Active Insight:

Evidence in Action

Tip #1138: Strengthening Participation Flexibility

Overview

Rigid participation structures fixed teams, set rosters, and compulsory attendance, can quietly
push students out of physical activity programs when life gets complicated. lliness, assessment
periods, family commitments, and shifting social dynamics all affect a student's ability to commit
to structured sport at any given time. Programs that build flexibility into their design give
students more ways to stay connected to physical activity, even when full commitment is not
possible, and reduce the all-or-nothing dynamic that causes students to disengage entirely.

Key Teaching Ideas

Participation flexibility does not mean removing structure, it means designing structure that
accommodates the realities of student life. Teachers can introduce zoned activity spaces where
students can join a game already in progress without disrupting it, modified rule sets that allow
smaller or uneven teams to play, and drop-in formats that do not require advance registration.
Communicating clearly that participation at any level is valued, not just full-season commitment,
shifts the culture around physical activity from obligation to choice. Tracking participation
broadly, rather than only measuring competition results, helps teachers see which students are
engaging at lower levels and create pathways to draw them further in.

Practical Application

e Zoned Activity Spaces: Designate areas where students can join ongoing games freely
without prior registration, making it easy to participate on any given day regardless of prior
commitment.

¢ Modified Rule Sets: Adapt game rules to accommodate smaller or uneven teams so that
activities can run regardless of how many students show up on a given day.

e Drop-In Formats: Offer at least one lunchtime activity each week that requires no sign-up
and no ongoing commitment, welcoming students who want to participate occasionally.

o Flexible Rostering: Allow students to swap roster spots with peers when they have a
conflict, rather than treating an absence as a withdrawal from the program.

e Broad Participation Tracking: Record participation across all activity formats — not just
competition — so that students who engage at lower levels are visible and can be
encouraged to explore further options.
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Next Steps

Anywhere PD has resources on flexible participation models and modified game design. The
Active Education Australia website also covers differentiated approaches to lunchtime activity.
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