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Abstract: The search for overarching factors involved in both sport and broader lifestyle and
achievement domains may help to understand the early drop-out phenomenon. This study aimed
to analyze the association between early sport drop-out and strategic learning skills, checking for
the individual and joint role of nationality, school type, gender, age and sport habits. Six hundred
and fourteen Italian and Spanish students aged 14-18 years completed two self-assessment
questionnaires concerning physical activity, sports habits and learning strategies. Outcomes were
analyzed with frequency analysis. Higher affective-motivational strategic learning skills were
associated with lower drop-out rates in Italian but not Spanish students. In high schools with an
enhanced sports curriculum, drop-out rates were negligible compared to other Italian and Spanish
curricula. A lack of persistence in the same sport type was significantly associated with a higher
drop-out rate in males but not in female students, who had overall higher drop-out rates. This study
suggests that overarching personal skills, cultural characteristics and sports habits may
independently and jointly contribute to sport drop-out. Specifically, affective-motivational learning
skills may play a key role in sport persistence and in strategies tailored to drop-out prevention.

Keywords: physical activity; strategic skills; affective; motivational; sport habits

1. Introduction

Physical and sports activities provide benefits to physical, mental and socio-
emotional health [1]. All people who exercise regularly improve their quality of life at any
age and without gender differences [2,3]. Moreover, in young people, sports training
promotes good health, an optimal psycho-physical development and the acquisition of
healthy lifestyles that will persist even in later ages [4]. Generally, children start playing
sports to socialize, improve motor skills and have fun [5]. The more the approach is
enjoyable and gratifying, the stronger the motivation to continue doing sports over time
and the probability to ensure greater investment in sport and talent identification [6,7].

Nevertheless, young athletes, especially the talented ones, may quit the sport
prematurely during their school education before reaching their potential peak
performance due to personal, social and contextual factors [8,9]. The combination of
socioeconomic [10] and parental/coaches/peers support factors can predict sports
participation/abandonment during childhood [11]. Therefore, sports drop-out has been
identified as a multifactorial and complex phenomenon, strongly influenced by different
cultural backgrounds [10] and behavioral factors, as well as by personal characteristics,
types of sports, attitudes and motivations [12]. The drop-out rates from sports gradually
increase across adolescence [13]; this is associated with physical inactivity later in life,
thus contributing to unhealthy lifestyles [14]. Conversely, young people who exercise
keep healthy lifestyle habits, such as continued physical activity and healthy nutrition
[15]. Findings in Sport and Physical Activity surveys [16,17] showed that the percentage
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of young people aged 15-24 years who exercise regularly decreased in ten years from 14%
to 9%. In this group, 15% were males and 33% females (expressed in percentage of the
whole sample interviewed: 15-55 years). In addition, several authors confirmed the drop-
out rates from sports being higher in females than in males [18,19].

Reasons for dropping-out of sports have been classified into performance and
training factors, education and work obligations [20,21], motivational factors, social
environment and other interests [22,23]. Most recently, Crane & Temple [24] and Witt &
Dangi [25] discussed the leisure constraints theory [26] and categorized the variables
associated with drop-out from sports as intrapersonal, interpersonal and structural
constraints. The findings related to this theoretical model showed drop-out rates being
associated with sport-specific attrition factors at intra-personal and interpersonal levels.
According to the cognitive-affective model [27], as well as Sorkkila et al. [28], demands,
critical situations and personal resource deficit are associated with the development of
sport and school burnout. On the other hand, Cosh and Tully [29] observed that playing
sport could upskill young athletes by enhancing time management, self-care, self-efficacy
and specific strategies for coping with stress in different life areas in young people.
Moreover, transferring these skills to academic commitment may help young people
successfully achieve their goals in other life domains. Adolescent sports participation [30]
and, more broadly, physical activity are linked to academic achievement [31,32]. This is
consistent with the evidence that systematic exercise programs may actually enhance the
development of cognitive and metacognitive skills known to be important in addressing
challenges of achievements both academically and beyond [33].

In summary, these studies confirm an important relationship linking sport and
physical activity to functional personal resources. Furthermore, these resources have a
cross-boundary influence on every learning context and are relevant to dealing with
challenges, changes and critical situations. The linkage of cross-functional personal skills
in more domains encourages the investigation of unspecific dimensions and factors,
which could play a role in drop-out from, or persistence in, sports activity but are still
underexplored.

In the framework of the soft skills that have to be promoted in the educational field,
Bay, Grzadziel and Pellerey [34] define specific learning skills as strategic. These skills are
cognitive, metacognitive, affective, motivational and volitional in nature, and refer to the
capacity for self-determination and self-regulation. Self-determination is related to
motivation, choice and intention of the action in different salient and emotionally laden
life conditions. Self-regulation refers to the monitoring, evaluation and control system of
an action to monitor its consistency, stability and orientation, and to regulate its
functionality [35]. These capacities enable positive behaviour towards challenges and
changes; they are functional in order to carry out personal objectives. The strategic
learning skills are general and transferable, and seem to constitute stable internal
dispositions indispensable to dealing with study, work, sport and any relevant tasks in
life autonomously and successfully. From an early age, good management of these skills
allows the person to play a self-orienting role in different learning and life domains [36].
In other life contexts, the sport experiences may provide a favorable environment to
promote positive youth development through sport participation [37].

While the search for factors associated with sport drop-out rates is ongoing, the role
played by skills that may affect performance in broader life domains, different from sport,
is still under-investigated. Thus, the main aim of this study was to explore the association
between early drop-out from sport in adolescence and strategic learning skills. We
hypothesized that these skills functional to learning processes, mainly studied in
academic achievement research [38], may also be associated with sport participation and,
vice versa, an insufficient level/lack of such skills could be associated to early drop-out
from sport. The hypothesis is grounded on indirect evidence of piecemeal associations
between strategic learning skills, sport participation and academic achievement [39].
These associations have been mainly studied in a unidirectional manner, focusing on the
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beneficial effect of the sports activity on other life domains and academic achievement
[40,41]. However, it is possible that these relations are bidirectional and the co-variation
of sport participation and academic achievement is due to commonalities in the
underlying domain-general of functional skills that rely on high-level cognitive function
[42,43]. Thus, we expected that strategic learning skills considered functional to academic
achievement might also be supportive of sport participation adherence. We tested this
hypothesis in an exploratory manner, looking for associations with a cross-sectional de-
sign. Since early drop-out seems influenced by demographic variables such as gender and
age [23], and by the quantitative and qualitative characteristics of sports activity [44,45],
we further explored the hypothesized association of sport drop-out rates with strategic
learning skills as a function of these variables. This association was investigated also as a
function of nationality in Italian and Spanish adolescents to perform a cross-country com-
parison and extend the generalizability of results.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

Participants were sampled in a stratified manner, purposefully identifying different
types of high schools and urban areas of the cities of Rome (Italy) and Murcia (Spain)
before sampling. Both are large cities located in a central region of their respective coun-
tries, close to the Mediterranean coast. To reduce possible influences determined by the
socio-economic status of students participating in the research, school structures operat-
ing in districts characterized by a prevailing middle social status were included in the
study. All participants were screened and selected based on three criteria: age (14 to 18
years); high school students; eligible senior high school curriculum. The Spanish partici-
pants attended the compulsory secondary school (ESO) that is the unique eligible curric-
ulum until compulsory school. In contrast, Italian students have the option to choose
among different school curricula. To the aim of this study, we recruited Italian students
who attended upper secondary schools with an enhanced sports curriculum (sports senior
high school), and other non-sport enhanced (scientific, applied sciences, linguistic) senior
high schools. In this way, we could perform a cross-country comparison between Spanish
and Italian students attending non-sport enhanced senior high schools, as well as a com-
parison of students attending senior high school with an enhanced sport curriculum with
the other traditional Italian and Spanish school curricula. Since the Italian students could
attend many different high-school curricula, it was deemed appropriate to recruit a larger
number of Italian rather than Spanish students to have a representative sample for each
type of eligible Italian high school. Thus, the sample consisted of 188 Spanish (109 male,
79 female) and 426 Italian (257 male, 169 female) students aged 14-18 years. The students
consented to fill in the questionnaires and their parents/guardians (if younger than 18
years) signed an informed written consent before participating in the study.

2.2. Instruments

The students, in their own native language, completed two self-assessment question-
naires after forward-backward translation of the Italian version of the CAPAFD (origi-
nally developed in Spanish) and of the Spanish version of the QSA-R (originally devel-
oped in Italian).

The first questionnaire asked about the motivation and training of physical-sporting
activity: Questionnaire for the Analysis of the Practice of Physical-Sports Activities, CA-
PAFD [46]. This questionnaire was developed to evaluate physical and sport habits asso-
ciated with different socio-demographic variables. It has been proven suitable to collect
descriptive data on objectively reportable demographics and behavioral habits [46]. The
original questionnaire is made of eleven blocks comprising twenty-six questions targeted
at people aged 15-64 years. In order to collect information on sport habits and drop-out
relevant to the aim of the present study, two sections comprising seventeen questions
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were selected. These questions included information concerning sport drop-out, sport
participation and background variables relevant to the study. Specifically, the selected
items allowed collecting information about: age, gender, type of attended school, onset
age of sports activity, current/past registration to a sports Federation, sport practice/drop-
out, current and past sports practiced (years of practice for each type of sport practiced, if
any), workout frequency (hours/days and days/week), competitive sports activity per-
formed (if any) and sport practiced in organized club/association. This information was
collected with three types of questions. Five of the 17 items were open-ended questions
regarding demographic information (e.g., School attended); 5 items were close-ended
questions with dichotomous answer (yes or no; e.g., Have you dropped-out of sports?);
the remaining 7 items were multiple choice with three to six answers (e.g., How much
time do you spend working out daily on average?).

The second questionnaire, the Questionnaire on Learning Strategies (reduced ver-
sion) QSA-R validated by Margottini [47], was about students’ strategic competences for
learning to self-evaluate their studying habits and/or the critical situations encountered in
schoolwork. The QSA-R estimates the perceived mastery of eight strategic skills, grouped
in two dimensions of four scales each: cognitive/metacognitive (C1, C2, C3, C4) and affec-
tive/motivational (Al, A2, A3, A4). Each scale refers to a specific strategic competence
(Table 1). The questionnaire is composed of 46 questions about school and homework.
Twenty-one items are grouped in the four cognitive-metacognitive scales as follows: C1
(n=6; e.g., I try to find relationships between what I learn and what I already know), C2
(n=7; e.g., ] organize my study based on the time I have available), C3 (n =5; e.g., I build
diagrams, graphs or summary tables to summarize what I study) and C4 (1 =3; e.g., While
the teacher explains, I get distracted). Twenty-five items are grouped in the four affective—
motivational scales as follows: Al (n = 6; e.g., I quickly get nervous for a question or prob-
lem that I don’t understand immediately), A2 (n = 6; e.g., Even if I don’t like the subject, I
equally work hard to succeed), A3 (n=8; e.g., When an oral exam goes well, I think I have
done well studying hard) and A4 (n =5; e.g., I feel capable of successfully completing my
study commitments). The answers were given on a four-point Likert-type scale from 1
(never or almost never) to 4 (always or almost always).

From raw scores for each of the eight subscales, the formula [(sum raw score-
mean)/standard deviation x 2 + 5] provided the final profile of students on a nine-point
standard Stanine-scale [47]. For the majority of subscales (C1, C2, C3 and A2, A3, A4), the
higher the scoring, the more positive the outcome. For the remaining subscales (C4 and
Al), conversely, the lower the scoring, the more positive the outcome. Thus, the scores for
C4 and A1 subscales were reversed to obtain higher scores corresponding to higher func-
tional skills consistently across scales. According to normative data [47], 1 to 3 are below
average skill scores, 4 to 6 points are the average range and 7 to 9 are above average scores.
All stanine-transformed scores of each subscale (C1-4 and Al1-4) were further trans-
formed in dichotomous variables for data analysis. It was attributed “0” (=no-criticality,
i.e., skills above critical level) to all factors which showed a value from 4 to 9 and “1”
(=criticality, i.e., skills below critical level) for value from 1 to 3. Summing up the critical
values across the four affective/motivational (A1-4) subscales and across the four (C1-4)
cognitive/metacognitive subscales [47], each participant could have from 0 (no critical val-
ues) to 4 (critical values in all four subscales). Based on this sum of critical values, partici-
pants were divided in five (0, 1, 2, 3, 4) categories of criticality in cognitive/metacognitive
and affective/motivational skills.

As reported in the validation study [47] performed with 1.182 students, Cronbach’s
alpha ranges between 0.59-0.78 across the eight scales, with corrected item—scale correla-
tions being mostly moderate. This Cronbach’s alpha range is deemed acceptable for tools
measuring cognitive and affective constructs in learning [48]. A recent Italian study with
a larger sample of 3.091 upper secondary school students [49] confirmed a similar
Cronbach’s alpha range for the eight scales (0.62-0.78). In the present study, the internal
consistency was computed on a larger sample of 1840 Italian and Spanish students (n =
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1451 and 389, respectively) involved in a wider research project that the present study on
youth drop-out is a part of. For the Spanish version of the QSA-R, Cronbach’s alpha was
0.76 for all four cognitive/metacognitive scales (C1-4) and 0.71 for all four affective/moti-
vational (A1-4). Overall, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.76. The values for each scale are reported
in Table 1.

Table 1. QSA-R: Scales and Dimensions.

Dimensions Scales C.a*

C1 Processing strategies for understanding and remembering 0.74

Cognitive c2 Self-regulation strategies 0.64
Metacognitive C3 Graphic strategies to understand, summarize, and memorize 0.71
C4 Attention control strategies 0.63

Al Emotion management strategies 0.79

Affective A2 Volition 0.74
Motivational A3 Causal attribution-Locus of control 0.52
A4 Perception of competence 0.72

Note: * Cronbach’s alpha of 1840 Italian and Spanish students.

2.3. Procedure

Data were collected between March and May 2019 by a paper-and-pencil version of
the tools. Questionnaires were administered during school time and the compilation of
the two questionnaires was performed in a single session (about 20 min) to facilitate the
correct matching of tools (and data) for the same student. All students received infor-
mation for filling out the two questionnaires. Data anonymity was ensured by assigning
a unique numerical code to the two questionnaires and an acronym to identify the aca-
demic course. Data collection was performed in compliance with school time constraints
in order to not overload the students in the self-assessment task and not exceed the max-
imum time teachers of participant classes agreed on. Students who affirmed that they had
never played sports were excluded from the sample, as their data could not contribute to
the study of the drop-out phenomenon.

2.4. Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics were computed for all variables separately for students who
declared drop-out or no drop-out from sports (Table 2).

Frequency analyses were performed to analyze the distribution of sport drop-out
rates as a function of: gender, age, nationality, school curriculum, strategic learning skills
(affective/motivational and cognitive/metacognitive) and persistence in sport type or
change therein. The association of sport drop-out with strategic learning skills (primary
focus of the present study) and with persistence in/change of sport (secondary focus) was
also analyzed as a function of demographic variables (gender, age and nationality). To
this aim, the frequency distribution of drop-out rates was compared among categories of
strategic skills deficits (0, 1, 2, 3, 4), and among categories of persistence in/change of sport
as a function of gender, age or nationality. After verifying the non-normality of the varia-
bles analyzed through the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test (p < 0.001), to compute both main
and associated effects, bivariate analyses with contingency tables and the chi-square test
(x?) were conducted. Effect sizes were also computed (phi-coefficient, ¢, for 2 x 2 contin-
gency tables and Cramer’s V for contingency tables other than 2 x 2). Data were processed
by SPSS Statistics software (25.0; IBM, Armonk, NY, USA).
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Table 2. Frequency of students who dropped out/did not drop out of sport as a function of age, gender, nationality, school
curriculum, sport type and strategic learning skills. Absolute frequencies and percentages (N/total of each corresponding
category) and x? test results are reported.

Variables Drop-Out No Drop-Out
[x? Test Results] N (%) N (%)
Age
[x?(2)=4.18,p=0.123, V*=0.08]
14 years 26 (18.4) 115 (81.6)
15 years 31 (11.9) 230 (88.1)
16+ years 37 (17.4) 175 (82.6)
Gender
[x2(1)=6.35, p=0.012, ¢ =-0.102]
Male 45 (12.3) 321 (87.7)
Female 49 (19.8) 199 (80.2)
Nationality
[x2(1)=13.69, p <0.001, ¢ = —0.149]
Italian 50 (11.7) 376 (88.3)
Spanish 44 (23.4) 144 (76.6)

School curriculum
1vs. 2: [x2(1)=45.29, p < 0.001, ¢ = ~0.326]
1vs. 3: [x2(1)=47.38, p <0.001, ¢ =—-0.342]

1. Italian: sports high schools 3(1.4) 213 (98.6)
2. Italian: other high schools ** 47 (22.4) 163 (77.6)
3. Spanish: compulsory 44 (23.4) 144 (76.6)
secondary school
Type (individual/team) and amount of sports
practiced
Males: [x2(2) =13.87, p =0.001, V = 0.224].
Females: [x?(2) = 1.59, p =0.450, V= 0.089]
Only one sport
Male 10 (8.3) 110 (91.7)
Female 15 (28.3) 38 (71.7)
Multiple sports of one type
Male 13 (14.4) 77 (85.6)
Female 25(21.9) 89 (78.1)
Multiple sports of different type
Male 19 (28.8) 47 (71.2)
Female 6 (17.1) 29 (82.9)
Strategic Learning Skills
Cognitive/Metacognitive
Scales xX2(@df)p No CL *** CL *** No CL CL
C1 0.21 (1) 0.643 63 (67.0) 31(33.0) 361 (69.4) 159 (30.6)
2 0.28 (1) 0.594 66 (70.2) 28 (29.8) 379 (72.9) 141 (27.1)
C3 1.82 (1) 0.177 68 (72.3) 26 (27.7) 339 (65.2) 181 (34.8)
ca 1.60 (1) 0.206 38 (40.4) 56 (59.6) 247 (47.5) 273 (52.5)
Affective/Motivational
A1l 4.09 (1) 0.043 69 (73.4) 25 (26.6) 428 (82.3) 92 (17.7)
A2 2.74 (1) 0.098 34 (36.2) 60 (63.8) 236 (45.4) 284 (54.6)
A3 5.20 (1) 0.022 56 (59.6) 38 (40.4) 371 (71.3) 149 (28.7)
Ad 9.40 (1) 0.002 62 (66.0) 32 (34.0) 417 (80.2) 103 (19.8)

* V= Cramer’s V; ** Scientific, applied sciences, linguistic senior high school; *** No CL: no criticality (skills above critical
level) = “0”; CL: criticality (skills below critical level) = “1” (dichotomous variables).

3. Results

As reported in Table 2, students dropped-out of sport at an average age of 13.4 years.
* 1.6. A significantly greater dropout of females compared to male students was found,
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whereas no effect for age emerged. Findings also revealed a significant effect for nation-
ality, with greater drop-out from sports for Spanish as compared to Italian students. How-
ever, further analyses distinguishing between sport and non-sport high school curricula
in the Italian sample revealed that the cross-country effect depended on the sample com-
position of school type, which is different in Italy and Spain. The drop-out rate was neg-
ligible in Italian students attending sports high schools with enhanced curricular physical
education/sport as compared to both Italian students attending high schools with a focus
different from sport (such as scientific, applied sciences and linguistic schools) and Span-
ish ones (Table 2).

Most importantly, an association of drop-out rates with affective-motivational stra-
tegic learning skills was found. These skills are associated with drop-out rates inde-
pendently of gender and age, but interactively with nationality (Table 3). The overall as-
sociation model showed an increase in the frequency of students who dropped out of
sport with the number of critical values in affective-motivational strategic learning skills.
As shown in Table 3, this pattern of differences was more pronounced and significant in
Italian students, with a progressive increment in drop-out rates from none to all critical
values, and less pronounced and non-significant in Spanish students. Cognitive-metacog-
nitive skills were non-discriminant for sport drop-out rates both in Italian (p = 0.102) and
in Spanish students (p = 0.872).

Table 3. Frequency of students who dropped out of sport as a function of the amount of critical values in affective-moti-
vational strategic skills. Absolute frequencies and percentages (N/total of each corresponding category of critical values)
and )x? test results are reported.

Amount of Critical Values 0 1 2 3 4
Students o o o o o o
Lot results] N (%) N (%) N (%) N (%) N (%) Total (%)
Italian
2 16 (10.7 12 (14.1 11 (22. 214 11.7
[x2(4) = 11.50, p = 0.021; V * = 0.164] 862 6(10.7) (14.1) (229) 3(214) 50 (117)
Spanish 6 (15.3) 15(3.1) 16 (28.1) 5 (20.8) 2 (66.7) 44(23.4)

[x2(4)=5.31, p = 0.256; V *= 0.168]

Total

14 (8.3) 31(144)  28(19.7)  16(22.2) 5 (29.4) 94 (15.3)

*V=Cramer’s V.

A further analysis also showed that a lack of persistence in the same (individ-
ual/team) sport type was predictive of higher drop-out rates in males (Table 2). Highest
drop-out rates emerged when the change was not between similar sport types (same-in-
dividual or same-team sport), but between individual and team sports. A non-significant
reverse trend was observed in females, who more often showed drop-out from sport when
they persisted in the same sport or individual/team skill sport type (Table 2).

4. Discussion

The main purpose of this study was to evaluate the association between early drop-
out from sport and strategic learning skills relevant to both sport and academic career in
senior high school students. It was expected that a critical value in and, therefore, lack of
strategic learning skills functional to academic performance could be a factor related to
the early drop-out from sport and, conversely, a high value of such skills could be related
to adherence to sport. The presence or absence of an enhanced sport focus in the senior
high school curriculum, as well as behavioral habits in extra-curricular sport, as the per-
sistence of training in a given sport, or switching to another sport—of similar or different
type—were also analyzed as potential correlates of different drop-out rates. Moreover, we
evaluated the individual and joint role of gender, age and nationality with the strategic
learning skills and the persistence in/change of sport.



Sports 2021, 9, 96

8 of 13

The results of this study are mostly consistent with the literature and add novel in-
formation to the relevance of domain-general strategic skills in relation to the dropout
phenomenon in the sport domain. In line with Eime et al. [44] and Molinero et al. [8], we
found that young people dropped-out of sport during their teenage age (13.4 years. + 1.6).
Regarding gender, a larger drop-out emerged in females than in males. This is in line with
evidence reported by some authors [20,50,51], showing that males are more active than
females who have higher sport drop-out rates. Additionally, a female’s tendency to be less
active than a male is confirmed as a global gender difference [52]. Further research is war-
ranted to analyze the role of gender stereotypes in sport drop-out with relation to sport
self-perceptions of value and match/mismatch of the gender-identity with the gendered-
nature of a sport [53].

We did not find comparable studies in literature on sport drop-out between Italian
and Spanish students; to our knowledge, this is the first comparative study of adolescent
populations from these countries. Our results highlighted a less pronounced drop-out in
sports high school vs. other Italian and Spanish high schools. The sports high school is
currently a school curriculum that is started up in Italy with no comparable curriculum in
Spain. This may be one of the reasons explaining why, among the Italian students of the
present sample, which included sports high school students, the sports drop-out is less
pronounced than among their Spanish counterparts. Speculatively, the sports high school
curriculum may have a favorable impact on sport persistence. Future research is needed
to address the hypothesis that the targeted methodological strategies in this school curric-
ulum could help student-athletes pursue their dual career [54].

Beyond the descriptive analysis of the drop-out phenomenon in sport, the most im-
portant finding of this study has to do with the association between sport drop-out and
domain-general strategic learning skills. Our findings showed an association only for the
affective-motivational dimension, but not for the cognitive-metacognitive dimension.
This suggests that, in adolescence, an insufficient/critical level of affective skills (e.g., anx-
iety and emotions control), motivational skills (e.g., perception of competence and causal
attribution) and volitional skills (e.g., perseverance) has a direct link to the abandonment
of sport. Since sport and academic performance are interrelated [39], quitting sport activ-
ity means that students cannot capitalize on the beneficial influence of sport on academic
achievement [30,41]. We speculatively suggest that the strategic learning skills may be a
linking element within this association. This hypothesis deserves future mediation re-
search.

Although there is a lack of literature on strategic learning skills associated with sport
drop-out, we found some agreement with evidence on similar skills and maladaptive
sport processes (burnout profiles) that allow us to frame a reference theory. Burnout pro-
files have been defined as a state of sport/school exhaustion related to chronic stress and
have been studied in sport and at school jointly [55]. This burnout process involves a
lack/insufficient level of skills that are common to the two areas (sport and school), similar
to the strategic learning skills, objects of the present investigation. Thus, our suggestions
are based on evidence that highlights the relevance of skills as resilience, similar to the
concept of volition addressed in the present study. This evidence comes into play in a
phenomenon such as burnout in sport that has commonalities with the drop-out from
sport investigated here. A stronger risk of sport drop-out is related to a low level of resil-
ience-related skills [55], high level of anxiety [25] and low perception of competence [24].
The critical level of these competences reported in the literature may represent a risk factor
comparable to the critical value of affective-motivational strategic learning skills that
emerged in our study. Conversely, athletes with an internal locus of control are more
likely to exercise regularly [56], feel that their skill level is appropriate and tend to be more
autonomously motivated towards their sport than athletes who drop-out [57].

Although the cross-sectional nature of the present study does not allow us to address
causality, we hypothesize that bettering the affective-motivational strategic learning skills
may enable us to select the most effective learning objectives and strategies, improving
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decision making to monitor and evaluate the progresses achieved, engage and persist over
time to achieve goals successfully [36]. Being unable to face life transitions—in sport as
well as in school and work settings—may foster maladaptive behaviors and negatively
impact sport habits [23]. In the sport domain, improving learning processes fosters posi-
tive sport experiences; this may, in turn, support long-term sport participation and oppose
the drop-out phenomenon. Our findings are in line with the literature showing that self-
management of social-cognitive strategies (e.g., goals, plans and acts), similar to skills ad-
dressed in this study, may operate as mediators in the association between self-efficacy
and physical activity/sports training in order to achieve goals and foster sport persistence
[58]. Moreover, personal characteristics, such as personality traits, goal orientation and
volitional skills, may contribute in the same way to face critical situations, such as drop-
ping-out or pursuing a career in sport [59,60].

These findings call for studies that investigate the association of strategic skills with
sport drop-out longitudinally. Based on the present cross-sectional evidence, it may be
hypothesized that developing competences and personal skills common to the sporting
and school context may be crucial to achieve excellence in both domains, and to prevent
maladaptive consequences such as burnout and drop-out as a behavioral aspect of a
broader maladaptive profile. According to Camiré, Trudel and Forneris [61], we believe
that a common functional context may be favorable to acquire skills useful both in sport
and in school settings. Since school and sport domains are interrelated [55], and strategic
learning skills are transferable and general [36], integrating them in learning processes
[62] from early schooling age may help capitalize on these skills later in life—such as, but
not limited to, sport context—to achieve performance goals.

The outcomes highlighted that the association between strategic learning skills and
drop-out rates could be influenced by nationality, but not by gender and age. This nation-
ality effect leads us to suppose that factors other than strategic learning skills may inter-
vene in Spanish students’ sport drop-out processes. This latter aspect deserves an in-depth
analysis of the potential intrapersonal, interpersonal, cultural and societal factors that may
underlie the observed cross-country differences. Alternatively, the imbalance in sample
size between Italian and Spanish students may have caused insufficient power in the case
of the Spanish sample, thus not allowing us to draw definitive conclusions of cross-coun-
try differences in sport drop-out.

A second aim of the study was the role played by the persistence in/change to another
sport in the students’ sport history. A lack of persistence in the same (individual/team)
sport type was predictive of higher drop-out rates, but only in males. Sampling different
sports until about 12 years (the so-called ‘sampling years’) develops fun and participation
[63]. Successively, in adolescence (specialization years), persisting in the same sport seems
appropriate for males to pursue personal achievements, maintain individual interest, re-
engage and persist in sport [63]. Playing the same sport type probably motivates them to
persist in sport activity to excel and win in competition supported by a performance ori-
entation [64]. Following a cascade process, the greater the fun in sports competitions, the
greater the increase in fun of sports training and the persistence in sports over time [65].
Females show an opposite tendency, suggesting that a more process-oriented approach to
sport and a stronger motivation to learn different skills without a primary performance
goal might render females more persistent in sports if they play different sport types. Rea-
sons for the higher drop-out rates of females may include a weak perception of their own
competence associated with sport demand and pressure [23]. Indeed, those females who
perceive themselves as athletic are more likely to maintain participation in sport [8]. To
understand this difference between males and females in sport persistence/abandonment,
other determinants or moderators, such as motivational aspects, must be considered in
the future.

This study is not without limitations. Although our large sample size (N = 614) and
stratified sampling ensured representativeness, the homogeneity of the prevalent socio-
economic status of the urban districts and the selected schools were located in limits of
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the generalizability to youths living in different socio-economic contexts, typically influ-
encing their physical activity and sport habits. This similarity allowed us to dampen the
influence of potential major socio-economic covariates and to compare cross-country and
cross-school system differences and their impact on sports habits. Moreover, a more bal-
anced sample in the two countries could allow for a stronger interpretation in terms of
cross-country differences in the association between sport drop-out and strategic skills,
excluding power issues that may have undermined the possibility to detect this associa-
tion in the smaller sample of Spanish students.

This study is cross-sectional and therefore does not allow any causal inference. How-
ever, its results pave the way for an intervention study aimed to clarify the causal rela-
tionship between strategic learning skills and sports abandonment, sport participation
and academic achievement and the role played by gender, nationality and sport type. Fi-
nally, this study was conducted only in two cultural settings—Spain and Italy —within
their specific schooling contexts. It would be important to implement this study in wider
multi-national cultural settings.

5. Conclusions

This study suggests that the affective-motivational strategic learning skills relevant
to sport and non-sport life domains may play a role in relation to youths” drop-out. More-
over, the cultural and personal characteristics, and sports habits, may independently and
jointly contribute to the phenomenon of drop-out. We believe that these interrelations
must be considered to develop targeted strategies for prevention of drop-out, starting as
early as schooling. We assume that, similarly to any life skills, strategic learning skills are
not learned automatically, but can and should be taught in appropriate contexts, such as
school and sport [66], through meaningful experiences [40]. Sport programs tailored to
include this aim might be more successful in promoting youth sport participation, opti-
mizing performance and preventing drop-out with positive consequences for talent iden-
tification and promotion. Specifically, in adolescents, reflective processes on their strategic
learning skills should be encouraged. This may help the student-athlete develop self-de-
termination and self-regulation, in order to be able to monitor and evaluate the learning
progression, orient themselves in study and sport and build a successful and long-term
continuous developmental path.
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