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Abstract 

The education of athletes about Olympic principles at sport events has become 
a new trend. Sport bodies such as the International Olympic Committee (IOC) 
and the European Olympic Committees (EOC) have launched educational 
projects for their respective youth multisport events – the Youth Olympic 
Games (YOG) and the European Youth Olympic Festival (EYOF). Young 
activists known as the Young Change-Makers (YCM) and European Young 
Ambassadors (EYA) are recruited in order to help engage athletes in 
educational activities. The academic research conducted on such initiatives 
reveals that despite considerable efforts of making educational programmes 
innovative and interactive, athletes exhibit little interest in joining the games 
organised for them. While summarising the current misfortunes of the two 
educational projects (YCM and EYA), the paper explores possible limitations 
at the conceptual level. It suggests that there is a variety of factors that have 
been overseen by project leaders – non-traditional learning space, low support 
of adults, narrow scope, bright buzzwords, adolescence crisis, underestimation 
of skills and peer-to-peer relations. The paper provides suggestions on how the 
educational concepts at the YOG and the EYOF could be improved. 
 

Introduction 
The education of athletes has become a hot topic in the circles of practitioners 

and researchers. The necessity to educate athletes has been identified by sport 
governing bodies as a key point on their agendas. The International Olympic 
Committee (IOC), the world’s largest multisport organisation and the governing 
body of the Olympic Movement, exploits the potential of the newly created event, 
the Youth Olympic Games (YOG), to catch up with the educational objectives. Their 
Culture and Education Programme (CEP) as well as the project of Young Change-
Makers (YCM) are put in the forefront of priorities. The European Olympic 
Committees (EOC), having established the European Youth Olympic Festival 
(EYOF) much earlier in 1991, have very recently followed the example of YCM and 
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introduced the programme of the European Young Ambassadors (EYA). Having 
different names at different events (YCM at the YOG; EYA at the EYOF) and 
different executive bodies (YCM of IOC; EYA of EOC), these new education 
facilitators are recognised as an integral part of educational projects as they serve the 
major link between athletes and learning activities (Peters and Schnitser, 2015). 

Many topics have been researched around youth and the Olympic Movement in 
general and the YOG in particular. Amongst the most prominent topics are low 
viewership rates among youth, low interest of the public, cost overruns, social impact 
(Wong, 2011), similarities with the ‘adult’ Olympic Games (Hanstad, Parent and 
Kristiansen, 2013) and ethical issues (Parry, 2012). Some critical remarks have come 
from the works of Krieger (2012), Schnitser et al. (2014) and MacIntosh (2017) 
regarding the educational component of youth events. The current need to educate 
athletes, the emergence of educational programmes at youth sport events as well as 
the innovative idea of education facilitators, i.e. YCM and EYA, encourage the 
present paper to analyse these new areas. Therefore, the overall aim of this article is 
to identify practical challenges and methodological limitations of event-based 
educational programmes for athletes and to suggest ideas for further improvement. 
The earlier creation of the CEP and YCM as well as their bigger coverage in the 
academic research and the mass media, make these initiatives a good point of 
reference while trying to draw conclusions for the EOC’s pilot project of EYA.  

The present article intends to incorporate the work of what we call ‘education 
facilitators’; YCM and EYA, into the overall assessment of education programmes. 
Their work has been only partly investigated in Peters and Schnitser (2015). While 
trying to understand the experiences of athletes and other stakeholders at the first 
Winter YOG in Innsbruck, the authors held interviews with four Young 
Ambassadors (renamed to Young Change-Makers). The study concluded that the 
ambassadors had a solid background information about the event and were a ‘major 
link between the athletes and the CEP’. As found in the case of EOC, EYA play a 
crucial role in the actual set up of educational activities for an event and therefore 
should not be excluded from consideration. The paper also tries to differentiate 
between event-based and school-based Olympic education as well as views athletes 
as a special group of learners (as opposed to general public) to suggest possible 
reasons (methodological failures) for the poor implementation of YCM/EYA. The 
findings of this paper are based on the analysis of official IOC and EOC documents 
as well as personal observations at youth sport mega events. 

Sport and values education 
The connection of sport and education is most visible in the philosophy of 

Olympism. The Olympic Charter defines Olympism as ‘a philosophy of life’ that is 
based on the idea of the unity of mind and body in the development of human beings 
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as well as blending sport with culture and education (IOC, 2015). Fair play, 
friendship, peace, and international goodwill belong to the list of values that are 
incorporated within the concept of Olympism (Binder, 2001). The Olympic 
education is based on the clear postulate of Pierre de Coubertin, the founder of the 
modern Olympic Games (OG), that ‘young people need to train their bodies as well 
as their minds’ (IOC, 2016: 25).  

Athletes are in a more privileged position than other members of societies as 
they are continuously surrounded by sport which has a power to educate and change 
people (Flindall and Wassong, 2017). The Olympic education umbrella consists of 
such activities as; degree courses at universities, textbooks and guides about the OG, 
sports youth camps, Olympic museum networks, promotional campaigns of Olympic 
sponsors, and others (IOC, 2016). The educational programme for athletes (i.e. CEP) 
is not mentioned in the list. It signals that the IOC does not intend to mix athletes 
and their educational needs with those of other social groups and considers them as 
a separate group of learners. 

International multi-sport events for youth 
The YOG is an innovative event championed by the IOC as an educational, 

cultural and sporting place for international athletes aged 14 to 18. The event takes 
place every two years (alternating as summer and winter editions) and kicked off in 
2010 with the Singapore YOG. The YOG aim generally at decreasing youth obesity 
and unhealthy lifestyle (Wong, 2011). The IOC covers travel and accommodation 
expenses for athletes and requires host cities to make use of existing venues. The 
international rules of sports might be altered, and new disciplines might be launched 
in order to distract the focus on high competitiveness and instead achieve social and 
educational goals (Wong, 2011). Besides the sporting competitions, the extensive 
CEP is a main feature of the event and an integral part of the Games (Schnitser et 
al., 2014). The YCM is a complementary project that hires activists on the voluntary 
basis to help athletes benefit from the CEP. 

The EYOF has a longer history than the YOG but has yet to receive critical 
attention from researchers. It was established in 1991 at the suggestion of former 
IOC’s President Jacque Rogge, as an attempt to unite athletes of Europe and create 
sport opportunities for young people (Wong, 2011). The summer and winter editions 
of this bi-annual event draws together athletes from around 50 European States 
(EOC, n.d.). The competition programme includes eight winter sports and ten 
summer sports that are conducted in accordance with international standards. The 
fundamental principles of the EYOF are based on the Olympic Charter, however, 
there is no comprehensive educational programme that underpins the event. This 
said, some intended education activities have been staged since 2017 through the 
innovative project of the EYA (EOC, 2017). 
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Both events have been inspired by the idea to give young athletes an opportunity 
to come together and enjoy their sporting performance as well as their interaction 
with foreign colleagues. They try to adapt competition programmes in a way to 
distract attention from striving for medals but instead focus on learning outcomes. 
Despite the official claims that education has as a big role as sport activities, both 
events remain highly competitive and have limited impact on athlete education 
(Krieger, 2012). 

Education programmes at youth sport events 
Educational programmes connected with international sport events are an 

innovative learning platform for athletes. MacIntosh (2017:449) postulates that 
having a space to interact is an important condition for ‘the exchange of knowledge, 
skills and understanding’ that can take place between athletes. Coaches and 
administrative staff who go with athletes to competitions do not have extra time to 
engage in educational activities, nor do they often have interest in debating with 
athletes about importance of education (Schnitser et al., 2014). That was supposedly 
the reason why the IOC and the EOC presented their idea to have a group of people 
at the event (YCM and EYA respectively) who could contribute to the task of 
bringing Olympism and education to the focus of athletes. The programmes follow 
the so-called ‘experiential approach’ as athletes acquire knowledge through 
participation in Olympic festivals rather than through attendance of school classes 
(Naul, 2008). That is, various teaching methodologies and content should be in place 
to better suit the conditions of sporting events and improve the learning environment. 

The CEP has been created to introduce athletes to Olympism and the Olympic 
values in a fun and festive spirit (Krieger and Kristiansen, 2016). It is as important 
as the competition programme. It includes over fifty activities for athletes to share 
the Olympic values. All of them are staged in numerous formats. The underlying aim 
is to encourage athletes to discuss important themes linked to the practice of sport as 
well as to global and societal challenges (Torres, 2010). Some modern tools, such as 
the YOGGER (a Bluetooth stick for the electronic exchange of contact data among 
athletes), are offered by commercial partners to enhance the experiences of athletes 
(Peters and Schnitser, 2015). 

The YCM programme (previously known as the Young Ambassadors) was 
launched jointly with the 2010 Singapore YOG when the IOC recruited 30 young 
activists aged 18 to 28. The participants were nominated by their NOCs to ‘help 
promote the YOG in their regions and communities and support the athletes before 
and during the Games as well as during their participation in the CEP’ (IOC, 2010). 
According to the latest version of the project, the IOC requires from the successful 
candidates to be positive and proactive, be willing to build a long-term relationship 
with the IOC and other YCM, speak fluent English and actively use social media 
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(IOC, 2018). The roles and responsibilities of the YCM are outlined in the 
programme’s manual with regard to their pre-Games, Game-time and post-Games 
involvement and include some concrete actions such as to connect with the 
delegation’s officials, promote the YOG on social media, communicate with athletes 
and coaches, accompany athletes to the activities, organise team-building events, 
create information sheets for athletes and participate in training and evaluation 
sessions (IOC, 2018). The emphasis is made on serving the athletes as a ‘big brother 
or sister’ as well as actively promoting the content of the Learn & Share activities 
(IOC, 2016). 

The EYA programme was established by the Olympic Culture and Legacy 
Commission of the EOC in 2016. The EOC claims the programme helps young 
athletes to embrace the Olympic values of excellence, friendship and respect 
(Morgan, 2017). For the pilot-project, implemented at the 2017 Winter EYOF in 
Ersurum, the EOC recruited eleven NOC athlete ambassadors. The main tasks were 
to help athletes learn about the Olympic values, build lasting friendships with 
athletes from other countries, and facilitate discussions (EOC, 2016). Several online 
training sessions were organised for selected EYA to introduce them to the project 
and plan on-site activities. The list of initiatives for the 2017 summer edition 
included the special EYOF handshake, an Olympic-focused quis, a public Facebook 
group, the EYOF Wall and others (Green, 2017). Some NOCs (i.e. the Hungarian 
Olympic Committee) viewed EYA as an ‘entertainment possibility’ and put them 
under a respective section of their event team manuals. The EYA were mentioned in 
the same list with Twisterwall, Table Football, Logic Games and Xbox (HOC, n.d.). 

Even though the programmes originated from the same, one idea to facilitate 
learning opportunities of athletes at events, crucial differences between these two 
projects exist. Firstly, the YCM are not expected to create on-site exercises as their 
task is to introduce athletes to the educational activities that have been prepared by 
the organisers on their own. The EYA, by contrast, ‘are given the autonomy’ to think 
of their own ideas to help reach educational goals. Secondly, the YCM have shifted 
their focus to broader social projects that should encourage a positive change in 
communities. Together with Panasonic, the IOC grants selective YCM (participants 
of the YCM+ programme) 5,000 euros for the development and implementation of 
socially-oriented projects. The differences in scale and implementation of the two 
educational programmes – CEP/YCM and EYA – might be explained by the 
different availability of financial and human resources at both institutions. 

Practical challenges of education programmes 
The development of an educational programme for a sporting event is a long-

lasting process that requires thorough preparatory work both at the conceptual and 
the practical level. An important component of successful implementation of projects 
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in any kind of field is the ability to evaluate and provide feedback. 
Grammatikopoulos et al. (2005) revealed that the first evaluation procedure for the 
Olympic Education Programme (OEP) has its origins in 2001. The scholars talk 
about the progress achieved in doing the evaluation such as moving from only 
quantitative methods to qualitative techniques. Young participants (athletes) 
themselves are valuable sources of critical remarks as they are competent and skilled 
social agents who can reflect on their experiences (Krieger, 2012). MacIntosh (2017) 
further stresses that athletes are co-creators of the event and can contribute to a 
positive change through sharing their personal feedback. It is important to rely on 
the opinions of athletes if one wishes to enhance the quality of services provided to 
them. While no comprehensive systems exist to date to evaluate the effectiveness of 
work by YCM/EYA at their events, the reports on the OEP identify a range of 
advantages and shortcomings of Olympic lessons staged at schools focusing on 
equipment, educational materials, and administration. 

The main challenges of the initial CEP of the 2010 Singapore YOG are 
summarised in Krieger (2012). For instance, athletes find activities inappropriate for 
their age and ignore ‘childish games’. The claim that the organisers underestimate 
the knowledge of athletes is alarming, as that could place the whole process of 
developing educational programmes in danger. Respective institutions might look to 
increase communication with athletes at the planning stage to better meet their 
expectations and interests. Another problem is that athletes are forced to participate 
in such activities because they simply do not have any other alternatives within the 
athletes’ village which might be of interest to them. Wassong (2006) raises a concern 
that athletes do not have time for extra activities, such as educational and cultural 
seminars, while staying at an event and therefore show little interest in joining the 
CEP programme. However, the IOC is aware of the issue and tries to ensure a good 
coordination between the CEP and the sport programme (Torres, 2010). 

The tight competition schedule makes athletes concentrate on their performance 
and limits their opportunities to take part in educational activities (Krieger, 2012). 
More information should be provided to athletes in advance to help them integrate 
various learning events into individual training and competition plans (MacIntosh, 
2017). Given that the qualification for the youth events often takes place right before 
the team’s departure and the final composition of the team is not announced until the 
last moment, it is advisable to share some preliminary information via online tools, 
as well as to hold a meeting with team members upon arrival. 

A further point raised by Krieger (2012) is that many activities and meetings 
that athletes did enjoy were accidental; not planned by event staff. In this case, the 
ideal intervention of organisers into the educational process of athletes could be just 
to wait for athletes’ initiatives and then implement their ideas. Organisers should 
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give athletes as much freedom as possible in deciding what they would like to do in 
their free time and focus on providing engaging and useful services to athletes. The 
overall educational programme should be prepared in advance to compensate for 
those athletes who may not be ready to initiate them, themselves. 

Furthermore, adults make things complicated by explaining simple things with 
philosophical concepts, whereas it might be more effective to step out of the 
philosophical framework and organise something in a more informal space. As 
athletes have suggested, there are other simpler ways to understand basic concepts – 
more informal meetings should take place (MacIntosh, 2017). Athletes expressed a 
desire to receive assistance from organisers regarding establishing contacts and 
having more interaction with other athletes. Some technical issues such as 
availability of the internet were reported to be a serious obstacle while trying to 
interact online (MacIntosh, 2017). 

Methodological misconceptions of education projects 
Many practical difficulties may result from biased planning. A set of factors 

derived from sociological, physiological and management fields can be used to 
explain the problems that occur in the work of education facilitators at youth events. 
Given that any educational programme/project implies the transfer of knowledge 
between individuals, it is important to realise what teaching and learning strategies 
can be used with regard to Olympism and pedagogy (Binder, 2005). The special 
conditions of a sport event as a learning environment, the behavioural features of 
sportsmen, as well as a freshly established non-traditional group of educators 
(YCM/EYA) increase the risks of practical failures. 

Societal features of young learners 
Collins (2014) refers to ‘youth’ as being the ‘dangerous years’ of life. This 

statement can be supported with various assumptions. Firstly, this is the time when 
children tend to make fun of each other if one decides to take studies more seriously 
and aim at good academic results. Secondly, people of this age are also more likely 
to experience peer pressure and alter their behaviour to fit into the peer crowds 
(Steinberg and Monahan, 2009). Thirdly, people at this early age are not able to 
appreciate the full potential of academic education and therefore are reluctant to 
openly engage with academic practices. There is no direct link between ‘how kind’ 
a person is and ‘how fast’ he can run. Athletes who participate in the YOG and the 
EYOF belong to this age group which makes it more difficult for YCM/EYA to find 
a suitable approach for promoting educational concepts. Education facilitators, apart 
from delivering the Olympic content, need to cope with scepticism of athletes 
towards education in general and studying good manners, encapsulated within the 
philosophy of Olympism in particular. It is important to explain to athletes the 
significance of general education in achieving practical results, i.e. sporting success. 
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A stereotypical teenager strives for independence and may dislike being 
instructed which is an aspect that makes the work of YCM/EYA more challenging. 
The philosophy of teaching advocated by Maxine Green sounds helpful in this regard 
(Binder, 2005). ‘To teach’ means to provide know-how and incentives that one then 
might use to teach himself. It is the ability of an educator ‘to disclose the ordinary 
unseen, unheard and unexpected’ (Binder, 2005:13). This focus on an athlete as a 
person who decides what to learn from others, and YCM/EYA being knowledge 
providers and not instructors, could drive the development of the educational 
programmes discussed in this paper. 

Young athletes show greater interest in topics that are usually discussed with 
senior sportsmen such as, career development, doping, security and others (Krieger 
and Kristiansen, 2016). For teenagers, it is generally important to do something that 
would let them feel like an adult. It is an instinct of every child to copy the behaviour 
of their parents and act older than their actual age (Hough, 2008). Children want to 
grow up faster because growing up means that they matter in the world. The young 
age of YCM and EYA is believed to make it easier for athletes to interact with people 
of similar background and avoid any hierarchies in relationships. However, learning 
from peers is not always desired by teenagers for a similar reason; they have little 
respect for young teachers and do not take them seriously (Sanders, 1908). Another 
misuse of YCM and EYA is that athletes seek permission for activities that otherwise 
would not be allowed by other senior staff members (e.g., leaving the Athlete Village 
without being supervised by adults). 

Educational strategies of athlete educators 
The IOC has designed a manual for teachers entitled Delivering OVEP giving 

them guidelines on what topics can be discussed and what learning activities can be 
staged in classrooms (IOC, 2016a). As found in Grammatikopoulos et al. (2005), 
teachers did not have proper learning materials that would summarise their tasks and 
guide them in organising classes. YCM/EYA, despite the efforts of respective bodies 
to clarify the tasks before, during and after the event (IOC, 2018), seem to lack 
understanding about what exactly they should do on site and what athletes should 
learn from them. Most importantly, athletes face different learning conditions (e.g. 
tight competition schedule, strong focus on performance) while trying to participate 
in educational programmes within the context of mega events. For this reason, all 
attempts of education facilitators (especially EYA as they participate in developing 
the activities) to take the content and learning methods of traditional forms of 
education and run them with athletes at a sport event, risk having a minimum effect. 

Perceiving athletes as students of YCM/EYA implies establishing a trust 
relationship between the educator and the learner. To enhance the moral sense in the 
student, the ‘teacher’ needs to conduct education morally; appreciating what may be 
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a good outcome from visiting a major event, developing an intrinsic understanding 
of the benefits from learning in this case (Binder, 2005). At a sport event, this means 
a coach or a EYA/YCM should make appropriate responses in pedagogical moments 
that inspire and encourage athletes. The term pedagogical moment suits the context 
of mega-events well, as often there is limited space to conduct comprehensive 
educational sessions with athletes. The learning process is rather cut into short 
activities when athletes get some input from educators or make use of games and fun 
activities. It then becomes the task of facilitators (EYA and YCM) to identify certain 
pedagogical moments and intervene actively and teach. 

To successfully impart knowledge to others, one needs to have some expert 
knowledge to share in the first place, as well as be a good facilitator and 
communicator. The question lies in whether the project managers of YCM/EYA 
should look for people with inspiring athletic background or rather look for 
individuals who also have some teaching experience. Having a decorated athlete in 
front of young sportsmen helps to increase trust and inspiration for athletes. 
However, the decorated athlete may lack presentation skills and extended knowledge 
on a topic making teaching and learning more problematic. Given that the goal of 
programmes is to educate athletes through ‘having fun and entertaining’, having a 
sociable character to influence thinking positively, seems to be more important. 

Kuhn (2006) advances the idea that the understanding of certain phenomena 
depends on the cultural and educational lifeworld of a person. Activities of 
YCM/EYA are based on interpersonal communication between athletes; however, 
the rules for social interaction may differ across cultures. Some elements of values 
education can be welcomed in one country or rejected by others. Gummerum and 
Keller (2008) postulate that children coming from different ecologies attribute 
different meanings to the phenomenon of ‘friendship’. Different educational 
philosophies and systems of societies, develop different views on the extent of shared 
activities and may limit the invitation for practical assistance, which all contribute to 
the notion of ‘friendship’. The IOC recognises that in some countries, gaining 
acceptance for values-based teaching and learning might be challenging (IOC, 
2016). That is, local belief systems and social frameworks should be adapted to the 
specific educational priorities of States. However, in their programmes for athletes, 
the IOC does not seem to raise these concerns and creates similar activities for 
athletes of all cultural and educational backgrounds. 

Administrative aspects of education projects 
Given the low interest of athletes in participating in educational activities, 

educational projects are delivered with the help of marketing strategies. The 
programmes of YCM and EYA are seen as products that should be first produced 
and then promoted to the participating athletes. The IOC and the EOC publish 
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booklets, put on branded billboards and compile news reports to increase the interest 
and outreach. This approach has proven to be useful as it helps to quickly make 
athletes aware of the opportunity to educate and entertain themselves at a sport event.  

While trying to decorate educational projects with attractive slogans, the 
philosophical foundations of many educational programmes have been limited to the 
use of three Olympic values, i.e. excellence, friendship, respect. These three words 
have become the flagship of educational campaigns and appear brightly in all kind 
of promotional leaflets. Through the rapid circulation of these three terms, the 
genuine meaning and intent originally attached to these concepts seems to have 
become lost. There are many other treasured ideas that were coined by Pierre de 
Coubertin in his founding documents of the modern OG, that to this day remain 
absent from current Olympic education. 

Organisers aim to connect with athletes primarily through on-site activities 
while communication between people (especially younger ones) has shifted into the 
mediated space. Social networking websites and their mobile versions (apps) are the 
most popular ways to find new acquaintances and interact with each other. 
Instagram, for example, is the fastest growing social media platform (Smith and 
Sanderson, 2015). The attempts to get athletes out of their hotel rooms by setting 
Wi-Fi hotspots in public areas only, such as a canteen or a recreational centre, have 
led to the fact that athletes stare at their screens rather than talk to their teammates 
every time their phones happen to be connected to the Internet (even if athletes gather 
in public places). This new area of online interaction should be targeted by project 
leaders and used to connect athletes within the spirit of Olympism. There are certain 
guidelines that could be provided to athletes in terms of how one should interact with 
other users on social media (liking, commenting, uploading photos, making posts) 
so as to live up to and exhibit the commitment to the Olympic Movement. 

The YCM/EYA are believed to be a point of contact between the athletes and 
educational activities (Peters and Schnitser, 2015). Their task is to inform athletes of 
existing educational opportunities and be a partner for discussing ideals of 
Olympism. Every country, ideally, has one dedicated YCM/EYA who oversees a 
group of athletes. The reality shows that (as in the YOG (Krieger and Kristiansen, 
2016) athletes take part in activities regardless of whether their national delegation 
has a YCM/EYA. Athletes’ participation in activities depends on whether they have 
free time and whether they accidently happen to be in the place where something 
interesting is taking place. It is difficult for an athlete to plan a visit to the playground 
(area with Olympism-based activities) as he is subject to the training and competition 
schedule that is not well known to, or monitored by project leaders. Moreover, 
YCM/EYA who are attached to one particular national team happen to be misused 
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by their respective delegations’ heads and do some administrative tasks that are not 
in line with the objectives of the educational projects. 

Conclusion 
Sport bodies feel enthusiastic about educating athletes at mega-events in a fun 

and innovative way. Their officials have spoken about many athletes enjoying their 
innovative offers and creative activities. A more critical approach to the evaluation 
of such projects by other experts (e.g., researchers) prove that the picture is not as 
bright as presented. Some challenges lie in the design and delivery of value-based 
education for athletes. To date, criticisms include limited options, childish games, 
lack of time, delayed information, lack of interest, lack of trust, high theorisation and 
other messages of poor engagement. Some methodological misconceptions, as 
suggested in our paper, feature non-traditional learning space, low support of adults, 
narrow scope, bright buzzwords, adolescence crisis, underestimation of skills and 
peer-to-peer relations. Despite current drawbacks, such initiatives as the CEP/YCM 
and EYA should continue to exist but should react to critical remarks of participants 
and reviewers and incorporate improved practices with every next edition. The 
EOC’s EYA started a few years ago which allows for certain flexibility in deciding 
how it should be organised in the future. 

Educational programmes should be designed and planned more thoroughly. 
Organisers should not assume what athletes need and create activities based on their 
top-down perceptions alone. They should be based on specific needs and interests of 
the athletes which can be revealed through the exchange of feedback and open 
communication. While education commissions remain the producers and supervisors 
of educational programmes, they should closely work with other departments; athlete 
commissions, coach communities, communication units, to adopt a broader 
perspective on the life of athletes at mega-events and their actual needs. 

The IOC puts efforts into extending the positive effects of inviting a group of 
YCM to the YOG. YCM are provided with an opportunity to meet up face-to-face 
and share their ideas within the framework of the IOC Youth Summit (IOC, 2019). 
The Summit takes place every year and aims to provide young activists with expert 
knowledge in terms of how to develop their socially oriented projects. While YCM 
keep being involved in Olympism-related activities, there seems to be no tangible 
legacy for athletes. It remains unclear whether athletes would share their experiences 
of attending an event upon their return home (Peters and Schnitser, 2015). This 
suggests that the interaction between the YCM and the athletes is limited to the time 
of the event and that athletes do not directly benefit from the education facilitators 
(YCM) during the non-Games years. Athletes come to the event not knowing about 
the chance to educate themselves through the exchange with the YCM/EYA and 
leave the host cities not knowing how to continue with learning about Olympism.  
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Peters and Schnitser (2015) argue that athletes receive little information 
beforehand about what kind of activities are available for them at the Games. The 
authors suggest that a better communication with athletes should take place to inform 
them about all offers in a timely manner. There should be something that would 
encourage athletes to look forward to meeting the YCM/EYA on-site, before coming 
to the competition as well as to look forward to keeping in touch with those interested 
in Olympism-related topics (YCM/EYA) when athletes return home. 

We encourage the organisers to refrain from the assumption that athletes can 
achieve the goals of the Olympic education only through the interaction with other 
athletes and through participating in event-long activities. There are other settings 
where ‘adult’ athletes can communicate with younger ones, capitalise on their 
Olympic knowledge. Mega-events should not be viewed as the only place to tackle 
the athlete need for education; nor should they be used as an occasion to proudly 
state that ‘something is being done’ on this topic. There is much more work that 
needs to take place on a regular basis beyond the framework of mega-events, to 
achieve such desirable educational outcomes. The costly activities alone that last for 
one week, and are not popular among athletes, do not look certain to change the 
situation. In the end, the effectiveness of educational projects can be assessed by 
comparing those who have joined them and those who have not. 

In order to avoid the illusion of achieving more than the reality suggests, sport 
governing bodies might be more critical in their assessments of educational projects. 
The number of cases when ‘success’ stories of officials are taken by researchers and 
then uncloaked with scientific and practical evidence can be reduced and eliminated. 
It seems useful to set performance indicators for both CEP and YCM/EYA to capture 
positive/negative and intended/unintended effects of their activities in both 
quantitative measures and qualitative assessments. Such a balanced view, 
underpinned by research, might actually contribute to a more balanced view of 
greater good being achieved through Olympic education. 
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Reviewer Comments 
This paper offers a critical insight to an aspect of the Olympic experience which 

few may appreciate as being central to the endeavour of the IOC and the Olympics 
more generally - this being, for education and learning through the medium of sports 
competition (not the other way around). For Pierre De Coubertin, it may be 
reasonable to say, it was never about the medals, it was all about the learning, but on 
an international scale, bringing people together on the common cause of sport.  

The authors of this paper, based upon first-hand experience of being in the 
educational roles discussed, provide a balanced but strong critique of the current 
educational provision for young athletes at the Youth Olympic Games and associated 
events. It seems sufficient to say that things could be improved upon! They celebrate 
the fact that efforts are being made but also, in their opinion, consider that these 
efforts are not being as effective as they might be, possibly to the point being 
tokenistic. A pejorative [damaging] outcome of such tokenism may be that the claims 
from the organisers/IOC that their educational initiatives are being successful and 
meeting their aims, are shown to be hollow. What appears to be the more superficial 
reality being reported here. There is clearly work to be done… 

From an educational research perspective, this paper makes a bold and valuable 
contribution to improve the good work that has been started. The authors recognise 
that athletes, especially the younger generation, communicate differently and may 
be blinded to some extent, by the medals/titles on offer, not the learning to be had 
from many tangents of Olymopic involvement. This disparity being highlighting 
through their observations - it seems that the organising committees for various 
Nations might also benefit from an educational ‘refresher’ on Olympic values and 
the power of learning through sport. That is why it’s Olympic. That is why the 
Olympics are special, because of what may be learned about eachother through 
physical competition, not simply how to beat eachother; to get more medals. If this 
were the case, we can only ponder what winning an Olympic medal might actually 
mean? I hope it isn’t as tokenistic as the education appears to have been here.  
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The authors’ passions for Olympic education to be realised in meaningful ways 
shines through in their writing. To this end, I am reminded of an essay I set to 
Physical Education students, to discuss How do you win in education? given that PE 
students are educators first, then sports people second, there seems much to learn 
from this debate. The focus of that task appears not dissimilar to the tensions which 
the authors (and the IOC) may be grappling with. How might winning in sport sit 
alongside education for the greater good of society? Heather Reid’s 1998 paper on 
Sport, Education and the Meaning of Victory was a key reading for the essay task I 
set, which seems relevant to the dabate in hand. If there is no desire for moral 
development and charatcter building to come from sporting enterprise, then sport 
may have no place in our education system. Therefore, what counts as winning 
through an Olympic education process, seems a legitimate question to ask. The quest 
of Olympic educators may now be for learning evidence from a distinctly Olympic 
education process. Once it is decided upon, ‘what counts as’, that evidence may serve 
two useful outcomes; a healthy respect for fellow man born from sports competition, 
and, the maintainence of the Olympic concept itself. Flame on! 
 

 
Sport, Education, and the Meaning of Victory 

Heather L. Reid 
(1998) 

 
ABSTRACT: Sport was included in ancient educational systems 
because it was thought to promote aretê or human excellence which 
could be applied to almost any endeavor in life. The goal of most 
modern scholastic athletic programs might be better summed up in a 
word: winning. Is this a sign that we have lost touch with the age-old 
rationale for including sport in education? I argue that it need not be by 
showing that we value winning precisely for the virtues associated with 
it. I then take Plato's traditional parts of aretê: piety, sophrosunê, 
courage and justice and show how they are manifest in modern athletic 
ideals of self-knowledge, discipline, courage and justice. To the extent 
that scholastic athletic programs develop these virtues, I conclude, their 
pursuit of winning is not at odds with the institutional mission of 
educating students. If an athletic program's pursuit of victory allows 
such character-building to fall by the wayside, however, it deserves 
no place in our high schools, colleges or universities [my emphasis]. 
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