that was probably my favorite experience right there (p
11)

it was just pretty sweet scoring in front of that many people and in front of a lot of people at the X who were 
cheering for us (p 10)
Game winning goal, with 10 seconds left, that's a big, it’s fun. You know it's, really happy, you don't know 
what to do. Fans go crazy, screaming, yelling, clapping, yelling your name (p 13)

I think just deep within me, I love to, just score goals like that and, and I also love to sort of create goals (p 11)

were at like the blue line and like I caught the pass and we had to turn around the other way and I fed him back 
door and he buried it so then the whole crowd erupted. We actually have it on video and everyone, everyone 
went crazy and, uh, it was just a really fun game and a really nice way to send off the, uh, seniors. (p 10)

Scoring goals, it's just, you know,  it's a feeling of, you know, accomplishment, of, you know, just I guess just 
sort of joy, just pure joy. You know running back to your team and you know giving 'em high fives and stuff (p 
11)
coming out in front of like 18,000 people was an unreal experience (p 10)
everybody was like standing on their porches and screaming and cheering us on (p 15)
a bunch of people went down to like the bridge and they're all across from it and they were all just like waving 
at us and stuff (p 12)
the crowd cheer when they say, "Oh, [student’s name], number [6]," and then everybody just, like, goes wild for
you. (p 5)

we see a ton of lights and there's like cop cars, fire trucks, everyone, everything there and that was like our 
escort and stuff so they all brought us to the school and then we got off of the bus and there was just lights and 
sirens going off everywhere and people were all by like the school and stuff and they were cheering and stuff 
and I just had like the biggest like grin on my face ever and I just couldn't like help but like not smile because 
like the mood was just perfect (p 12)

a ton of fans came and they were just like … they were like the best group of fans ever.  Like everyone was 
cheering, everyone was going wild and crazy and every time we would look back at them, they would just be 
screaming and yelling and cheering on us and it was incredible (p 12)

that was pretty sweet because we'd never like had that many people at our rink before for a home game so 
seeing the community come out and watch us was unreal. (p 10)

it was unbelievable seeing our whole school in the student section, 'cause they all got to get out of school to 
come down and watch us so there's literally probably 800 students and they filled up like five sections (p 10)
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It was exciting

All the fans cheering

Playing in an exciting 
environment

Being part of an exciting play
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General Theme Sub-Theme Level One Meaning Unit

It was exciting (cont.) All the fans cheering (cont.)
each year as we started to win more you’d see the bleachers filling up more and more which got us going and 
pumped us up when we were out there (p 7)
I think it was tenth grade and we played like a, it was a JV game or something and I scored 17 points which is 
the most I ever scored and I never gotten anywhere near that ever again so that's kind of cool the one game just 
to have like, one time, just to have like a really good game (p 8)

kind of fired up because it was senior night. Um I think it was probably one of the best games I've played 
individually (p 2)
19 points in that game and then I had four assists and then I had a block (p 15)
he had six points and I had five points.  (p 10)
four sacks that game (p 2)
their line was one of the top lines in the state and so we pretty much dominated them (p 10)
my junior year I really broke out and I was kind of the go-to guy for scoring (p 1)
you can kind of like show off like everything (p 14)
I went out there and I played well and I achieved the goals that I wanted to achieve and get done while I was out 
there (p 8)
if you're in a certain play and your team does it right, it just brings a good feeling, it's hard to put to words.  (p 
5)
It's just the feeling that you get when you look at a teammate's face and they're just so, you know, they're happy 
for you, they're happy for the team, and it's knowing that, you know, you made people proud and you've done 
your job (p 11)
I actually had five assists (p 10)

It just makes it feel good like once again, with all the time that you put in to go out there and get done what you 
want (p 8)

There's not really anything that gets so much better than knowing that you went out there and succeeded (p 8)

I tied the school record for most assists in a game (p 10)
I recently scored 1,000 career points in basketball, and it was just a big accomplishment for myself since I've 
worked so hard like in the summers to get there (p 1)
I was only in 9th grade so to participate on a varsity level like that was really cool. (p 15)
pulled me up to varsity (p 7)
being able to be a starter (p 5)
I would start the next, like, the first game of the season and I was like going crazy because I was so excited 
because I was started in right field (p 6)
my junior year starting on varsity was a huge milestone (p 16)
It was amazing . . . it really signifies that you’re one of the better people on your team being a starter and that 
also can boost your confidence (p 16)
this year I, you know, started as striker so that was really, really fun (p 11)
consistently started I did like the last three games my sophomore year then junior year I started all the games (p 
2)
Being part of an All-Star team. That was this year. I participated in the [name of tournament] All-Star game and 
I think that was really fun.
 (p 15)

a lot of teams and like schools don’t get to say that they won a state championship in football and went to state 
in baseball (p 12)
so to go that far [state tournament], nobody ever expected us to do it. That was really cool. That is probably my 
best memory of basketball (p 15)
they didn't make like the [state tournament] roster and stuff and I did, so I was glad that I was on like the roster 
(p 12)
it was awesome because I actually like … I played more [at state] (p 12)
people in my grade didn't play [at state] and I got to (p 15)

I'm glad to like tell like my kids like when I'm older that, yeah, like I won like a state championship (p 12)

it just felt like you're like the king of the school. Everyone, everyone at school treated you like, like you were 
the top dog (p 10)

knowing that there's only two teams in like your section, whatever, and you were like the top dog of your whole 
section and everyone else and you won and it just felt like we were like the best ever (p 12)

[state tournament] banquet dinner and we were there with like 16 other teams and just knowing that you and like
16 teams are still playing baseball and no one else is, that just made me feel like we were a pretty good team (p 
12)

I felt like I was like, like a pro almost like.  A ton of fans are coming down to watch just us playing (p 12)

I just felt special because they were just … they were coming down to watch just us and only us play and I just 
felt honored kind of (p 12)
they got to watch me like run and stuff like that and I just felt like, I don't know, I just felt like I was on top of 
the world (p 12)
everyone was like shaking our hands and stuff and we just felt like we were like the group to know and stuff 
like that and I just felt like people wanted to like see us and stuff and wanted to talk to us and like a lot of 
people did so, that was fun (p 12)
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Played at my best

Reached a milestone
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it was pretty cool 'cause you kind of got treated like a, like a rock star for a couple days so, it was sweet. (p 10)

It's just cool if you go like out in town somewhere and they see you wearing your [town name] basketball stuff 
or something like, "Oh are you part of the team?", "Yeah.", "That was sweet game last night." (p 8)

We were always as like a group and stuff and that was awesome because whenever we'd go out to like eat, they 
would know that we're like a baseball team because we always had our hats on and like our jackets and stuff and
that was kind of cool (p 12)

we were ranked like fifth in state at a time, so that was fun to know that people are out to get you, trying to beat 
you (p 13)
even when I did have a bad game, [mom] was always good about bringing out the good stuff that did happen. 
Which always, like, brought up my spirits and to, like, keep going for the next game. (p 5)
that was . . .  our best support that year (p 12)

Having fans at any hockey, baseball, soccer games, it makes you want to play better so you can show off, and 
be cocky and stuff. Show how good you are, how you play, and maybe get fans to start liking that sport (p 13)

community around us has supported (p 3)
we had a ton of fans come out like we’ve never had before and it just showed that like they do care about us and
like we are a community here (p 4)

started to get some wins and see what we could do and it felt really good because we started to gain support 
from the school and the teachers and as you win more you get more support, so that was really cool (p 7)

all the fans, they were always there cheering for us even if we did have a bad game. And [the fans] were just 
really great support, which made you, as a player, want to keep doing what you were doing. (p 5)

just felt like a good feeling inside because it makes you feel like people are out there and they're cheering for 
you and want the best for you to come out there when you're playing. (p 5)
our fans were cheering us on too. You could just tell that we had a ton of support. And it was a good feeling (p 
4)
Having all the fans be at your games, showing that they’ll watch you (p 13)
seeing like everyone there like from our school just knowing that you have a ton of fans and like support and 
stuff, that just made me feel great (p 12)
playing in front of your own friends (p 14)
when we do good then they're [fans] happy and they get to see like a good show and stuff and I'm glad that they 
got to see what they saw (p 12)
want to do well for them [fans], and well for the school. (p 13)
I'm glad that every one of the fans got to watch like a good game (p 12)
we're like a small town you know and we're close, like very close … that's good and everyone wants us to do 
good in sports and when we do good then they're happy (p 12)
it was cool to see him [dad] so proud (p 7)
dad was really happy. He said he could cross that off his bucket list (p 7)
seeing others do well is almost pretty much just as rewarding as seeing yourself do well and then you see the 
hard work that those other people put in (p 8)

she um, hit a shot and everyone was so excited for her and like and then we won so it was, it was by a lot so it 
was, it was a really good feeling for her and for our team that she finally like scored a basket and like, had- 
because she's worked so hard to try to do that, so it was a good feeling. (p 6)

I was just super happy for like, for the guy who made it 'cause it was crazy. He had ice in his veins. He was so 
clutch that whole game and, you know, it was, it was good to see us, uh, and you know that was in the, that was 
in the playoffs too so, even more important (p 11)

Facing a challenge

they had this pitcher who was really good, like he was throwing heat. And I went up there, I get three pitches. 
Two, two fast balls that I just whiff on and then the last one is this curve ball that is just ridiculous. Like it is 
twelve to six and I miss it. I just strike out so bad, but it was great because he was so good and he's probably 
going to play in college, you know, and he, it, it was, it was cool that I've got up to him and say, yeah, I faced 
that curve ball and it was nasty and it was so that was cool (p 11)

being out there and being able to play on the court was also a good feeling (p 5)
We'd shut the lights off and dribble and do all kinds of workouts with the ball; shooting and dribbling, and, and 
it felt really good (p 7)
soccer is probably the best thing that's happened to me (p 11)
having something to do after school.  Like, playing sports instead of just going home (p 13)
I was happy that I got to be out there for a long amount of time (p 16)
just have fun, play the game.  We love playing. (p 13)
practices more, can be more fun than, I don’t know, you can like mess around at times (p 14)
you're always talking on the field, joking around with each other (p 3)
if we’re having fun we’re out there and we’re laughing on the court and like we’re cheering each other on like 
we’re being positive. (p 4)
fun to go to a volleyball tournament (p 3)

Just playing
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Seeing others do well

Having support from others

Doing well for others

It felt great (cont.)

It was fun
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I think it's really important for high school kids just to have fun while they're in sports in high school, because 
you only get a certain amount of time and who knows if you're going to be able to go play in college. Or it 
might be the last time you ever play that sport in your life, so you got to make the most of it (p 1)

Because if you're not having fun, what's the point of playing? Just having fun just makes it so much more 
enjoyable and just relaxing (p 1)
the overall season it was just really fun, just kind of the team bonding, the the games (p 2)
when you get on the court you, we have like fun at practice (p 4)
playoff games in the snow. That was just lots of fun (p 2)
it's fun going into like a dome to play (p 2)

everyone was so upbeat and happy. It was here so we had like a good crowd, but if someone scored we’d be 
happy for them and just if you made a good play, if you caused a turnover like everyone was just so energetic 
and the bench was so alive and it just oh, that was a great, a great night. And um, that was definitely a best 
experience (p 4)

it's fun too how, um, you can like warm up to music during high school season versus like club season (p 14)

even if you lose, you still have that feeling that you know that those guys who are out there working hard with 
you and you guys tried, even if you didn't play your best, you still put out all that effort and all did it together (p 
8)
put your full potential into things if you want to succeed.  So that's kind of like life's lessons (p 6)

I think if you always try your best and always like, if you don't succeed you at least know that you left it all on 
the court.  Kind of how I take it.  Like, even if you do lose you can at least look back on that and say like you 
couldn't have done anything else (p 6)
continuing to work in the off season and stuff it just … how much it would help you in the long run.  It applies 
to a lot of other things other than basketball.  (p 7)

we played, obviously, our hearts out so it was like an amazing feeling to have everyone play like one hundred 
percent.  And it like- I don't think anything can take that feeling back because it so nice and we only lost by five 
(p 6)
it was a good feeling that obviously I tried my best (p 6)
there’s probably not a better feeling than when that happens when you see that you've put in all that hard work 
and then the things that you wanted to accomplish get accomplished (p 8)
it's made me, all-around, a better person (p 5)
overall makes you I think a well-rounded person (p 15)
from team sports you’ll take away like values and morals (p 6)
teaches you how to deal with winning and losing. (p 5)
it teaches you how to handle yourself when you win and when you lose. (p 5)
when you play against other teams, like, you have to learn how to ... when you lose, you have to learn how to, 
like, lose graciously I guess. (p 5)
it teaches you, because you don't want to be like a sour sport and not shake their hand and you're just going to 
walk off the court. (p 5)
senior year when we started actually getting quite a few wins, we started to believe that we could win and keep 
moving on so it was great. (p 7)

when you win, you have to be able to win and, but shake the other team's hand and tell them, "Good job." (p 5)
being able to deal with other- different people (p 6)
being on a team because it is not just you playing for yourself (p 15)
dealing with people's like abilities and disabilities is kind of like another thing and knowing, knowing people's 
limits and figuring them out is a good thing about team sports (p 6)
You're going to have to work with people almost no matter what. You're always going to have to work with 
somebody or talk to somebody and uh, sports I think, really help with that (p 9)
taught me to put others' perspectives into my own perspective and to think, "Oh, you know, you might be right."
(p 5)
to be able to listen to people criticize me (p 5)
get an attitude towards each that's like uh, kind of, we can do this, a “we” kind of attitude (p 9)
working together to pick everyone up is I guess kind of like the best part (p 15)
need to sit back and realize if you're doing something wrong. (p 5)
it taught a lot of us how like working together (p 7)
a good way to meet people that are within your community (p 8)
taught me to be, uh, to have a better attitude (p 5)
be more positive. (p 5)
taught me to go out there and do things that I have to do even if I don't want to, but to do them with a smile on 
my face anyways and just to be positive. (p 5)
definitely built up my self-confidence, not only in, like, my playing on the court, but, uh, being able to go out 
and do things without being so as nervous (p 5)
they [senior teammates] were just good role models overall (p 14)
learning from them [seniors] (p 14)
To be a part of [state tournament] and kind of just see how they do things compared to how I do it and how I 
can model myself to be more like them and make myself better (p 8)
it's taught me to, like, listen more to my teammates (p 5)

It was fun (cont.)

Playing in the environment

When I felt myself 
improving

Improving life skills
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They've taught me that I have to kind of move on and try to become a better person (p 5)

if, like we’re good friends and then I’ll tell you what you did wrong and like you can trust me and be like 
because we’re friends. Like if someone, one of my friends, teammates tells me “Hey work on this for next 
time.” Like, I’ll trust them because they know what they’re talking about and like I trust them, they trust me. (p 
4)
listen to them and try to change what I'm doing. So that’s helped me a lot with being able to listen to others. (p 
5)

we had to go up there and shake their hands and tell them they did a good job and it just, sometimes it makes 
you feel like a good person, even when you do win (p 5)

it was just a really neat experience to play with like someone older than you and like learn from it I guess (p 14)
being in sports, you have to keep up your grades, which for me, that has helped me, like, stay on the A honor 
roll and it has made me want to, like, keep my grades up (p 5)
helps me keep my grades up so I can play (p 13)

to play you gotta have good grades, can't have any F's, so, every time I get close to that I just want to work hard 
in that class to get that grade up so I can play I don’t want to miss any games. I don't wanna hurt my teammates 
(p 13)
gotten better every year (p 3)
as years went on I could see it paying off (p 7)

made the varsity better because we pushed them and we just kind of go out, go all out in practice (p 2)
playing now is so much more fun, because I'm better at it (p 13)
learning how to play the sport, learning how to play, what to do. It's fun to learn new things (p 13)
being in shape (p 13)
coming up as seniors we started to improve and it was really cool (p 7)

When I played with 
friends

Participating together
See sub-theme level one 'Spending time on the court' under general theme 'Spending time together' in the 'I 
loved my teammates' dimension

Improving sport skills

Improving life skills (cont.)

When I felt myself 
improving (cont.)
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Table 6

Thematic Structure for I loved my teammates

General Theme Sub-Theme Level One Meaning Unit

it's a huge deal for me with, to be with my friends a lot. Just the social life (p 1)
we have spaghetti dinners, we go out to movies, get our nails done, kind of stuff like that (p 3)
It’s just nice to get off the court and not be so serious at times and be able to joke around (p 4)
Because it's not necessarily what happened on the court during those summer league things and team camps, it's 
more of, like, the memories that we made, like, in the dorms, or whatever. (p 5)
It's just cool to be able to like be yourself even like within the group of guys you kind of see like what kind of 
see what other people's personalities come out and like how they act in that moment like being themselves, what
they do (p 8)
great experience, just hanging out with them and talking about stuff (p 13)

we all go to the same school so we'd see each other all day, every day, and weekends we'd all hangout (p 7)

we were constantly seeing each other in the summer (p 5)

all us seniors would go out to eat at one of the restaurants in town after practice and just talk, talk about just uh, 
football and then outside of football and like school, and just random stuff. (p 9)

after games and stuff we'd go out eat (p 7)
we'll go TP’ing sometimes (p 14)

we all were friends, we all would hang out on the court and off the court on weekends and all the time. (p 16)

we all got along and every like in the summer we'd, I think it was every Tuesday, we would go out to eat, as like
a team, and we all got along, we had like a good connection with each other and stuff.   (p 12)

what you do with your team off the court. And we have like pasta parties before games that even the coaches 
come to those (p 4)
even on weekends like we’ll call each other, text each other like “Hey we should all meet up” and it’s like half 
the team too because we’re all such good friends and we’ll go to a movie, we’ll just go hang out at someone’s 
house (p 4)
we always have team dinners before playoff game (p 2)

sleeping in the hotel with your teammates and going out to eat with your coaches, and stuff like that. (p 3)

it was really cool getting to stay in a hotel knowing you had a, you're playing in front of 18,000 the next day 
and you're sharing a room with your best friend since Kindergarten so. It was a sweet experience (p 10)

we did like, um, advent angels during, um, like Christmas times.  Like you would pick a name and then we like 
got gifts for each other and like things like that.  Like that’s like what you won't forget, even if you did have a 
bad season. (p 6)
sometimes we'll go all like out to eat afterwards or like do something together (p 14)
we obviously had fun we did- when we had sleepovers [laughs], we did team meals and it was just like fun to 
do with a bunch of teammates (p 6)

we all like horsed around and stuff and one night we went to this players … to like a player's room and stuff and
we all wanted to get like mohawks so we all got like a tarp and stuff and like set up like a chair and we just 
started buzzing and stuff and like the coaches watched it too and they were like fine with it so we just kept 
doing that and stuff and that was awesome because we just did like our own thing and stuff and the coaches 
didn't bother us, they just like let us go, like have fun and do whatever and stuff and I don't know it was just a 
good time (p 12)

another thing that's really fun too is like our pasta dinners we have before like the night before a game (p 14)

sometimes you'll have like sleep overs (p 14)

We got to go up there and we had to stay with three of our other teammates. Like the guys that played the same 
position as you so we stayed with those guys for, I think it was two nights or something and then spend a lot of 
time banquets and stuff because you had to … for all that and then spend a lot of time at the fields too watching 
other games and watching those teams play. (p 8)

either go out for ice cream afterwards or, I don't know, just have fun together or go swimming. (p 5)

Me and my friends from the basketball team always go down to the state tournament after the season since we 
don't make it there, but, uh, that's really fun to watch  like Tyus Jones from Apple Valley and all those huge 
schools, just like Division I players. It's really fun to watch them and see how good they actually are compared 
to everyone around here. (p 1)
Bus rides were much more fun (laughs). (p 16)
it was pretty cool just going down to, uh, St. Paul, having a banquet with all the other teams and then staying in 
a hotel (p 10)

Spending time 
together

Spending time off the court
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when we all have to ride together you know you always have your, where everybody sings and, I don't know, 
you just do silly things that are sometimes embarrassing. (p 5)

after the game if you win on the bus rides home, that's fun (p 14)

every time we won or lost, we ended up having fun.  We’d sing on the bus or play games (p 16)
locker room before the games because like, um, we could all like be together and like talk about the game 
beforehand and like listen to music and just like hangout (p 14)
with the guys you play with, you make those memories once again because you spent so much time together (p 
8)
we all had so much fun through all the years playing together (p 7)

getting to know each other more and playing together and just like playing games and stuff. Just like a little 
extra, um, yeah it's just fun being with the team (p 14)

my dad built us a court during the summer; a concrete court and he bought two big glass hoops on each side so 
kids would come over and lower them down to like nine feet and start dunking and stuff [laughs] and it was fun 
(p 7)
(friends) made practices much more fun. (p 16)
we do summer leagues and stuff. And those are actually a lot of fun and I have a lot of memories that I'll have 
for the rest of my life. (p 5)
We always had fun in the locker room (p 13)
we're always with each other, so, it's a fun time. It's just, all together, so it makes it, makes hockey a lot more 
fun (p 13)
playing against my club teammates because they go to other high schools you know, so playing against them 
that's a cool thing. (p 14)
senior night.  And that was just fun because people who … we didn’t play a real hard team.  So, a lot of the 
seniors that I’m really close with got to play a lot more than they usually would (p 16)
the enjoyment of being part of those teams (p 8)

when you when you score a goal and you make a basket when you, you know, get a nice hit, whatever, um, and 
you you're doing it to score your buddy who's coming around third, you know, that, that’s always fun (p 11)

being on a team with friends (p 11)
best experience is playing hockey, because all my friends are on the team (p 13)
All of us have been playing together for like 12 years (p 7)
it’s just easier to work with us when we’re all on the same page. And it’s just, I’d rather play the sport I love 
with friends that I love as well instead of people that I can’t stand. (p 4)

most of my friends actually are from sports because we spent so much time together because our sports don't 
only go through the school year, they go on to summer and we do summer leagues and stuff. (p 5)

we’re always gonna have always remember our hockey seasons and who we played with, who was on our line, 
who played goalie, top scorers (p 13)
See sub-theme level one 'Improving life skills' under general theme 'I felt myself improving' in the 'I loved 
playing' dimension

you make so many more friends and it kind of like, I don't know, creates friendships for life I think. (p 5)

the relationships I know that all of us will keep after basketball because we've all been friends for so many years
and spent so much time together on and off the court, so it's probably the best experience I've had and it will 
stay with me (p 7)

knowing that they're your friends in high school and they should be your friends later in life (p 13)

I enjoyed it, like making new friends with people just because it's, they may not be like know a lot of things 
about you like the kids I've grown up with and stuff so it's just kind of refreshing to have those new friendships 
(p 8)
I was able to make the friends (p 5)
you make friends way easier (p 9)
the friendships you make and off the court (p 4)
we're all still great friends now. So it kind of brought us together and it kept us together. (p 5)
throughout the years it's just build like a really, really strong friendship (p 14)
It just like creates a lot of good memories and like pretty some like strong friendships (p 14)
making new friendships with people that you might not have been friends with before and like people that aren't 
like in your grade and you haven't been going to school with forever (p 8)

a bunch of people that like you didn't imagine being friends with and now you're friends with them (p 6)

it like completely changes when you're like their teammates.  So like you grow like bonds with people that you 
would never think that you would actually like be friends with (p 6)
team bonding stuff (p 3)
just to go like three days, you got to go hang out with like your team and stuff and hang out with some of the 
older guys and once you have built those relationships with older people that I may not have gotten to had I not 
been a part of that team (p 8)
just a good experience like building relationships with my team (p 2)

Spending time 
together (cont.)

Spending time off the court 
(cont.)

The relationships

The bonding
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off the court we, we always go to Applebee’s after games as a team and that’s bonding. (p 4)
all the team bonding activities is fun (p 14)
just hanging out with the guys, um, getting closer together (p 9)
growing with all the seniors (p 7)

there was lots of like bonding, whether it's just kind of group around in the locker room after practice (p 2)

team bonding is always fun (p 14)
It rained one of the days that we were there so we got a lot of team bonding (p 3)

team bonding is great, like it gets your chemistry better, gets you to support each other on the court, makes the 
team, 10 times, better, when you guys get along. (p 3)

when you're teammates it just feels like a connection too that way versus just like a friend in school, just a big 
difference. (p 14)
the relationships you build (p 8)
when you're on the field you kinda uh, you know what the other people are thinking almost. Say, like, you kind 
of get a stronger feeling for each other, like a bond. (p 9)
we all got along, we had like a good connection with each other (p 12)
You guys eat together, you travel, you sleep together. It is just like a family (p 15)

getting to know everyone you all become like one big family. I think that that is the most important part of a 
team is the chemistry and what you guys can do together
 (p 15)

our motto kind of as a team is like the band of brothers (p 2)
when you go to practice or whatever, that all changes, you're a team, it's kind of like a family. And uh, nothing 
outside, of when you're practicing and at games really matters (p 9)
we're not like all friends like in school, but when we're out playing football we're all like a family, like a group 
of brothers (p 12)
having your team support you (p 5)
We always could like talk about our days too.  We didn’t just talk about basketball.  We could talk about 
anything (p 16)

you'll always have friends to turn back to you when you, when you need help and stuff like that, I mean, it feels 
really good because you're there for them and knowing they're there for you all the time. (p 7)

they knew if you needed a little pick me up.  They like … they were always there. (p 16)
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They're like family
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Table 7

Thematic Structure for I loved winning

General Theme Sub-Theme Level One Meaning Unit

beating [another school] would be a best experience (p 4)
We beat [school] this year in soccer, and, it was a big day (p 13)

one team that was ranked in the state and they came here and played and we beat them by like thirty (p 8)

it was nice you know to be the underdog and win (p 11)
ended up beating them 7-5 and my line had six of the goals or something and it was just cool to kind of send the
seniors off like that (p 10)
it just kind of felt good because you know the seniors really wanted to win that one, their last home game, and a 
good team like [other school’s name] was coming in and putting up seven on 'em and, uh, beating 'em 7-5 (p 
10)
See sub-theme level one 'Competing at state' below
we played [another school], they're one of our rivals too, because they're this big Christian school and they're 
really good at sports, and we beat them this year. (p 5)

this year we beat our highway [number] rivals [other school name] . We killed them in our homecoming game 
so that was fun, fun to beat up on them a little bit. (p 1)

my senior year going and beating [school’s name] in the first section playoff game in overtime, they are rivals 
so it was really cool (p 7)
it was fun beating them in front of kind of their home, their home fans at their rink. (p 10)
when we beat [another school] twice in a row because they were our main rivals, and we hadn't beat them in like
ten years.  So beating them at a double-header was like the best feeling.  Um, along with we didn't just beat 
them once, we beat them twice (p 6)

the last time we played, then we finally beat them [rivals].  And it was the best experience in my mind (p 16)

Probably my best experience was my sophomore year, we beat [school’s name] in the Section Finals. They're 
one of our biggest rivals. (p 10)

we beat 'em [rivals] 15 to 1 made it to the State Tournament for the first time in school history. (p 10)

it's always fun to go and play them but because ... Well, at the beginning of volleyball we write down goals and 
beating [another school] is always one of our goals. So when we do beat them it's awesome.  (p 5)

See sub-theme level one 'It feels great' under general theme 'Reactions to winning' in the 'I loved winning' 
dimension

it was definitely a fun game. I think that even if we would have lost that game, it still was, like, such a good 
experience because it was such a close game and we all had to be at our best the whole time. (p 5)

once we finally got to that 23rd point it was amazing because it was, like, such an on-again off-again. Like they 
were ahead and then we were ahead (p 5)
it was nice to beat them. Also, I'm from [that city] so beating them was just the best. (p 11)
we finally beat them in fifteen innings (p 6)
one game where a guy had a, I think it was a game-tier or game winner in overtime and that was crazy. That was
absolutely crazy. (p 11)
some of the games were just like so intense and you like end up winning (p 14)
that was a really fun game. Like it was just we were all like playing good together, and we we ended up going 
into PK's and we won that, so that was just like a really fun time. (p 14)
They're like really good and got to go to State that year to have that experience was cool (p 8)
I'm just glad that we could get that far [state finals] (p 12)
going to state for softball, it was really fun (p 3)
we ended up getting third place (p 15)
winning the state championship (p 12)
we played the [school nickname of [town name] and everyone thought that they were going to just kill us and 
we were like the underdogs and everyone thought that we were just going to get like pummeled like just beat 
and stuff … and we didn’t … we won by three and that was insane. (p 12)
I guess you just have to have fun out there, and we did. It was a lot of fun. (p 3)
they were just all having a fun time when they were down there [at state]. They knew it was like a once in a 
lifetime opportunity in high school baseball (p 1)
See sub-theme level one 'Playing in an exciting environment' and 'All the fans cheering' under general theme 'It 
was exciting' in 'I loved playing' dimension
See sub-theme level one 'Reached a milestone' under general theme 'When I performed well' in 'I loved playing' 
dimension
we were undefeated the whole year. I played on the junior varsity team and we were undefeated the whole year, 
so being undefeated on a JV and Varsity level is pretty... you feel accomplished. (p 15)
winning that section game was pretty awesome (p 9)
We didn't lose, we were undefeated then that was lots of fun (p 2)

Had a great year

Beating a good team

Beating a rival

Competing at state

Winning close games
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We went undefeated, almost undefeated (p 9)

So that was nice beating them and, uh, going in there and winning the [tournament] (p 10)

That was the probably the best locker room I've been in 'cause everyone was just happy and dancing. (p 11)

we ended up winning. And it was really cool everyone was jumping and coach was hugging and laughing and it 
was really cool (p 7)
being able to like celebrate with those people when you like win and stuff (p 8)
getting to be like a part of that celebration in being with your teammates (p 8)
We drove all around and everyone was screaming, everyone was honking.  We had a welcome at the school. (p 
15)
it's just a great feeling to be able to share that with all your friends that you know and have worked as hard as 
you have to try and get to those moments, the celebrations (p 8)
everyone was just happy and dancing. The coach was like going crazy too (p 11)

the mood was just … like it was … we were all so happy and stuff and no one was sad and like it was the best 
time ever, like I wish I … could go back but I can't and, but it was awesome (p 12)

they [people in your community and your classmates] also being part of the moment too so it's not just like the 
people on the team, but you get to share that with everyone that's around you (p 8)
it was a great feeling to win (p 5)
it just kind of felt good because you know the seniors really wanted to win that one, their last home game, and a 
good team like [other school’s name] was coming in and putting up seven on 'em and, uh, beating 'em 7-5 (p 
10)

they're one of our rivals too, because they're this big Christian school and they're really good at sports, and we 
beat them this year. And it was my favorite game, hands down, it was the best one I've ever played in. And it 
just, it was a great feeling to win (p 5)

we just kept rolling and just kept winning and winning and winning and like no one could stop us and we just 
felt like we were like the top (p 12)
it feels a lot better to be on the winning end than the losing end (p 7)
it was pretty cool just going down to, uh, St. Paul, having a banquet with all the other teams and then staying in 
a hotel (p 10)

making those memories of the games that you did win and all of that awesome stuff that happened (p 8)

I'm just glad that we won because like a lot of people don't get like the chance to go to, you know, like the 
Metrodome and stuff and don't get to like witness what we did [win state tournament] and stuff so that was 
awesome (p 12)
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The way that we won 
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Had a great year (cont.)
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Thematic Structure for Problems with coaching

General Theme Sub-Theme Level One Meaning Unit

a few obvious things that the players should be playing other places like um for example we had a freshman 
running back that we all thought he was real ... good for his age, and better than the junior running back, but he 
played the junior over the freshman, ‘cause he was older but ... we thought the freshman should have been 
playing. (p 2)

the coaches, they move up so many of the younger girls. And especially in basketball, they play the younger 
girls over the older girls and I think that hurts our team because then it makes the older girls not want to play. (p 
5)

when the other girls were better and were able to play, she still didn't play them. She played the younger girls 
over them and I, personally, didn't think that their skill level was any better than the older girls' skills level. And 
it just, I don't know, it made me wonder if she was only looking towards her future basketball team that she was 
going to have in a couple years (p 5)

Two or three other seniors who were on the bench when there was an 8th grader playing over them. Which was 
hard for me to watch, even though it wasn't me being on the bench (p 5)

I knew that I was better than like the guys playing out there in like my spot and just  because they were like 
seniors they would start over me, you know.  So, that kind of ticked me off because I knew that I could like help
like the team out and stuff and I should be like the one in the spot but they were because just because they were 
older than me (p 12)

it sucked because I think that if you're better than one guy in the … like the spot that you guys both play, I think 
the guy that's better should be playing first right? (p 12)
See general theme 'I didn't play in 'Issues playing' dimension
when coaches play favorites. That is a big thing. (p 15)
If you are going to have a rule then everybody should follow it and if you are going to give an exception to 
some then you should give an exception to all. (p 15)

certain people didn't have to run. Like that girl who went to [another school], she would never have to run like 
the rest of our team and I just think that that's unfair and just not right. Even though, I guess, I know things in 
life aren't always fair, but I just thought that that was rude. (p 15)

When you get punished for doing something wrong and you know you will sit out because the rules are the 
rules and then somebody can go do the same thing and not get punished (p 15)
one or two people don't have to go as hard as the other people do to play, or they will have horrible attitudes 
and they will never sit on the bench and just kind of things like that where things are expected of a team and 
then there is the exception to one or two (p 15)
as in all high school sports I think the coach has their favorites (p 4)
favorites come back into play. Like I know, she knows, like our coach knows that you’re a better player, but I 
just want to be a favorite. I want to play (p 4)
coach umm … he kind of plays like names, like the name game you know, like if your last name is this, then 
you get to play and if your last name is this, then you don't get to play. (p 12)
he didn't really base it off of like ability, he just based it off of the name (p 12)
she just had favorites and you could clearly tell who they were. (p 4)

we would meet with him as seniors, um tell him what we think we could be doing better on, um and he was 
kind of oblivious to some things, so, as far as like the team went um, how people are playing on the field (p 2)

it was frustrating being a senior captain and just kind of having to do a lot of the coaching kind of almost. 
Because our coach's real passive, um, so it was under our belt to kind of um just motivate the team, um 
something like discipline just kind of get after guys (p 2)

being an athlete and looking up to your coaches for you know, motivation and advice and then not really having 
that was kind of hard, (p 9)
coaches were pretty upset. They uh, said they were embarrassed to coach our team. And uh, I've seen like, since 
then, the coaching on field was just not interested anymore. (p 9)

the first time actually having like a coach yell at you. Like the first time someone's actually like gotten after you 
just because you haven't done something wrong or you're not doing it to their specification. (p 8)

at practice [coach] would just yell at me and yell at me and I’m not one to respond to yelling. (p 4)

if you were to sit, sit me down and like talk to me about what I did wrong, I would understand it and I would try
and fix it, but when you yell at me then it, it gets in my head and I just think about it constantly and it makes me 
play worse and she didn’t understand that and that was hard. Like, even during games I’d get down. I wouldn’t 
even want to go back in. Scared of making a mistake I guess.  (p 4)

she was more of a negative yeller, like “Don’t do this,” “You can’t do that” instead of try this instead and like I 
work better that, like positive. And then she, there were three other girls on the team that did respond well to 
yelling. Like they’d shape up after she did yell at them, but she didn’t get that everyone was like that, like 
wasn’t like that (p 4)

then I made one mistake and I’m on the bench for it and go back out there you don’t want to make the same 
mistake or even a mistake. So I played timid I guess and then got yelled at [for] that (p 4)
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when I played bad and when I got yelled at the whole gym can hear it and it's just embarrassing (p 4)

I don't like messing up, like, like the easy, basic things, I don't know, and getting yelled at. It's good at times, it 
gets you focused, but as an 8th grader you're just really intimidated when you have a coach, like [coach’s 
name], that's been there forever. (p 3)

it kind of brings confusion to me because, like I said, she never gave me an answer as to why she did that. 
Because I don't know how I went from being a starter on varsity, and playing the whole game, and her having, 
what I thought, was a lot of respect for me. And then to being able to not even be on her team. Actually put me 
down to B squad. And just that I kind of felt like she didn't really have respect for me after that because she 
didn't give me an answer as to why she did that. (p 5)

you work on that and like it's acknowledged that you've been doing it and he says that like you're a big part of 
the team or something and then once it comes like game time or whatever it's not shown that's what how it 
actually is (p 8)

as a player, that's what I was looking for. And I asked her like five times and she was, I guess, rude (p 5)

my worst experiences would probably just be like coaches telling like what they are like looking for in a player, 
like what they want done and like going to practice and what not and trying to do those things. Then once it 
comes to like game time and you've done all those things and like you've done everything that coach wants you 
to do and then you don't really play or anything (p 8)

I guess just sitting there and wondering, like, why some coaches did what they did. (p 5)
I kept on asking her why she did that and still, to this day, she hasn't given me a clear answer why she did that. 
(p 5)
sophomore year I did not get along with the coach (p 4)
I just did not get along with the coach at all. I wanted to quit my junior year even though I was on varsity. Like 
it didn’t matter to me. I did not like the coach. (p 4)
it was hard when like when the head coach, the one who makes every decision, you don’t get along with and 
things just don’t click. (p 4)
makes you feel like you're not appreciated (p 8)

[coach] never had anything good to say about what I was doing. Like if I made a good play I still did something 
wrong and she would praise someone else for it and I am a heady player too so it got to me (p 4)

your hard work isn't like noticed by coaches even though you're doing what they ask you to do. (p 8)

you're like trying and working like really hard in practice and then like you're hoping like that's what the coach 
wants and he's noticing that and then once it comes game time when it really matters you realize that it's not and 
then you just kind of feel like everything you've done is for nothing. (p 8)

it made me feel like I wasn't respected as a player, or, like, when I got mono, I felt like she looked at me as not 
even being a part of [the coach's] team. (p 5)
it kind of knocks your ego down a little bit on things at like what you've been doing is like going to hopefully 
help the team and help you like achieve what you want to do as a player and then you don't really get to because 
it's not recognized (p 8)

It kind of just knocks down your self-worth a little bit like you kind of feel like, "Maybe I'm not this good of a 
player that I might think that I am." (p 8)
you give your coaches a lot of respect and what you expect to get out of them is respect. But it's hard when you 
don't get the respect that you think that you should deserve. (p 5)

It was just the thought like, if she treats me like this again I’m not going to make it through another season. (p 4)

I feel like it was a grudge and you had a coach that is holding grudges then that is not really a good coach for a 
team. (p 15)

I cried a lot. It was really hard because I guess I looked up to him from the time I was in 2nd grade is when I 
started working with him so through 2nd grade through 9th grade I looked up to him. He always helped me out. 
If I didn’t have a ride to the gym he would get me, so I guess someone that you are on such good terms with just
to like turn on you. (p 15)

Moving schools was also a bad experience from what I said with my coach. I guess I just felt like at the time 
someone who is supposed to be supporting you shouldn't be tearing you down. (p 15)
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Thematic Structure for Problems with playing
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to me it's the worst feeling an athlete ever has to feel. Especially with being a senior and it being our last game, 
or ended up being our last game. Because you're sitting there and you feel helpless because you can't do 
anything for the team besides sit there and cheer. (p 5)

I just felt like I was giving up on like the team and I felt crappy because I couldn't help them in like practice and 
stuff which I always do but I was … I just could just like sit there and watch and that was like the worst feeling 
ever (p 12)

I just felt helpless, like I couldn't do anything to help out my team. And, I don't know, it was just horrible. (p 5)

you feel helpless with injuries no matter what game it is, just because you're not out there helping your team out 
and getting a win. But, for homecoming and being a senior, it uh, it hits home for you.. you know, you're not 
out there, it's your like hurrah (p 9)

I got hurt one game and it was my knee and it sucked because I thought I was going to be out and I was like 
great, now I can't help the team (p 12)
it just kind of sucks when you have all your friends out there, seniors, and they're playing their hardest out there 
and you're not really helping (p 9)
it just made me feel like I was like one of those guys that were on the injured list with all like the others and 
stuff and I just felt like I wasn't like a part of like the team anymore.  (p 12)
It's never fun sitting on the sideline when you know you can be in there making a difference, or trying to help 
your team win (p 1)
I'm on the sidelines watching the team and I can't do anything about it.  I just have to sit there and that was the 
game where we … we lost by quite a bit and I just didn't want it to happen that way, but …  I wish I could have 
gotten like back out (p 12)

it sucked because I like, I noticed like what they were doing wrong, but, like I couldn’t show them how it was 
done, because I was like the one that had like more like … I knew like more about like the game and stuff and 
they were doing like things wrong and they just like they had to have like someone be like show them how to do
it (p 12)

My number one worst experience with a high school sport was when I broke my toe and I couldn't play my last 
volleyball game my senior year. (p 5)
it was a horrible feeling. I was crushed because our team, like, had been doing so well and we thought that we 
were going to go a lot farther than we had. And just with being a senior, and not being able to play, that just, I 
don't know, it crushed me. (p 5)

the worst for me in sports is injuries just because I'm so competitive where I never want to be sitting out from 
my sport and watching everyone else play (p 1)
I injured myself outside of high school sports in the summer league soccer which carried over into my high 
school season in sports, so I tore my ACL and that's a long healing process. I kind of, you're, not able to play 
for however long until you're at least you know like 75% or so (p 9)

it was definitely hard sitting there and watching all of your teammates just go out there and put everything on 
the line for everyone else when you couldn't be out there doing that. (p 1)
my whole entire family came to that game, and so then my relatives, who weren't from Minnesota, like, they 
came to watch me. And it just made me feel horrible, sitting on the bench and not being able to go out there 
and, like, show them what I was able to do. (p 5)

I sprained my ankle this season in basketball with only a couple of games left to go as a ...  and being in my 
senior year it's really tough to sit out the last two games and watch, and the last home game I didn't get to play. 
(p 1)
tearing my ACL was horrible, horrible experience. (p 15)
all my injuries I've had in sports (p 9)

I tore my meniscus again and so then I had to have surgery on that again. That was the summer after I just got it 
repaired. Then I was out for another two months and then my 11th grade year I came back and I mean it has 
kind of been an undergoing process of getting it to full strength, it is still not there. I don't know it is a battle. (p 
15)

When you have an injury, that's always in the back of your head. Like, well, am I going to reinjure it today? 
Um, how far can I push it before it collapses and you kind of have to balance that. (p 9)

when I got mono (p 5)

we all looked up to [coach’s name], our coach, a lot because he'd taught us so much already by that point and to 
have him disappointed in us was just a terrible feeling and we all felt really bad, (p 7)

there happened to be alcohol there, and even us basketball guys that weren't drinking ended up getting 
suspended for games because somehow the school … someone called it in or something and even the kids that 
weren't drinking were all … all the athletes were suspended from two games each (p 7)

a terrible way to start out the senior year watching our team on the bench and during the first game they ended 
up winning (p 7)
the hardest thing for me was calling college coaches and telling them why I wouldn't be playing (p 7)

I didn't play

I was suspended
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I was suspended (cont.)
it was really hard to watch the kids lose by so much when we knew that if we were in there to help them that we 
could have beat them (p 7)

sitting on the bench, it’s … basketball’s like … it’s a really team sport, but sometimes, it’s hard to be happy for 
your teammates when they’re out there and you’re sitting on the bench you know.  And some people are really 
good at it and cheering and all that, but sometimes, you’re just like ah, that should be me out there and not 
them.
(p 16)

there was a bunch of us older girls who were hurt, and then all the younger girls got brought up. But then there 
were still older girls, who were able to play, but she didn't play them, she played the younger girls. Which, to 
me, it made me feel like, "Well, [is the coach] only looking towards your future basketball team and are you not
really caring about us and the team we have now?" (p 5)

he sat me for the rest of the game and we lost by like four and so I guess he kind of made me feel like it was my 
fault and I felt like it was his fault  (p 15)
playing time … is just a big part of basketball.  For whatever reasons, sometimes, you get sat on the bench. (p 
16)

during the game and about the night of the game, you’re just super mad about it.  And I feel like I could’ve said 
something you know.  But then the next day, I’m … I feel a lot like oh, whatever, it was just one game you 
know.  The feelings just kinda change.  And then at that point, I’m like ah, it’s not even worth it to take the time 
I guess. (p 16)

I kind of rode the JV bench my junior year and then um, I don't know, I didn't really like ... I mean I cared but I 
wasn't really like what I enjoyed doing like. I love playing football but basketball is just kind of ... My friends 
did it like, that I [had] nothing else do in the winter like. So I kind of stuck it out that season and called it quits 
for this year. (p 2)
I was a little bit upset about it, because I mean like I was there last year (p 2)
the thing was not knowing, when I got mono, why she put me down on junior varsity (p 5)

even all of the varsity girls like we’re coming out to me after practice and like, “You got, why are you on that 
team you know.”  And so, that was just really, really hard for me and that stunk for me and my dad was so mad 
and that whole time, it was just up in arms, but we toughed it out the whole season. (p 16)

when the teams came, I got put on the JV team.  And I had already been playing on the JV team umm, my 
freshman year.  So it was like the second year of it.  And I was like not expecting it at all. (p 16)

brought my self-esteem down I guess.  Not my self-esteem, my confidence in playing rather. (p 16)

she put me down on junior varsity, which hurt me because it brought down my self-confidence (p 5)

kind of hurts me because I don't think that having mono made me a worse basketball player because ... I don't 
know, that part still gets me, to this day. (p 5)

It made me second guess how good I thought I was.  And I guess I wasn’t like taking as many shots as I usually 
would like I was kinda playing more reserved (p 16)

I would get blown up all the time on those, when they'd swing the running back out, I'd just get smashed or 
when, you know, they'd come with the crack blocks, I'd get smashed and it, it just wasn't enjoyable in any way. 
So whenever I'd, you know, we'd be in practice and they'd have the second team out to defend the first team 
offense, that would just be torture (p 11)

played these teams where you got these guys and usually there's like one a team where they're just kind of out 
there to be mean and be a bruiser (p 11)

a lot of our losses were in the opinion of our team and coaches if we would have had another shot with a 
different official maybe. I mean I think everyone blames the refs when they lose and that is not what I am 
saying at all. We just sometimes you get stuck with refs that aren't good. (p 15)

Getting a goal wiped off in hockey, that's, makes you mad and kind of pissed (p 13)
especially like kind of when you're walking out after the game, before the game. It could be a little hostile. Also
I guess, in the fan section at these games (p 11)
it can get a little crazy. It can get a little out of control, especially in the close games (p 11)
we have some like D1 players you know versus like some players who just started kind of. So it's a huge like 
range, and like sometimes it can be frustrating because if you're like in the top like level of play versus the 
bottom (p 14)

getting frustrated a lot just because of how slow the game was compared to like club season (p 14)

when you have a game and you don't get home until, say, midnight because you go to the game that's way over 
by [another state], the border. And then you get home and you have to do homework or you have a test the next 
day. That was always horrible for me because then the next morning when I woke up I was so tired and I didn't 
feel like I had any energy. And I went and took that test, and sometimes I did okay, but sometimes I didn't. 
Which kind of hurt. (p 5)

one night I had to stay up until 3 doing my homework because I had a college comp paper to finish and it's just, 
I don't know, it brought on some long nights. (p 5)
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after [a] game talking to your parents and then your parents either criticizing something that you or a teammate 
had done that they didn't agree with but it was like something that the coaches had wanted or you're trying to do 
something for the team that was part of the game plan or something and your parents don't agree with that. (p 8)

that was kind of tough having to tell your dad that you don't really want to play football anymore when that's 
something that he, kinda always wanted you to do. (p 8)
makes you feel like a disappointment a little bit because you know that it's like one of [dad's] big passions and 
stuff. It's just kind of hard to know that you let him down a little bit. (p 8)

It kind of splits you in half because you have like what your parents think should be happening but then you 
also have what the coach wants as what in reality what matters (p 8)

as I got older, maybe not realizing that I'm not quite as good as some other people may be and my skill set isn't 
as large as other people's may be and just kind of coming grips with that and then realizing that you just have to,
if you're not a great player you just have to know your role and be good at what you're able to do (p 8)

I was good at defense but my offense was just like not good at all so … I mean I could like steal and stuff and 
just be right up on them but my shooting and dribbling that was my weakness.  Like I don't know, like I tried 
and it just like didn't click with like, like with me, so that was bad I guess.  (p 12)

I practiced and practiced every day.  I went outside to shoot hoops and stuff and I just felt like I was not getting 
better at all, which stinks because if you try hard for something and it doesn't like help then what's the point of 
doing it again, so I think that’s why I just wanted to like hang it up (p 12)

as a little kid I wanted to be like a big professional athlete and sports have been a big part of my life. Once you 
kind of come to grips with that, it's kind of tough to realize that maybe the things that you liked to do you may 
not be the best at and you can't like do it forever. (p 8)

it was once again coming to with a realization that I may not be the best player and I may not be worth your 
time if you have lost some of the enjoyment because of that (p 8)

on the defensive side, I just kind of hated everything about it. I played corner, wasn't great. I'd never played in 
any games 'cause we didn't really have a JV team, so I'd played varsity but I never really played because I was a 
freshman and sophomore and I was tiny and, you know it just, it wasn't really working. (p 11)

I mean I tried as hard as I could but I just couldn't like get on like that … that like starting line and like it just 
didn’t work for me, like I just was not good at all and I tried. (p 12)
that’s always hard to try and compete for your position (p 4)

it’s hard because the girls that I compete against are some of my best friends and I don’t want to be mad at them
because it’s not their fault they are better, but it’s like at the same time, it’s like I want that spot (p 4)

I’d get mad at them and they’d be like “Why are you mad?”, but I like I never had an explanation. I’m just like 
“I’m crabby”, but it’s really because I want your spot (p 4)

at least just get like a chance to show like you've got and stuff like that, but it just didn't happen (p 12)

I should be in that spot because I've worked way harder than them and just because they're older than me then 
that shouldn't be like a reason for them to start over me, so … I just felt like … because I was always like sitting 
on the bench and I was always waiting to go in while like they … I never could get to go in and you know, I 
showed like the coaches like what I got and stuff like that and they still didn't like put me in (p 12)

my sophomore year, I played football and then, over the summer, I just fell in love with soccer. So I switched. 
And it was that, making that transition, was not easy because, you know, football and soccer are like rivals you 
know (p 11)
leaving that coach and that, you know, whole, it was, that was hard at the time. (p 11)
I miss the team that I played on (p 15)
every year since I have been at [current school] so 10th through 12th [previous school] has went back to State so
that is kind of a regret experience (p 15)

Playing wasn't 
enjoyable (cont.)
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Table 10

Thematic Structure for Problems with team

General Theme Sub-Theme Level One Meaning Unit

It is hard when there are two or more people fighting or in some kind of disagreement or argument you are in 
the middle and you are trying to pull them back to you know basketball or whatever team you are on to that 
focus because that is what you are doing at the time. We will have people who don't want to pass the ball to 
someone and someone who they will have a bunch of people on them and there will be someone open and they 
will shoot it because they don't want to pass the ball to someone. (p 4)

yelling at each other and blaming other people for their mistakes. And we went into the locker room at halftime 
and normally we’re “we need to fix this, change this and we’ll be better.” Um, but it wasn’t. It was “you can’t 
do that again. You shouldn’t have done that. It’s your fault. Your turnover. Your mistake.” And then after that, 
the second half, it was, it was awful. We, no one wanted to be out there playing. We all just wanted to be done. 
(p 4)

There is a lot of feud on teams. (p 15)
We had seniors and juniors that were fighting. (p 4)

it got worse and worse and worse and the friends just kept splitting apart and then when we got to conference 
sections it really destroyed us and like, we wouldn’t say “Hi” to each other off the court even like you had to be 
with them for two hours everyday and it was just terrible. No one got along. (p 4)

we just felt like we'd let all of our team down. We had all those relationships and we felt like we took a step 
back in them by hurting them (p 7)
going on the court and just nervous that you're going to mess up or get yelled at by someone, not know the play.
(p 3)

I lost my captain role, so I wasn't really sure if I was the … had everything that it took to become or be the 
leader that was leading them and it was a terrible feeling cuz that's like all I had worked for all those years of 
basketball. (p 7)

we knew that they were that disappointed in us and that they didn't want to help and that that sucked. (p 7)

there was some students on our, on our team that would never have even put themselves in the position around 
alcohol or something, and we knew that they were really mad or disappointed in us at the time, so that was a 
terrible feeling because we felt like we let them down, (p 7)
We had a bunch of kids get suspended. (p 10)

one of our captains had a, uh, chemical substance abuse so he was suspended for four games and stripped of his 
captain at the beginning of the season. So that kind of started us off bad. (p 9)

our goalie freaked out and got up and punched the kid on the face and then literally all ten guys on the ice 
started going at it and we got like five guys kicked out. They got zero guys kicked out 'cause they didn't even do 
anything but we did. (p 10)

everyone kind of made you feel like, uh, you really put down the community, which we did I'm sure but it was 
just hard to like go through that all while you're playing the sport you love (p 10)
we get into a brawl that's basically because of us, uh, just, just that again like doesn't reflect good on your whole 
team or community because everyone thinks you're a bunch of punks, especially after the whole scandal thing 
'cause obviously that's pretty bad (p 10)

it was kind of just like saddening almost because it was the senior pitcher, so you kind of wanted them to be 
role models and like seeing what they should do.  Should be examples, like for future examples. (p 6)

you go on Twitter and you see everyone tweeting like, "Why would you guys do that? You guys are disgusting. 
You're a disgrace to the school" all that stuff. Teachers, I, I heard teachers were talking crap about us like to 
their classes and saying we're like disgusting and stuff like that (p 10)

teachers like said stuff, not directly to them, but to like the class about how we like let down the whole school 
and seeing like my classmates and other seniors Tweeting like, uh, you guys are a disgrace to the school, and 
you guys, or way to go, you guys are supposed to be leaders of the school. It just sucked to see and it was kind 
of a tough experience for everyone on the team. (p 10)

So when we- it actually happened I kind of like was mad that whole week pretty much.  I don't know, I was not 
a happy camper [laughs] especially because softball was like my main sport so it's like you get mad. (p 6)

the worst part was just like for me 'cause I wasn't involved at all, but I had to still go through all of this and hear
all of it and I was one of the leaders I had the most points that year on the team (p 10)
one that sticks out the most . . . but the whole scandal  thing, uh, my junior year. (p 10)

there was news guys running all over, trying to talk to us before the game and after the game and obviously for 
all the wrong reasons. (p 10)

We were like, I’m in a fight with her so if you play well I’m, I get mad. Um, we weren’t happy. We weren’t 
positive about anything. (p 4)
coaches were embarrassed and you could see it 'cause it wasn't really their fault. They didn't have any clue but 
they got kind of blamed for everything (p 10)

Lack of chemistry Having no chemistry is very hard to play a sport so … it was difficult. (p 4)

P
ro

b
le

m
s 

w
it

h
 t

ea
m

Troubled relationships

Teammates fighting

Upsetting teammates

Team drama

Bad teammate behavior

Team turmoil

 197



General Theme Sub-Theme Level One Meaning Unit

in the past years, my umm team was super separated.  There’s like cliques within the team. (p 16)
we just didn’t even want to play with each other (p 4)
like coming into games and your teammates not giving you high fives when you sub in for someone. Or just in 
practice when they're super aggressive with you and don't really talk to you. (p 3)

There was a ton of drama. Um, you know teenage drama, boys, girls, um, it really tore us apart and we made it 
to sections, the second round and we were playing, we played [another school’s name]. We got destroyed and 
everyone was yelling at each other and it was just not good. It was just not a good season (p 4)

coming in as an 8th grader on a varsity team and not getting liked very well because you're playing in front of 
people. That wasn't fun. (p 3)

made me really nervous, like you didn't want to go in and mess up and be like, "See, this is why she shouldn't be
here," type of thing. Got in your head. (p 3)
underclassmen, uh, just not as mature you know, so they’d cause drama (p 14)
another bad experience um, my sophomore year the team did not have great chemistry. (p 4)

we're a team, like one person can't change like the whole team, like everyone has to change because it's a team 
sport.  Like you don’t just you're not … it's not like I would say golf like where it's just you.  Like you have a 
ton of other people playing like with you and in order for like a change to happen you know, you’ll have to like 
change as like a group and as a team (p 12)

like our team, or our grade I guess like, they're not really like the ones to like put the time into it, like they think 
they can like play without doing anything like lifting and stuff and that doesn't happen, so they like never played
and stuff and then they all just kind of gave up and said like, screw this and stuff. (p 12)

what makes me angry when people don't fully try in practices (p 6)

so we just kind of, I don't know, like just gave up, so and didn't feel like … and they didn't want to like put in 
like … like the time.  Like they didn't want to go to practice every day.  They didn't want to lift in the mornings 
and all that stuff and I mean we're good but just the people that want to play have to put in like the time (p 12)

nobody was talking positively on the court. It was always somebody else’s fault. It just got selfish. (p 4)

that was like a kind of a tough time because we like figured out that she wasn't being completely like, okay with 
all the rest of us because like they would tell us a three, and that was a change-up.  So we would shift, or like- I 
was- I'm a short stop, so we'd switch and try to shift cause they would pull the ball, and it was way off because 
she wouldn't be throwing change-ups at all.  So it was kind of tough time, a bad time.  That was probably about 
the toughest time in my career so far. (p 6)

if someone made a layup they were just mad like you shouldn’t have scored. They were mad. We were being 
selfish. (p 4)
this year our basketball team, we ended up with only having 3 seniors (p 5)
from like 9th grade year, we had like 44 join and then 12th grade year we had eight [remaining], and like five 
only played (p 12)
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Table 11

Thematic Structure for Problems with losing

General Theme Sub-Theme Level One Meaning Unit

it's frustrating, it's, it's, it, especially 'cause those first couple of years, we were not the best team. We would 
often get blown out (p 11)
being beaten by, from, by a team by 20 is really hard and then you play, you don’t even want to play them 
again. Like you were blown out and we had to play [another school’s name] three times each year because 
they’re in our section and our conference (p 4)

it was just a lowlight of all our careers. We were on the Williams Arena at the U of M, where the Gophers play, 
and we were playing [other school’s name] and it was half time and it was … we looked up at the scoreboard 
and it was 55 to 0 (p 7)

it was really embarrassing cuz a bunch of colleges and other really good players that we probably looked up to, 
were watching us and we were terrible at the time. (p 7)
losing all those times, it’s so hard and you just want to win, but you just get so down. Like “Oh we have to play 
them again after we’ve been beaten by 30 or 40 points.” It’s just really hard. (p 4)
we shut them down, like we didn't let them score at all and we scored … we just kept scoring and scoring and 
scoring and we lost the game by 1 point and I mean that was hard because we were so close but we just couldn't 
get it, like we tried our hardest. (p 12) 

we tried our hardest and we just came up short and, I don't know, it was … it just stunk because you hate losing 
by that tiny little bit that you could have like … a play or two could have changed, but it just didn't happen.  (p 
12)

we just couldn't finish it and just like some of those plays that we could have had could have changed the whole 
game and we all could have been cheering and screaming and just being loud and just knowing that like we 
won.  But, well we didn't and like the whole mood just changed. (p 12)

losing in the State Tournament my sophomore year 'cause we were the number two seed in the State 
Tournament and we really thought that we had a shot to win it (p 10)
And also knowing that you worked so long just to like get to this.  Like, I don't know.  Get to my senior year of 
basketball and then like lose just by three points, or by five points.  So that's kind of a hard thing to deal with. (p
6)

losing to our rivals. That was uh, we haven't lost to them for two years, and uh, this year we did, at 
homecoming, so it was kind of a pretty big deal. (p 9)
bad experiences is always losing to your rival. (p 16)

being rivals with them, it was more umm … it happened like off the court too like people would … every time 
they’d win, they’d like tweet stuff about we beat … we beat [school name] and all that stuff, so it was always 
just a slap in the face.  They’d be up super loud in the locker room after they beat us and stuff like that. (p 16)

this year we had a really terrible year with our football team and … we didn't do the best and we kept losing and
losing and, it got to me (p 12)

When you go from winning every single game to losing almost every single game it is really hard. (p 15)

9th grade we went like 0 and 8 which stunk (p 12)
my worst experiences... probably have to be this year in football. My senior year, we didn't win one game this 
year (p 9)

we all thought we were gonna be in all the games and you know, win more than we lost, but we ended up going 
two and six in the regular season and then we lost our first playoff game in double overtime. (p 1)

you don't want to lose in front of fans, because maybe they won't come back later. (p 13)

I felt like our fans were like bored watching us and stuff and I just kind of felt bad for them because every time 
we would lose and then like we had like four straight losses and I just felt bad for them because like their paying
to watch us and we're just giving them like a crappy show (p 12)

a lot of people don't like to see like their team lose like every single time you know, so I wanted them to see like
a good show.  Like some games we’d be close which I was fine with, but other games we'd just get the crap 
kicked out of and I just felt like we were like giving … I don't know, like giving up on them and I just felt bad 
for them because no one likes to see like your team lose you know (p 12)

players aren’t confident about it. Like I, we don’t even want to be out there and then the coaches aren’t even 
positive about it as well. They’re not confident that we can do it. (p 4)
well, at the beginning, you only lose like a couple games. You know, we can fight back, we have way more 
games to go, and um, don't get down on yourself, and then when it gets to like four games, five games out of 
your eight games that you lose you kind of start to lose faith (p 9)

it felt like we got so used to losing our sophomore year that when we were like juniors and we actually had the 
chance to win some of those games, it didn't really mean as much to us as it should have. (p 7)
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General Theme Sub-Theme Level One Meaning Unit

I mean we were good, we just couldn't finish.  Like the first half would do … like we would do good and then 
just like the second half like we would just choke.  It just turned out bad and we just kind of gave up. (p 12)

we were losing and a lot of people couldn't handle that and so just didn’t like really try at like practice and stuff  
(p 12)
it was embarrassing that they would see us because they probably thought we had no potential and that there 
was no chance of us ever being as good as them. (p 7)

we couldn’t play their style of basketball and so nobody, nobody wanted to be on the floor. Like even like 
myself. I would rather sit on the bench and watch my teammates try and do it which sounds awful, but I would 
get scared out there. I would, I wouldn’t want to be out there because I didn’t want to make a mistake (p 4)

where you’ve lost to them by 20-30 the previous times. You just don’t even want to play. And then everyone 
gets scared and nobody wants the ball and granted they are a really, really good, aggressive team and we just 
can’t play their style, we couldn’t play their style of basketball and so nobody, nobody wanted to be on the 
floor. Like even like myself. I would rather sit on the bench and watch my teammates try and do it which 
sounds awful, but I would get scared out there. (p 4)

you wish you just had a few more minutes to just go back out there and in some sense sometimes you regret not 
going all-out on the floor when you had the time. (p 15)
kind of saying well, we probably should have worked harder then in the off season if we didn't win a game. And
ah, you kind of wish that you know, you weren't the leaders, so you had somebody to go to, to ask, kind of what 
should we do different (p 9)

then it went back to like the losing part and then it was like, great; and I kind of felt like, uh, like I wasn't doing 
my job as like a senior because I should be leading the other players and stuff that are like younger than me (p 
12)

you think back and that game, especially that playoff game, you think of all the things that you did wrong or 
that you could have done better to help win and how we only lost by one point, (p 1)

it was frustrating at the end of season looking back that, um me and then my other friend, co-captain did as 
much as we could, but it wasn't enough for a successful season. (p 2)
Sad, makes you mad that you didn't do the job you were supposed to do, or needed to do. (p 13)
That's sad and makes you mad that you couldn't do it, and pissed at yourself, (p 13)

especially when the big game, and you can't get that ball in play, you strike out. Just like, you let your whole 
team down, you let yourself down. You just want to get up there again and redo it, but you can't. (p 13)

And you just think of all the things that you could have done to win that game.  So like, I think it's kind of like, I
don't know, a mind game almost.  Like thinking what you could do and what you didn't do. (p 6)

I had guys in scoring position, can't put the ball in play. Couldn't make your team score that, that run that could 
be a big run in the game. (p 13)

Like all of our feelings came out and a lot of people were crying and the fans were just upset, or not upset but 
just they felt bad for us; and like the whole mood just changed completely and like it just was sad (p 12)

keep their words to themselves and just tears in everyone's eyes and the coaches were trying to like to help us 
and stuff and they didn't.  Like they tried but you just couldn't … you can't like just be happy again. (p 12)

we were all just like a bunch of just, not crybabies, but just sad people I guess and like no one was happy and no
one was like kind of happy.  Like we were all just completely sad and I don't know, like it just changed when 
that clock ticked zero because we were that close and it just couldn't be done. (p 12)

I just kind of break down after it's all done with knowing you're not gonna play anymore. (p 1)
For hockey it was really bad, because there was a lot of seniors this year, and there's just, really emotional on 
the bus ride home. (p 13)
I don't know, it was sad. It was the last game I will ever play as a high schooler (p 15)
the last game of our senior year when we lost that was, that was a tough time because we knew all this all over 
and a lot of people cried (p 7)
after the season's all done you have to go home (p 13)

I was really sad and ... Really sad, yeah. Don't think I ever will play varsity, or won’t be able to play varsity 
hockey again, once we lost, and how, I can, not going to have that friend experience any more, it's, after- On the
ice and, we're not going to play competitive game, and scoring that big goal, it's sad, and wishing you could do 
it all over again. Wishing it didn't end, and how it ended. (p 13)

Losing your last section game, that's always sad and emotional, and doesn't feel like it's over yet, but it really is 
when you're a senior (p 13)
right as the clock clicked to zero they were like, well this is our last game and we're never going to be playing 
again and that kind of brought us down.  Like we weren't like as sad as them because we knew that we had like 
one year left but still they just brought us down too (p 12)
it is tough senior year to lose, that is your last game. (p 15)
after every season gets done you have them seniors that just take it so hard because they know it's their last time 
they're gonna play that sport (p 1)
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General Theme Sub-Theme Level One Meaning Unit

just knowing after that last playoff game was the last time you're going to be playing with all of your friends, 
and how we've played with each other since sixth grade in football and that was pretty tough. (p 1)

after that last buzzer rang we knew it was the last time we'd ever ever be on a court together so a lot of the 
seniors started crying (p 7)
we've been good friends our whole lives doing other stuff out of sports, and then sports just really bring us 
together, and I don’t know, we just all broke down afterwards and just giving each other hugs and everything (p 
1)

it makes it hardest because you play with these girls for so long and then you are never going to play with them 
again (p 15)
I was definitely sad that I wouldn’t get to play with those guys anymore. (p 7)
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