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ABSTRACT

Student athletes are expected to succeed simultaneously in
school and sports. Research findings mainly come from
upper secondary and university students, while research on
younger adolescent student athletes has been largely
overlooked. Drawing upon rich qualitative data derived
from individual interviews with student athletes from
grade eight (n = 15), teachers (n = 4), principals (n = 2),
and nonparticipant observations (n = 7) at five schools, this
study examines how young student athletes succeed in
school and sports and in combining these two. The data
was analysed using collaborative qualitative data analysis
to find themes describing these student athletes. The main
findings indicated that most student athletes had high
ambitions and showed strong orientations in their school
approaches. For some student athletes, the student and
athlete roles conflicted, and they prioritized sports over
educational success. A similar variation in student
athletes’ sport commitments was found: from having a
goal to become a professional athlete to pursuing sport as
a leisure activity. Student athletes in this study were in the
beginning of a developmental dual career process, and
they needed to be recognized as a heterogeneous group
with individual pathways. Finally, the sport school
provided more opportunities for practice and a flexibility
in school-related issues. The findings indicated the
demanding nature of the dual commitment of student
athletes in lower secondary sport schools. Consequently, it
is difficult to form a consistent picture that fit every
context because the student athlete role is individual and
to some extent conflicting.
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DVOJNA KARIERA UCENCEV SPORTNIKOV
VISJIH RAZREDOV OSNOVNIH SOL NA
FINSKEM

IZVLECEK

Studentje $portniki morajo kombinirati $olsko in $portno
kariero. Dosedanje ugotovitve raziskav v veéini temeljijo
na starej$ih mladostnikih in mlajsih odraslih, medtem ko
so bile raziskave o mlajsih mladostniskih Sportnikih v
glavnem spregledane. Pri€ujoca Studija temelji na bogatih
kvalitativnih  podatkih,  pridobljenih  na  podlagi
individualnih razgovorov z ucenci Sportniki iz osmega
razreda (n = 15), ucitelji (n = 4), ravnatelji (n = 2) in
ostalimi opazovanci (n = 7) petih osnovnih Sol. Podatki so
bili analizirani s pomocjo skupne kvalitativne analize
podatkov z namenom opisa osnovno$olske populacije
ucencev Sportnikov. Glavne ugotovitve so pokazale, da je
veéina ucencev $portnikov imela visoke ambicije saj je
pokazala mocne usmeritve pri svojih Solskih pristopih. Pri
nekaterih uéencih smo ugotovili. Ugotovili smo, da imajo
$portniki razli¢ne cilje, med najpogostejSimi sta slednja: i)
postati poklicni Sportnik; ii) ukvarjanje s Sportom kot
prostoCasno dejavnostjo. Ucenci Sportniki v pricujoci
Studiji so sicer bili na zacetku procesa razvoja dvojne
kariere in jih je bilo treba prepoznati kot heterogeno
skupino z razliénimi interesi in potmi. Ugotovitve §tudije
nakazujejo na dvomljive ugotovitve zato je posledi¢no tudi
tezko oblikovati skladno sliko, ker je vloga ucenca
$portnika individualna in do neke mere nasprotujoca si.

Kljucne besede: ucenec Sportnik, dvojna kariera,
Sport in izobraZzevanje, kvalitativne metode
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INTRODUCTION

Sport associations and clubs have traditionally had the main responsibility for structuring
competitions and sports in Europe. Nevertheless, during the past decade, European countries
have strived to combine practice, sport competitions, and education (The EU Guidelines on
Dual Careers of Athletes, 2012), which has enabled individuals to begin making dual careers.
A dual career (DC) is defined as a career with a focus on sports and study or work (Ryba et al.,
2015; Stambulova & Wylleman 2015). Sports and educational experiences are connected,
which makes the transition natural for the athlete and therefore, they can combine their interests

in an ideal manner (Tekavc et al., 2015).

DC research is a relatively new field that has gained momentum in the last 10-15 years
(Guidotti et al., 2015; Stambulova & Wylleman, 2019). The research area emphasises athletes
who combine sports and education in normal schools, sports classes, sports schools, or
universities (Stambulova & Wylleman, 2015). European DC research show an emphasis on
athletic career development (Stambulova et al., 2009; Wylleman et al., 2013), challenges and
demands in combining sport with education (Christensen & Sgrensen, 2009; Ryba et al., 2016),
and risk and resilience factors related to the construction of DC pathways (Ryba et al., 2016).
There has been research examining the possibilities of making a DC at the upper secondary
school level (Baron-Thiene & Alfermann, 2015; Ryba et al., 2017) and at the university level
(Brown et al., 2015; Fernandes et al., 2019; Lupo et al., 2017). However, to the best of our
knowledge, there is no research about the opportunities for DC in lower secondary school.

Student athletes who have made DCs are more successful at the transition from sports to
working life than athletes who focused solely on sports (Ryba et al., 2017; Stambulova et al.,
2009; Torregrosa et al., 2015). Aquilina (2013) described the presence of an alternative focus
as a relief from the pressures of sports that provides perspective to the student athlete. However,
investing in a sports career and education is demanding, and studies show that it is difficult to
achieve good results in sports and academic careers at the same time (O’Neill et al., 2013; Ryba
et al., 2016). Some student athletes are struggling to find a proper balance between combining
an athletic career with an academic or working career (Aquilina, 2013; Debois et al., 2015). In
addition, their commitment and motivation towards athletics and education can vary greatly

depending on gender, age, and level of competition (Miller et al., 2005).

Student athletes pursuing DCs indicated that they experience challenges, such as absences from

exams or lectures, training and sport pressure, too little leisure time, and the loss of social life.
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(Condello et al., 2019; Li & Sum, 2017; O’Neill et al., 2013; Romar, 2012). Moreover, student
athletes who make DCs at the upper secondary school face the risks of athletic burnout and
school burnout and, thus, increase the risk of work overload and injuries. (Sorkkila et al., 2020;
Stambulova et al., 2015; Tekavc et al., 2015). Student athletes tend generally to perform as well
or better academically as their nonathlete counterparts (Emrich et al., 2009), while in the
American high school context, female student athletes outperform their peers (Miller et al.,
2005). In addition, findings related to participation and success in school in Finland, show that
almost 40% of student athletes studying at upper secondary sports schools would consider
dropping out of studies if education would interfere with their pursuits for athletic success
(Ryba et al., 2017). Furthermore, students reporting low engagement or unwillingness to invest

in school run higher risks of dropout and academic ill-being (Li & Lerner, 2013).

Research findings from student athletes in upper secondary school and higher education show
that achievement in one domain is often accomplished at the expense of the other domain
(Aquilina, 2013; Christensen & Sgrensen, 2009). The majority of student athletes perceive
education as important to facilitate future study options (Romar, 2012; Ryba et al., 2016). Some
student athletes feel that sports are only a hobby, which is why they also concentrate more on
education. These student athletes believe they will benefit from the studies for the rest of their
lives, while the sports are only temporary (Li & Sum, 2017). Student athletes considering that
sports might not be their future professions have higher academic identities (Stambulova et al.,
2015). Nevertheless, many student athletes report that they prioritise sports over their education
(Christensen & Sgrensen, 2009; Cosh & Tully, 2014; Harrison et al., 2020; Tekavc et al., 2015).
This choice is even more evident in sports where the student athletes easily get income to

practice their sports professionally (Stambulova et al., 2015).

While gender is generally an issue in sports, female elite athletes tend to value and invest more
in academic careers than males do (KerStajn & Topi¢, 2017; Ryba et al., 2016). Similarly, male
athletes often have stronger sports identities than females do (Stephan & Brewer, 2007).
Research also indicates that female athletes have higher aspirations for education than males
do, and they have less motivation to pursue sports careers (Gaston-Gayles, 2005; Tekavc et al.,
2015). Therefore, female athletes have a greater risk of ending the DCs, which means that they
will give up education or sports (Baron-Thiene & Alfermann, 2015; Stambulova & Wylleman,
2019; Tekavc et al., 2015). In addition, female athletes more often than male athletes cannot

live on sports and have to work for financial stability (Harrison et al., 2020; Stambulova &
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Wylleman, 2019). Importantly, these DC research findings are mainly from upper secondary
and university students, while research on younger adolescent student athletes is lacking.

Tekavc et al. (2015) also noted a difference in study motivation between team athletes and
individual athletes pursuing DCs. Team athletes study less frequently at universities, while
those who participate in individual sports often study at universities. However, Lupo et al.
(2017) argued that there were no differences in study motivation between team and individual

athletes; rather, the differences were individual and not sport specific.

Several researchers have noted the developmental perspective of a DC. Li and Sum (2017)
defined the first stage of the DC experience as becoming an athlete with DC. During this stage,
the security, alternative focus, or backup plan was evident, particularly how student athletes
intended to deal with the challenges whilst preparing for the future life. Later, student athletes
deal with sport and education transitions at different stages of their lifetimes, highlighting that
the DC is fundamentally developmental in nature (Debois et al., 2015). Apparently, student
athletes encounter many challenges, which occur at different layers in sports and education,
thus they have to prioritize depending on life situations (Stambulova & Wylleman, 2019).
Student athletes use this fluctuation in focus and prioritization as a temporary coping
mechanism for periods of particularly high demand on time or energy (Cartigny et al., 2019;
Guidotti et al., 2015; Li & Sum, 2017). However, studies have indicated that the DC demands
faced by student athletes increased during more advanced levels of education (Cartigny et al.,
2019, Harrison et al., 2020).

Although research describes student athletes as a heterogeneous group, each athlete has their
own individual process with different changing motives and related identities impacting on the
student athlete’s development (Defruyt et al., 2020; Li & Sum, 2017). Drawing on previous
studies (e.g., Aunola et al., 2018; Ryba et al., 2017; Stambulova et al., 2015) and their own
interview data, Cartigny et al. (2019) presented a lifespan perspective of the student athlete
experience by identifying three distinct student athlete pathways. One group of student athletes
reflected a balance between sport and education, while another showed a sporting dominancy
and a third group showed educational and/or vocational dominancy. Differences in identity
development were linked to each pathway, suggesting that athletes construct their DCs from a

young age, and these constructions impact the individual actions they take.

Given an increased focus and concerns about youth sports, it is important to understand how

student athletes balance sports and education at different educational levels. As outlined by
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Stambulova and Wylleman (2019), the DC literature has grown in Europe during the last
decade. The review underlined a need for further exploration of student athletes at a primary
school level, which means the time before the transition to upper secondary education.
Therefore, the aim of this study was to examine student athletes’ commitments to education

and sports during lower secondary education.

METHODS
Context

Finnish comprehensive schools have long had an international status as relatively equal and
providing uniform education for all students. The educational system consists of 9 years of
compulsory basic schooling, starting at age 7 and ending at age 16. In primary school (Grades
1-6), classroom teachers are mostly responsible for giving instruction, whereas subject teachers
primarily give instruction in lower secondary school (Grades 7-9). After comprehensive school,
students choose between upper secondary (academic track) or vocational education. Currently,
Finland has 15 sports upper-secondary schools, which supports the construction of a DC path

by collaborating with sports clubs, national sports academies, and sports federations.

The present study is part of an ongoing DC research project that focuses on examining student
athlete well-being throughout lower secondary school. At present, 19 lower secondary schools
nationwide have been certified in accordance with the criteria established by the Finnish
Olympic Committee to participate in a 3-year lower secondary sports schools pilot project
(LSSSPP) during the academic years 2017-2020. The aim of the LSSSPP project was to
promote young adolescent athletes’ opportunities to pursue academic and athletic careers
simultaneously through strengthening the collaboration between local lower secondary schools,
the national network of sports academies, and local sports clubs. The LSSSPP schools are
geographically representative of Finland, and student athletes form their own classes (about 25
student athletes in one group) within each school. The participating schools have committed
themselves to making special arrangements for flexible solutions, so that student athletes can
combine sports with education. In reality, this means schools provide 10 hours a week during
school days for physical education or sports practice, as well as a 2-hr weekly “Develop as an
Athlete” unit during the whole school year. In addition, admittance to the lower secondary sport
classes is competitive. Thus, student athletes must display physical competence, and the most

competent are selected through national physical aptitude tests.
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Participants

We purposefully sampled five LSSSPP schools that were located close to or had good
connections to the university, were willing to be observed during the school day, and
represented schools with different sports focuses. The participants in the study were 15 student
athletes (M = 14.5 years old) and six persons from the school staff (see Table 1). We based the
inclusion of school staff on Harrison et al. (2020), who suggested it would enable an
understanding of DCs within a broader context. We selected three student athletes purposefully
from each school, following the criteria of having gender, team, and individual sport balances.
In addition, two subject teachers, two physical education teachers, and two principals
participated in the study, with at least one staff member being from each school. Prior to data
collection, we obtained ethical approval from the Abo Akademi University ethics committee.

Additionally, parents to all student participants signed written informed consent forms.

Table 1. Student Athletes, School Staff, and Observations as Data Sources at Five Schools.

School Student Athlete School Staff Observation
Name Sport Name Position Subject
Bjorkby Roland Soccer Victoria  Physical education Finnish
Jenny Soccer Physical education
Gustav Soccer
Granby Lisa Swimming Oskar Physical education Swimming
Ulla Swimming Principal Motor skills
Christopher ~ Swimming Emma Mathematics
Larkby Lukas Ice hockey Sofia Finnish Motor skills
Ulrika Swimming Finnish
Mathilda Figure skating
Tallby Lovisa Synchronized Ben Principal
swimming
Marika Motocross
Jesper Ice hockey
Enby Pelle T&F/Basket Ida Home economics Mathematics
Mans Floorball Physical education
Amanda Team gymnastics
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Data Collection

We obtained qualitative data for this study via interviews and observations with field notes. We
conducted the interviews at the end of the academic year, when student athletes had attended 2
years at an LSSSPP school. The first and fourth authors conducted the interviews in a quiet
room in each school. We audio recorded and transcribed the interviews verbatim. We used
semistructured individual interviews to gain insight into the student athletes’ commitment to
school and education. We developed a semistructured interview guide based on previous DC
literature (e.g., Guidotti et al., 2015; Li & Sum, 2017; Stambulova & Wylleman, 2019), similar
for student athletes and school staff, to ask in-depth questions tailored to the participants’
experiences. For example, broad categories of questions were related to individual factors (e.qg.,
How important is education? What are the good points or downsides of this LSSSPP school?)
and institutional factors (e.g., How do schools support students in combining education and
sports?). The lengths of interviews ranged from 14-28 min for student athletes and from 16-39

min for school staff.

The purpose of nonparticipant lesson observations was to provide us a chance to “live” the DC
in LSSSPP schools and experience what actually takes place. Although unsystematic in nature,
the observations were based loosely on Virtanen et al.’s (2019) study using the classroom
assessment scoring system. During observations, the researchers took detailed field notes about
teachers’ instructional behaviour and interactions, peer interactions, and student task
orientation. We observed mathematics, Finnish, physical education, motor skill practice, and
swimming lessons (see Table 1), and the length of each lesson varied from 60-90 min. These
observations provided glimpses into a DC school day, as seen through the lens of the

researchers.
Data Analysis and Trustworthiness

We analysed the qualitative data by using a collaborative qualitative data analysis (Richards &
Hemphill, 2018). The development of coding categories involved a repetitious process of
exploring the interview and observational data. We defined the codes to reflect the issues and
with reference to notions in the DC framework. We achieved consensus upon discussion of
differences in coding and categorizing the themes. Thus, we generated the final codes and
created a coding frame to define key themes, their definitions, and criteria for recognition in the

coding for each data source (see Table 2).
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Table 2. Thematic Analysis.

Main Themes Area of Focus Example of Raw Data
School High study ambitions I would say it [school] is very important. At the moment, it
commitment is my highest priority.
Future professional I think it is quite important. | want to a certain high school
careers because | want to study medicine.
Success in school Probably this class is by far better than the other classes, if
we think of all students on average.
Differences among It is individual, and | would still say that most of our
student athletes students make an effort in school beside their sport
involvement.
Gender-specific issues ~ The girls are definitely investing more in school, while the
boys are investing more [in] sports.
Sport Strong commitment Super important . . . | have such a dream that | would like to
commitment win a World Cup medal.

Weaker commitment

Competences for
everyday life

I want, as | now have, a good basic fitness level and physical
activity, to be out and to be with friends. I don’t have any
major goals to play in any one league.

It has of course taught me time management. You almost
have to have a minute schedule for each day, so that you
have time for everything.

A dual career

Combining sport and
school

To train during the
school day

Demanding amount of
work

Adjustments in
schooling

Probably both are equally important; if you don’t become a
professional athlete, you have to build another career.

A good point is that you have a lot of physical education and
morning sessions, which you might not get from a normal
school.

In my opinion, the biggest challenge is to cope [with the
demands]. Our young athletes are under a great pressure.

If you have long game trips, you can get extra time for
homework or similar.

We took several steps during the research process to facilitate trustworthiness. First, we made

the study procedure transparent to participating student athletes and school staff at the

beginning of the study. The triangulation of data sources involved identification of similar data

situated in the observations and interviews. We used researcher triangulation multiple times to

make sense of and challenge emerging categories. We retained verbatim quotes from student

athlete and school staff interviews and field notes to stay close to the data, and for the result

text, we chose the best of the selected quotes, which were identified by participant pseudo name

and sport or staff position.

RESULTS

After analysing the data, we identified three main themes related to school commitment, sport

commitment, and a DC. These themes are apparent across all data.
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School Commitment

A large proportion of student athletes have a stong commitment to school with high study
ambitions. A strong commitment to school means that the students were interested in and goal-
orientated with their schooling. We noticed that they thought further studies were important.
Ulrika (Léarkby School, swimming) said, “I would say it [school] is very important. At the
moment it is my highest priority, | want to invest in school so that I get into a high school and,
after it, to a university.” In addition, the student athletes reflected that schooling was important
for their future professional careers. According to Jenny (Bjorkby School, soccer), the school
was very important for her future life, “I think it is quite important, I want to a certain high
school because I want to study medicine [Faculty of Medicine].” In addition, Emma (Granby
School, Principal) pointed out that several student athletes had a strong commitment to school,
“They are very determined to attend school because they want to get into Mikelérinne [a sport
upper secondary school].” Subject teachers also noticed that student athletes had a strong
commitment to school and high aspirations: “In my opinion, they invest and are academically
ambitious. Clearly they are already talking about what high school they are aiming for” (Ida,
Enby School, home economics teacher).

The majority of the student athletes were also successful in school, and they had high average
grades in academic subjects. Most of them had an average of more than 9.0 on a scale from 4
to 10. Mathilda (Larkby School, figure skating) said, “I am very satisfied ... 10.0 [average].”
According to the school staff, there were differences between student athletes and regular
students in school success, while there were no low-performing students in the sports classes.
Ida (Enby School, home economics teacher) said, “Probably this class is by far better than the
other classes, if we think of all students on average ... and the really low achievers are missing
from this class.” We also observed high efforts on school tasks: “there was a good working
climate in the class and students were interested and asking questions” (field note, Granby

School, mathematics).

The school staff recognized differences in the school commitment among student athletes,
while some students were high performers in school and some did not invest as much. Ben
(Tallby School, Principal) said, “It is individual, and I would still say that most of our students
make an effort in school beside their sport involvement.” Ulla (Granby School, swimming) also
said, “Now, I have invested even more in sports and less focus on school during this spring,

given the summer and the upcoming big competitions.” Conversely, there were some student



Kinesiologia Slovenica, 27, 1, 135-152 (2021), ISSN 1318-2269 The Dual Commitment 144

athletes with no clear plans for the future. Mans (Enby School, floorball) mentioned, “I might
go to high school, a sports high school. I do not know what high school I am applying for.”

Furthermore, the school staff saw gender-specific differences in the school commitment for the
student athletes. Girls often invested more in school than boys did, while the boys focused more
on sports. Victoria (Bjorkby School, physical education teacher) pointed out, “The girls are
definitely investing more in school, while the boys are investing more [in] sports. Among the
boys there are several who take the school with a heel kick.” Classroom observations (field
note, L&rkby School, Finnish) showed that presentations from girl students were structured and
well prepared, while two boys showed low efforts in their presentations. Similarly, “during the
recess before an examination in mathematics, two girl students were reading the mathematics
text book, while a group of five boy students were watching a video clip from their phones,

although the text book was on the bench” (field note, Enby School, mathematics).
Sport Commitment

There was also a variation in student athletes’ sports commitment, with students showing a
strong commitment to sports and students with weaker commitment to sports. A strong
commitment to sports indicated student athletes who were greatly determined and interested in
sports. Amanda (Enby School, squad gymnastics) mentioned, “Super important ... I have such
a dream that I would like to win a World Cup medal.” The school staff also noticed that some
student athletes were devoting a lot to sports. Sofia (Larkby School, Finnish teacher) expressed,
“Then, there are those who invest more in sport.” The investment and high ambitions were
evident in Lukas’ (Larkby School, ice hockey) goals, “Well ice hockey professional, that you
would someday play as professional and get money for it and live on it. You should do what
you like.” Similar high future goals in an individual sport were recognized by Lisa (Granby
School, swimming), “I think it is important, I want to be successful in swimming and reach
high ... at least | want to participate in international competitions.” This commitment also was
noticed in observations from sport practice where “student athletes showed great interest and
engagement in the passing drill” (field note, Bjorkby School, soccer practice) and “they were
concentrated and did their best during all parts of the practice session. No disturbing or deviant

behaviours occurred” (field note, Granby School, motor skill practice).

Despite student athletes with strong commitment to sports, there were student athletes with
weaker commitment to sports. These students were not as ambitious; rather, they participated

in sports because it was fun and to be physically active. Roland (Bjorkby School, football) said,
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“I want, as [ now have, a good basic fitness level and physical activity, to be out and to be with
friends. I don’t have any major goals to play in anyone league.” Sport could also be a leisure
activity and Jenny (Bjorkby School, football) said, “I have not ever aimed for the national team
or so. Rather it has been a hobby ... I have no goals in that way. And I don’t want to be a
professional [player] as an adult.” In this sense, for some student athletes, school was more

important. Ulrika (Larkby School, swimming) said,

It is a second priority, right after school. I always go to the practice sessions; | preferably do
not miss any. I do the best I can. I'm not necessarily that competition oriented, and I do not
want to reach as far as [someone] else. For example, it is enough for me that | can participate
in my own age group national championships, and I don’t have to win anything there. For me,

I just want to do my own best so | can enjoy the practice, and it is the most important to me.

Although sports may be demanding, student athletes indicated that sports gave them
competences for everyday life. Many student athletes felt they learned social competencies and
collaboration with others, as Roland (Bjorkby School, football) noted, “Social skills, you get to
know new people more easily.” In addition, they had learned time management and daily
planning with the help of sports, and Mathilda (Larkby School, figure skating) mentioned, “It
has of course taught me time management, you almost have to have a minute schedule for each
day, so that you have time for everything.” Several student athletes also had learned not to
immediately give up facing challenges, as indicated when Pelle (Enby School, athletics /
basketball) said, “Then, when it starts to feel heavy, and you start to fight, then you do not give

up, but you continue.”
A Dual Career

The student athletes considered it important to have dual careers: to combine sports and school.
They noticed that something else, other than sports, was important in life. Therefore, school
and studies were important as a backup if the professional sports career was not achieved. Jesper
(Tallby School, ice hockey) said, “Probably both are equally important, if you don’t become a
professional athlete you have to build another career.” Also, Lukas (Larkby School, ice hockey)
pointed out, “Although I dream of becoming a professional ice hockey player, it’s still good to
have a backup plan there, so the school should be well taken care of so you have something

after the ice hockey in life too.”

Participation in the DC project schools allowed student athletes to train during school hours,

which meant the athletes had better opportunities to develop as athletes. Gustav (Bjorkby
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School, football) said, “At least we have much better opportunities for all kinds of things and
activities [sport practice] than what other classes have. We have the opportunity to train more.”
Practice sessions during the school days were usually morning sessions, which allowed athletes

to increase their training loads.

A good point is that you have a lot of physical education and morning sessions, which you might
not get from a normal school. Then, bad things, or not, I do not know, but that you can get too

much sport. (Marika, Tallby School, motocross)

Although the amount of work can be large by combining sport and school demands, it might
not feel heavy for the athlete. This is because athletes enjoy practice and going to the practice

sessions, which makes it less stressful.

It can be difficult to combine sport and school, 7 don 't question that, but it certainly varies a lot
from person to person. But for me, it personally has not been demanding. Of course, it is
sometimes very difficult and demanding, but usually it hasn’t been that demanding. Maybe it’s
because I haven’t had to invest in the school so much anyway, but that may change.
Nevertheless, in itself, swimming probably never feels stressful because it is fun. For that, you
like it and you like going to practice, and it’s not hard to watch Netflix when you like it. (Ulla,

Granby School, swimming)

Even though no student athletes considered the load to be a challenge, the school staff felt that
the load could be demanding. This could, according to school staff, lead to an increased burnout
risk and/or an early drop out of sports when the combination of sports and school is a burden,
not just sports or school. Most stressful was that students were constantly expected to perform,

in school and in sports, and the overall load was often high.

In my opinion, the biggest challenge is to cope [the demands]. Our young athletes are under a
great pressure, and | think this pressure comes from three different directions: demanding
homes, demanding coaches in the sports, and demanding school. Ranking these is difficult, at
least for me. | believe that everyone puts the school in the first place, or do they. But a young
athlete gets tired because of that too much is too much. (Oskar, Granby School, physical

education teacher)

The DC can be demanding for these young student athletes; however, they appreciated the way
school was adjusted for their needs. The student athletes felt that the teachers were more flexible

with schooling and understood that student athletes were not always able to do all assignments
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on time. Mans (Enby School, floorball) mentioned, “If you have long game trips, you can get
extra time for homework or similar.” Similarly, Ida (Enby School, home economics teacher)
felt that the teachers tried to adjust “the amount of homework or the placement of exams, which
would make it easier for students’ day-to-day living, when they feel that everything is not piling
up.” The field notes (Enby School, mathematics) also indicated that seven students missed the
mathematic examination due to a tournament; however, the teacher explained that they would
do it the next day. Finally, practice sessions were included during the regular school day to
provide time for sports and school. Lisa (Granby School, swimming) said, “The most positive
is that the practice sessions are adapted so that there is time for both school and swimming;

that’s the most important thing in my opinion.”

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to examine student athletes’ commitment to education and sports
during lower secondary education in Finland. This study’s results add new knowledge to the
existing literature, as past researchers have focused primarily on DC experiences from upper
secondary or university levels. The student athletes at the lower secondary level in Finland
indicated that education was important for further studies and for future working careers. At
this stage, student athletes may not know how ambitious their sports careers will be and,
therefore, are compelled to invest equally in their education. The student athletes in our study
were in the first phase of their DC experiences, described by Li and Sum (2017) as becoming
an athlete with a DC. During the first phase, student athletes are concerned about security and
show backup plans in dealing with the challenges, whilst preparing for their future lives. When
the lower secondary student athlete then transfers to upper secondary and university studies, we
might see a higher investment in sports, and education can then be neglected (Christensen &
Sarensen, 2009; Cosh & Tully, 2014; Stambulova & Wylleman, 2019). Ryba et al. (2016) also
noted that Finnish university student athletes showed a high sports identity. If the student
athletes notice at any phase of the career that they have reached the highest level and probably
will not become a professional or international athlete, they usually start to invest in studies or
working life (Cartigny et al., 2019). Furthermore, sports and school can complement each other.
These student athletes thought it might be good to have something else to think about, not just
school or sports (Aquilina 2013; Defruyt et al., 2020). According to previous research (Baron-
Thiene & Alfermann, 2015; Stambulova et al., 2015; Tekavc et al., 2015), it is easier to succeed
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with a DC if individuals are allowed to express themselves in several different ways, not only
through sports.

Student athletes in this study were successful in school. They performed well in school and had
higher averages grades than other students had in the same school. In addition, there were few
student athletes who were significant low performers in academic subjects. These results are
consistent with those reported by Emrich et al. (2009) and Gaston-Gayles (2004), where student
athletes usually had good grades because they had to perform well in school to get into
university sports programs. However, our results are from lower secondary student athletes in
Finland, while Gaston-Gayle’s (2004) results were based on college student athletes in North
America, which means we cannot draw a direct link to previous research. However, education
is important in Finland, and Finnish students are doing well in international comparisons.
Therefore, the strong commitment to school and success may also be because these student
athletes want to ensure their acceptances to a specific upper secondary school and from there

on to university and working life.

This study also indicated that there were gender-specific differences in education for lower
secondary student athletes. Girls were often more determined with school, while boys were
more focused on sports. This finding supports previous evidence, which indicates that girls have
higher ambitions with education (Ker$tajn & Topic¢, 2017; Ryba et al., 2016 Stephan & Brewer,
2007; Tekavc, et al., 2015). One explanation may be that girls are usually more determined and
have clearer plans for the future than boys have. In addition, girls usually mature earlier than
boys do, which means that girls usually know what they want with their lives at an earlier stage
than boys know (Harrison et al., 2020; Patton et al., 2004). Additionally, a few student athletes
indicated that sports were more important than education, and these were all boys from team
sports. A possible explanation might be that sports commitment among team sports boys is
higher than among girls. Male team athletes usually succeed better financially than individual
or female team athletes (Stambulova & Wylleman, 2019; Tekavc et al., 2015). A connection
between boys in team sports and a strong commitment to sports might be related to male team
athletes having a much higher probability of being able to support themselves through sports
than individual or women athletes have. In addition, while men’s sports tend to have higher
status than women’s sports and media visibility is higher for men’s sports (Stambulova &
Wylleman, 2019), these differences can affect student athletes’ commitment and opportunities

to pursue professional sports careers.
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In addition to these DC experiences, lower secondary student athletes considered that the
overall load could be demanding, but the load was not a problem for most student athletes. On
the other hand, school staff felt that the overall load was demanding and that this could lead to
dropout and/or burnout. Other researchers (Sorkkila et al., 2020; Stambulova et al., 2015;
Tekavc et al., 2015) revealed that student athletes making DCs are at risk of suffering athletic
burnout or school burnout. However, these studies were based on student athletes from the
upper secondary or university level. This means that the situation might be different during the
beginning phase of a DC (Li & Sum, 2017), particularly when both Harrison et al. (2020) and
Cartigny at al. (2019) reported that a DC became increasingly difficult to manage when the
levels of education increased. Thus, a DC might be challenging, but their situation was clearly
supported by individuals (teachers and coaches) who were willing to sustain both of their
pursuits. In addition, the provided structure with practice sessions during the school day, a
flexible schedule, and adjusted time arrangement for school tasks and examinations also helped
the student athlete in combining sports and education (Harrison et al., 2020; O’Neill et al.,
2013).

Noticeably, the demands student athletes encounter are challenging and require effort, time,
and support to meet (Ryba et al., 2016). They have to prioritize and adjust their focus to balance
sports and education to find an optimal solution (Stambulova & Wylleman, 2019). Student
athletes in this study were in the beginning of a developmental DC process with not only a
single event but also several educational and sport transitions at different stages during their
lifetimes, which highlighted the importance of adopting a lifespan perspective when
considering DC student athletes (Debois et al., 2015; Tekavc et al., 2015). As the diversity of
these student athletes indicated, distinguishing between the different DC decisions that each
one makes at different levels is important. Therefore, we need to recognise DC student athletes
as a heterogeneous group with individual pathways (Li & Sum, 2017), where an individual
student athlete could be placed anywhere from high to low commitment. Student athletes in this
study showed similar pathways, as reported by Cartany et al. (2019): a DC pathway, a sporting
pathway, and an educational pathway. Thus, this study was able to extend the DC findings from
older student athletes to lower secondary students. Finally, these student athletes constructed
their careers at a young age, and because fluctuation in focus, prioritization, and coping
mechanisms will change during their coming years (Guidotti et al., 2015), estimating their

future DC pathways is impossible.
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Limitations and strengths

A limitation of this study is the generalisability, because the results are based on a small sample
and only on the DC experiences in Finland. Studies in a different context may yield different
findings. A second limitation is that this study did not emphasize the type of sports that the
schools offered and in which the student athletes participated. To obtain an understanding of
the developmental processes of the DC, future studies should include a longitudinal approach,
with qualitative and quantitative measures, while focusing on the challenges and the well-being
of student athletes. A notable strength of this study is that we included school staff and
observations in capturing the processes of DCs for young student athletes, thus providing a
basis for future research to assess the progression and success of a DC. Regardless of the
limitations, this study substantiates previous findings in the literature that understand student
athletes during DCs as a heterogeneous group with individual pathways and processes. Finally,
this study presents novel and interesting findings, which provide a detailed insight into Finnish
lower secondary student athletes’ DCs and the experiences encountered in their schools.
Importantly, this knowledge needs to inform the government and the sporting movement to
outline, develop, and implement a DC program in close cooperation with local lower secondary

schools.
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