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ABSTRACT

A growing body of scholarship links extracurricular participation as a supplement to
the curricular programme to optimal learner development with benefits of increased
retention for learners at risk of dropout. This article looks at how extracurricular
participation is provided to learners residing in a constrained environment. A
qualitative investigation was undertaken based on individual interviews conducted
at five inner-city secondary schools in Gauteng. The findings show that structured
extracurricular provisioning, albeit hampered by contextual constraint relating to
scant finances, limited facilities and limited time, was beneficial to learners’ holistic
development. Perceived benefits for learners pertained to gained cognitive and
social skills, a sense of belonging to the school, pastoral guidance, and the sheer joy
of participation in the activities of their choice. The findings contribute to research
which argues for sufficient implementation of extracurricular provisioning within
context in view of the value of a holistic development of the child.

Key words: Extracurricular provisioning; Holistic development; School dropout;
Retention; Inner-city environment.

INTRODUCTION

Learners’ leisure time, once the school day is past, is as beneficial for development as
participation in the formal curricular programme. Providing learners with a structured,
context specific extracurricular programme that consists of physically and mentally
stimulating activities contributes to their holistic development (Akos, 2006; Pitts, 2006). The
fact that participation in extracurricular activities is voluntary influences the demand for
intrinsic enjoyment in the activity while ensuring that applicable skill is developed with
increased complexity and challenge under the guidance of competent adults acting in loco
parentis (Gilman et al., 2004).

Benefits for learners who participate in extracurricular activities relate to gaining life- and
work-related skills while exploring their own identity and building resilience through effort
and persistence (Hart et al., 2007; Hellison, 2011). These benefits are acquired by learners
being linked to supportive adults outside the classroom and belonging to socially recognised
and valued groups (Fredricks & Eccles, 2005). By minimising the time that learners are
exposed to negative societal influences, the engagement in extracurricular activities,
accompanied by the exposure to positive social networks, results in learners being less
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involved in delinquent activity in the external environment (Gilman et al., 2004; Darling et
al., 2005; Akos, 2006).

Extracurricular participation is especially beneficial to high risk learners in poor
environments. High risk learners, due to their exposure to antisocial behaviour in
environments with multiple societal problems related to economic disadvantage, are less
likely to drop out of school when they participate in an extracurricular activity (Eccles et al.,
2003; Bloemhoff, 2006). Within the South African context 60% of schools are regarded as
poor schools. These schools serve high risk learners in that more than half of the children
entering these schools never complete their education, but leave school with Grade 9, a major
point of dropout (DoE, 2006; Bloch, 2009; CREATE, 2009). As a structured extracurricular
programme arranged within the context of a poor environment can contribute to these
learners remaining in school, the investigation of such provisioning is considered important
for improved retention.

PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH

Several studies have been conducted within the South African context on the influence of
specific extracurricular activities on learners’ development (Chetty & Edwards, 2007;
Burnett, 2010; Du Toit et al., 2011; Cowan et al., 2012). What has been less investigated is
the extent and benefits of the extracurricular programme for pupils who are classified as high
risk learners for school dropout due to the constraining conditions prevailing in their socio-
economic environments. Therefore, this article focuses on the ‘what’ and ‘with what effect’
of the extracurricular programme for learners residing in a financially constrained
environment. The aim was to elicit information regarding the activities that are contextually
provided with the benefits of participation for learners. An understanding of the nature and
value of an extracurricular programme that is provided in resource-constrained environments
contributes to the discourse on extracurricular provisioning within context in pursuit of
optimal learner development. The point of departure is ecological systems and self-efficacy
theory as the theoretical framework underlying the qualitative investigation, which was based
on individual interviews with 15 participants selected by means of purposive sampling.
Findings from an analysis of the data are followed by a discussion of the nature of the
extracurricular programme in terms of provisioning and constraints, with benefits for
learners.

THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The theoretical framework underlying the focus on extracurricular provisioning is supported
by a clarification of the nature of a typical extracurricular programme with benefits of
participation for learners.

Ecological systems and self-efficacy theory as basis for extracurricular provisioning

Ecological systems theory proposes that human development occurs through an interactive,
interrelated functioning of socially organised subsystems to support and guide, or hamper,
optimal growth. Accordingly, learner development is seen as a process of reciprocal
interaction between the individual learner and other human beings, objects and symbols in the
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immediate and distal environment and over an extended timeframe to result in competence or
dysfunction (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Gilman et al., 2004).

A learner’s own biology, understood against the background of self-efficacy theory, is a
primary factor for fuelling the own environment. Self-efficacy, based on outcome expectancy,
underlies individuals® belief in their ability to execute a particular behaviour successfully
(Bandura, 1997). In this regard, outcome expectancy pertains to the learner taking part in the
extracurricular activity with the subconscious expectation that participation will lead to a
specific outcome, such as improved quality of school and personal life due to improved
knowledge and skills. Efficacy expectations determine individuals® efforts with a task and
how long they will persist in the face of adversity or setbacks (Bandura, 1997). Due to the
interactive functioning of ecological systems, interaction between self-efficacy factors in
learners’ maturing biology, their immediate family and community environment, and the
societal landscape in which they are placed, fuels and steers their development
(Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Bandura, 1997; Mahoney, 2000; Bloemhoff, 2006). These
interactions, contingent on self-efficacy levels, result in learners identifying with their schools
to develop an internalised sense of belonging as a feeling of being discernibly part of the
school environment, which serves a special moderating purpose for high risk learners prone
to school dropout (Gilman et al., 2004; Akos, 2006; Pitts, 2006).

Nature and characteristics of extracurricular provisioning

Extracurricular provisioning primarily arose from historical changes in the labour force
associated with compulsory education and the declining need for child labourers at the turn of
the 19" century, when the idea was introduced that more structured play activities are
beneficial for children’s development (Durlak et al., 2010). Structured play was accompanied
by the realisation that through positive engagement with peers in the supportive company of
adult guidance, skills, knowledge and behaviour in various personal, social, cultural, artistic,
civic and sports settings are acquired (Fredricks & Eccles, 2005). Educators realised that for
academically gifted learners extracurricular participation served to enhance their scholastic
performance, whereas for academically challenged learners extracurricular participation
functioned as a support to achieve within the school setting (Darling et al., 2005). For high
risk learners prone to school dropout, school identity through active participation in
extracurricular activities serves a special moderating purpose (Akos, 2006).

Salient features common to a structured extracurricular programme include aspects such as
regular participation schedules, rule-guided engagement, direction by adult activity leaders,
emphasis on activity-related knowledge and skill development, activity performance based on
sustained active attention, activity etiquette and clear feedback on performance (Darling et
al., 2005; Reeves, 2008; Cowan et al., 2012). An adherence to these features enables
participants to socialise with peers and adults through goal setting and outcomes achievement
while practising proper behaviour relating to competing fairly, recovering with dignity from
defeat and conquering with humility.

The format and functioning of extracurricular programmes vary with regard to location, size,

funding, hours of operation, activities offered, structure of provisioning, and general mission
and goals within the specific context. With reference to the work by Durlak et al. (2010) and
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Reeves (2008), extracurricular programmes are based at school premises or various
community facilities and, depending on school type and size, provide for fewer than 10
learners or up to several hundred learners of different ages. Extracurricular programmes are
generally funded through a combination of government and local inputs with considerable
variation in the amount of money available for activity offerings. In accordance with the
curricular programme, the extracurricular programme is typically offered on weekdays during
the normal school year, for several hours after the formal school day has ended. Depending
on the specific context and goals with extracurricular engagement, some activities are offered
on weekends with activity competitions and activity events typically scheduled for Friday
afternoons and Saturday mornings.

Extracurricular offerings cover a wide spectrum of activities that are associated with some
form of academic assistance, coupled with different types of personal, social, or cultural
activities consistent with the goals of the specific extracurricular programme.
Comprehensively considered, extracurricular activities are grouped into the following five
categories (Eccles et al., 2003; Hart et al., 2007):

e Pro-social activities that include social welfare and community service type of actions;
e Performance activities that relate to music and drama;

e Team sport activities that include all the different kinds of sports provided within school
context;

e School leadership involvement that pertains to learner leadership positions in extra-
curricular activities; and

e Clubs and society involvement.

From these categories of extracurricular provisioning, a learner’s voluntary selection and
quality of participation remain contingent on the interrelated interaction between the activity,
the social network that supports the activity and the personal characteristics of the
participating learner (Gilman et al., 2004).

Benefits for learners

Participation in the school’s structured extracurricular programme equips learners with
competencies representing different categories of benefit, such as skill gain with prolonged
effect, a sense of appreciation for belongingness and the ability to deal with challenges
(Eccles et al., 2003; Darling et al., 2005; Akos, 2006; Fredricks & Eccles, 2008; Ratey &
Hagerman, 2008; Du Toit et al., 2011; Hellison, 2011). These benefits are gained through
participation in any of the five different categories of extracurricular groupings. The skills
gain pertains to opportunities to increase interpersonal competence, school engagement, self-
concept, academic performance and educational aspirations (Du Toit et al., 2011; Cowan et
al., 2012). Due to habit formation, such as regular exercises that are needed for specific sport
fitness or the prompting of logical argumentation through debate or chess games, future
developmental trajectories are established. The result is that learners who actively participate
in the school’s extracurricular programme tend to experience better quality of life in the
workplace with the inclination of continuous sport engagement, or a continuous focus on
logical thinking resulting in improved adult physical and mental health (Chetty & Edwards,
2007; Fredricks & Eccles, 2008). These benefits apply in all scenarios including the scenario
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where learners take part in the extracurricular programme of their inner-city school
environment.

Participation in pro-social activities, with as a primary goal the maintenance of a normative
condition, extends school life as learners are capacitated with civic-related skills to coordinate
efforts with others and interact with people from various backgrounds (Hart et al., 2007).
Actively taking part, for example, in the school’s environmental association that is focused on
wildlife conservation through keeping the river clean in the near proximity of the inner-city
school environment, results in a wide variety of skills that are gained with prolonged effect.
Civic knowledge and engagement manifests in the prolonged effect of promoting the
tendency to continue working collectively for a common purpose and to voluntarily practise a
responsible role in the adult community (Zaff et al., 2003). Examples of such behaviour relate
to scenarios, such as ensuring regular meals to the needy in an inner-city environment or
taking responsibility for the sustained conservation of the immediate physical environment.

Membership of a socially recognised group through extracurricular participation results in
connections with exemplary peers and the acquisition of social capital. The productive
structuring of time through peer-established norms reflecting school and society-based values
influences learners’ personal perspectives and self-worth (Darling et al., 2005; Ratey &
Hagerman, 2008; Reeves, 2008; Cowan et al., 2012). The fostering of belongingness and
association with peers different from those encountered in the family life, such as peers from
different ethnic groups that are typical of the heterogeneous nature of inner-city
environments, enhances emotional connectedness to the school and promotes positive social
relations across ethnic groups (Darling et al., 2005; Pitts, 2006; Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2013).
Interaction with competent adults serving as role models supports learner identity for
enhanced social opportunity (Gilman et al., 2004; Fredricks & Eccles, 2005; Durlak et al.,
2010).

Active participation in extracurricular activities provides opportunities to express personal
talent and master challenging skills consistent with the encompassing school value system.
Learners’ commitment to the learning process embedded in the specific activity, accompanied
by social support in the form of verbal persuasion, leads to their self-efficacy being motivated
for conquering challenges to realise specific outcome expectancy (Bandura, 1997; Ratey &
Hagerman, 2008; Cowan et al., 2012), such as successful sports team performance,
convincing drama productions or sustained green-living.

Benefits for learners at risk of school dropout

Learners from low socio-economic status (SES) backgrounds, where parents are trapped in
poverty, are often prone to involvement in antisocial behaviour (Eccles et al., 2003; Chetty &
Edwards, 2007). Factors such as physical neglect, psychological scars, live-for-the-moment
mentality, teenage pregnancies, family disintegration, gang formation and peer pressure for
substance abuse threaten these learners’ development possibilities (Bloch, 2009; Burnett,
2010). These conditions relate to the fact that children who are raised in poverty are much
less likely to enjoy the crucial needs of a reliable primary caregiver who provides
unconditional love and support, harmonious and reciprocal interactions and enrichment
through personalised and increasingly complex activities. The deficits resulting from this
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negligence inhibit the production of new brain cells which alter the path of maturation, thus
hampering emotional and social development to predispose the disadvantaged child to
emotional dysfunction (Jensen, 2009). The result is a sustained reproduction of exclusion and
marginalisation fuelled by delinquency, school failure and eventual school dropout (Swift,
2003; Gilman et al., 2004).

School dropout is also predicted by the degree to which learners feel connected to the social
fabric of the school (Akos, 2006; Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2013). Social exclusion based on
SES-related factors such as families’ evaluation of education, the non-availability of learning
resources at home, and teachers’ expectations of learner competency, causes learners from
low SES environments to feel inadequate. Consequently, such learners often display a
tendency to drop out of school (Hassan, 2009). This tendency is reflected in the socio-
economic gradient that represents a gradual and increased feeling of isolation experienced by
children from low SES families with these children encountering decreasing self-efficacy
levels as they grow older (Caro et al., 2009).

In cosmopolitan inner-city environments there is a greater likelihood of school dropout
associated with low SES conditions. Some of the reasons for this state of affairs are that
children from minority groups often have to grow up in single-parent homes and ethnic
minorities are vulnerable to mistreatment prompted by prejudice and xenophobia (Browne et
al., 2009). In the Gauteng inner-city environment representing the conditions applicable to
the circumstances of the conducted study, school functioning is related to provisioning to
multi-ethnic working class expectations with poverty rates varying between 20% and 39%
per year (Carnoy & Chisholm, 2008). Violence, which is closely related to poverty, is often
modelled in schools in Gauteng inner-city environments by learners representing different
ethnic groupings and who are exposed to violent behaviour at home. Feelings of inadequacy
related to low SES conditions accompanied by an exposure to violence at school, combined
with a lack of emotional and spiritual support at home, exacerbate learners’ experience of
isolation and insecurity with the obvious tendency to drop out of school (Van der Westhuizen
& Maree, 2009). Participation in extracurricular activities conditioned by delinquent peer
group support can increase retention through the facilitation of learners’ school identity and
improved quality of subjective well-being (Mahoney, 2000; Gilman et al., 2004; Hellison,
2011). The result is that learners at risk of school dropout form a positive connection with the
school and its values through extracurricular participation, which may otherwise not be
realised. These positive connections also apply to low SES circumstances prevailing in the
multi-ethnic inner-city school environment of Gauteng (Chetty & Edwards, 2007; Bloemhoff,
2009).

RESEARCH DESIGN FOR EMPIRICAL INVESTIGATION

To understand the extent and value of extracurricular provisioning to learners residing in a
financially constrained environment, an interpretive paradigm was applied using individual
in-depth interviewing. Concurring with Henning et al. (2004) and Denzin and Lincoln (2011),
the qualitative case study genre was selected for an in-depth understanding of the situation of
those involved, as well as of the meaning they derived from their situation. Since the focus
lay in the process rather than the outcomes, the study entailed a rich description of the context
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and operation of the case (Johnson & Christensen, 2004), namely extracurricular provisioning
in financially constrained conditions.

Participants in the study

Five secondary schools from an inner-city environment in Gauteng were selected as research
sites. All 5 schools fell under the category of low-fee private schools catering for learners
from black middle-class families with a large component from black working-class families.
The schools were fully accredited and registered with the Department of Education and, apart
from school fees from private households, are financially supported by contributions from
charity organisations. The 5 research sites have, on average, 900 learners and 25 teachers per
school. The selection of the specific 5 schools was largely pragmatic as they cater for learners
who are exposed to socio-economic constraints typical of inner-city environments. The
selection was also motivated by convenience in terms of accessibility (Cohen et al., 2011).
Other schools, including township schools, would face different challenges in providing an
extracurricular programme within a socio-economically constrained environment; but this
does not diminish the achievements of the 5 selected schools in terms of extracurricular
provisioning within constrained environments, or the validity of the research. This
investigation acknowledges the distinctiveness of any school environment in providing a
viable extracurricular programme based on doing what is possible within context to ensure
optimal learner development.

Purposive sampling of information-rich participants entailed an active involvement in the
management of the extracurricular programme of the school in terms of being ultimately
accountable for the programme or facilitating the functioning of extracurricular provisioning.
On this basis, the following persons participated in the investigation: the 5 school principals
of the selected research sites; the 5 teachers (1 per school) who were in charge of organising
and coordinating culture-related extracurricular activities; and 5 teachers (1 per school) who
were coaches in charge of organising and coordinating sports. All of these participants shared
a common indicator for selection, namely that of being actively engaged in ensuring the
proper functioning of the extracurricular programme at the respective schools.

The suggestions by Toma (2011) on rigour in the research approach and being aware of the
threat to content validity when organisers of the extracurricular programme make effect
claims about benefits experienced by learners participating in the programme. Thus, the
judgement claims of the 15 managers in terms of each participant’s response to the same
question asked was triangulated. With follow-up prompts for increased clarity was arranged
through intensive engagement (each interview lasted at least 1% hour), which served to
distinguish between specific and vague statements. This eliminated inconsistencies in pursuit
of determining the participants’ objective opinions of what they observe, on a continuous and
prolonged basis, as perceived benefits for learners participating in the school’s extracurricular
programme. In line with the suggestions made by McMillan and Schumacher (2006) on
observer bias, the accuracy of the sources were assessed by considering the researchers
personal assumptions and predispositions with regard to the benefits of extracurricular
participation in ascertaining the accuracy of participant responses in terms of being observant
and thoughtful. There were regularities and recurring patterns in the data as a result of the
comparison of the data from the 15 interviews that represented different participants from
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different situations and with different interpretations of reality. This rigour produced a
comprehensive and context-rich set of findings relevantly linked to theory. All 15 interviews
were guided by the same themes, namely the scope and magnitude of extracurricular
provisioning, the perceived benefits for learners and the challenges with provisioning.

Qualitative analysis procedures

The qualitative content analysis based on Tesch’s model to ensure that all the perspectives
and issues that arose from the data were included in the report. In brief, this meant that each
interview was transcribed for an immersion into the data and as an initial segmentation of the
data into units of meaning (De Vos, 2005). This was followed up with open coding by
reading and re-reading each interview to ensure an overview of as much contextual data as
possible, so as to achieve an inductive selection of codes determined at sentence level
(Henning et al., 2004). After axial coding, selective coding was used to ensure that themes
from the labelled categories were constructed and extracted to represent the interpreted and
rationalised data as research findings (Henning et al., 2004). Based on Guba’s trustworthiness
model as explained by De Vos (2005), the authenticity of the findings in terms of truth value,
applicability, consistency and neutrality was ensured. The research findings from the
empirical investigation were triangulated with the research findings from literature. The
anonymity of participants and the confidentiality of their disclosures were guaranteed at all
times during the research project.

FINDINGS

The categories that emerged from an inductive analysis of the data from the interviews
transcribed verbatim are subsequently presented under themes as research findings. These
themes concur with factors relating to the extent and value of extracurricular provisioning as
identified in the literature. The themes pertain to the scope and magnitude of offerings; the
preference for culture-related activities; parent involvement with the extracurricular
programme; benefits for learners; and challenges with provisioning. A discussion of these
themes was substantiated by verbatim excerpts from the interviews. For the sake of
confidentiality and authenticity, the 10 teachers are distinguished as T1, T2 and so on, and the
5 school principals as P1, P2 and so on.

Scope and magnitude of offerings

Although participants viewed teaching and learning as their primary purpose and the major
focus of their attention, the extracurricular programme was considered to be important insofar
as being ‘a supplement to assist the learner to be a well-rounded person’ (P5). School
principals agreed that the limited availability of outdoor facilities in the inner-city
environment determined the extracurricular programme in terms of the kind of activities
offered and the time schedules made available for those offerings. In this regard, School
Principal 2 echoed the attitude and approach prevailing at all 5 research sites, namely that of
‘do what you can with what you have where you are’. Extracurricular offerings pertained to
the culture-related indoor activities of drama, music, dance and the school choir. Other indoor
activities represented debating, chess and table tennis. Pro-social activities represented a soul
buddy club with extended actions within the inner-city environment, such as ‘visit an
orphanage regularly’ (T3) and ‘collect money for meals for homeless adults’ (T1). Apart
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from athletics, outdoor sport included netball and soccer ‘because it is easy to secure pitches
and teams to compete against in these two activities” (P2). The offering of soccer was
motivated by learners who have ‘a natural preference for soccer rather than rugby’ (T7), and
the financial constraints hindering the offering of cricket of which ‘the sports equipment is
expensive’ (T10).

All 5 research sites rented the same municipal stadium situated in the inner-city environment
on a yearly basis to offer these sport activities. Each school had 2 one-and-a-half hour
sessions, 2 afternoons per school week, in which these sport activities were offered with class
teachers acting as team coaches. The convenience of the municipal stadium whose ‘grounds
are not so far from our school’ (P5) enabled learners to safely participate in the sport
activities offered. Two sport tournaments, 1 for athletics and 1 for soccer and netball, were
organised every year with each school having participants for all the sports items agreed upon
by the participating schools. Teacher participants felt strongly about measures ‘o tap the
financial support which companies are willing to provide’ (T8), to arrange for extra funding
S0 as ‘to extend the range of extracurricular activities’ (T6) and ‘to hire professional experts
to present the extracurricular activities’ (T9). If this were feasible, it would improve the
quality of extracurricular provisioning and ‘release teachers to focus on their teaching’ (T9).

Preference for culture-related activities

Learners preferred participation in culture-related activities rather than sport offerings.
Consequently there was much enthusiasm for dance and music due to ‘a culturally-oriented
natural affinity for song and dance’ (T3). For that reason and to enhance intrinsic motivation
for participation in these activities, research sites focused on exciting provisioning as
‘learners ENJOY dancing and singing’ (T1). Considering that ‘the school environment can
become boring if you close the entrance to the school and not allow learners to go on the
streets’ (T2), the value of participation in the school choir was considered constructive to
‘occupy many learners’ (T4). Music as an extracurricular activity was also incorporated into
the formal school day for remedial purposes. Since many of the learners experienced
constrained conditions at home, music was used as a soothing strategy to ease learners’
emotions and to get them receptive to formal instruction. In this regard School Principal 1
explained: You find that many learners come with stress from home and just with that little
song it puts their emotions at ease, now they can focus.’

A highlight of the extracurricular programme— and something that was celebrated at all 5
research sites — was the annual heritage day of traditional folk dance and song with learners
designing their own costumes to depict the cultural demographics of South Africa. Under the
supervision of teachers and learner leaders ‘the school hall [was] decorated as a cultural
village’ (T5) where learners showcased the different cultures in terms of customs, food, dress,
language and beliefs, accompanied by song and dance. Learners competed in their different
grades and ‘the overall best costumes and expression of cultural knowledge win the
competition” (T5). At 1 research site, and thanks to the teacher in charge, a fashion design
enthusiast who arranged for external support, learners attended classes in costume design and
modelling techniques. Casting agencies who attended the school’s annual heritage day
provided promising learners with after-school modelling and fashion design contracts.
Teacher 1 emphasised that ‘many companies and businesses are willing to donate money for
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fashion designing skills’ to contribute to the development of a ‘pool of future designers’.
Apart from gaining constructive competencies and enjoying the heritage day celebrations,
learners were introduced to the reality of a multicultural society because ‘/earners grow up in
city flats, they seem to lose touch with the real roots and backgrounds of their ancestors, so
this is their only opportunity to get to know about the different cultures in South Africa’ (P1).

Parent involvement with the extracurricular programme

Parents were informed about their children’s participation in the extracurricular programme
by means of ‘a written memorandum’ (T7) and they were requested to give ‘their signed
approval for their children’s participation’ (TT), especially when participation ‘involves
travelling from the school premises’ (P4). Some parents of Grade 12 learners preferred their
children not to participate in extracurricular activities, but rather focus on preparing for the
final Grade 12 examinations to achieve good results which were considered to be ‘a gateway
to labour market propositions ... bursaries for further studies’ (P3).

Although parents were financially responsible for their children’s commuting to and from the
extracurricular activities, many parents ‘struggle to pay the fees for their children’s transport’
(T9). A feasible arrangement entailed a subsidised extracurricular fee which, ‘combined with
the money from fundraising efforts’ (T9), provided for viable extracurricular possibilities. The
primary contribution of parents to the extracurricular programme remained their
encouragement of their children to participate in these activities. In this regard, it was stressed
that ‘a supportive parent allows his child to participate in the activities of his own choice and
then supports ... encourages his choices’ (T10). Participant school principals reported
parents’ approval of the extracurricular programme offered at their respective schools since
‘parents are happy that their children have activities to choose from” (P3) and ‘parents are
satisfied with the variety of activities at our school’ (P1).

Perceived benefits for learners

Participants agreed that their prolonged observation of learners who participated in
extracurricular activities was that these learners developed healthy bodies and minds that
contributed to constructive routines and abstention from substance and alcohol abuse.
Extracurricular participation improved discipline among learners, which influenced the
school’s image positively in that ‘learners acquire new skills and restrain from acts like
fighting, sex and alcohol abuse’ (P4). Added to a healthy body and a disciplined mind was
the perceived feeling of well-being and pure joy experienced by learners who participated in
extracurricular activities. In this regard a soccer coach declared, ‘My players LOVE their
soccer’ (TT). The soccer coach based this observation on the fact that players were never
absent from practices and always wanted to continue practising even when the practice time
had expired. Participants agreed about the perceived positive influence of the extracurricular
programme on learners’ quality of school life because learners’ good memories of school
related to ‘their participation in music and sports’ (P2), which contributed to ‘learners
becoming truly fond of their school” (P3). One participant explained that their school offered
table tennis in the school hall for 1 hour after school every school day. The ‘boys enjoy
staying after school to play a game or five’ to such an extent that ‘we [teachers] have to chase
them to eventually go home’ (T6). As a result of their participation in extracurricular activities
the learners became permanently attached to their school, as demonstrated by school leavers
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who regularly returned to enquire about the well-being of ‘the present choir’(T4) or to ask,
‘how does the chess team perform now?’ (P2).

With regard to perceived self-worth, extracurricular participation enhanced self-actualisation
in that learners who struggled with the curricular programme were often recognised through
excelling in extracurricular performance. In this regard it was pointed out that ‘if a learner
cannot concentrate in class, you may find that the same learner is a champion on the soccer
pitch’ (T9). The same applied to culture-related activities, such as drama which developed
learners’ creativity for clear expression so as to ‘use their imagination to visualise what they
do not see’ (T2) and which served as an alleviating strategy ‘to transcend inner-city
sombreness’ (T2).

Participants also emphasised the perceived pastoral value of extracurricular participation in
that learners approached their coaches for life guidance and counselling. Through
extracurricular participation learners were encouraged to persevere and to stay focused. In
this way they were equipped with competencies ‘to survive in life’ (T7) and ‘o deal with
their problems in a better way’ (P1). In many instances the fact that ‘learners have problems
and cannot open up in class or come to the office, but can talk to you [coach]openly during
sport sessions’ (T10) resulted in teachers liaising with parents in a mutual effort to improve
learners’ well-being. The extracurricular environment also created opportunities for teachers
to provide advice on problems learners experienced in their private lives. In this regard
Teacher 6 explained, Two boys were about to fight on the pitch; | pulled them apart, we
talked and | found out that they were fighting about a girl. We resolved the problem there and
then because it was just a misunderstanding between two boys’ (6).

Challenges with provisioning

A main obstacle with extracurricular provisioning related to the challenge of balancing
constrained finances and the available facilities with the demand ‘o ensure that Grade 12
pass rates are successful’ (P3). The ideal of the school principals, with their staff, was to
have a school environment in which learners could participate in a wide range of
extracurricular activities with ample and sophisticated facilities and sufficient attendance to
the curriculum programme for optimal learner development. However, School Principal 4
explained the reality of constrained funds linked to the demand to adhere to standardised
academic outcomes as follows: ‘Our hands are tied, we are independent, but poor, without
any subsidy firom the Department we have to use the resources we collect from learners’ fees
wisely because we deal with the first goal of paying teachers and buying text books to achieve
a desired pass rate for matric’.

Participants were aware of their learners’ low SES circumstances and the threat that these
conditions hold for learner retention and optimal development. Participants acknowledged the
high levels of violence in the inner-city environment to which their learners were exposed and
the lack of critical support and stimulation at home. All the participants were under the
impression of the intensified demand of these SES conditions on curricular and extra-
curricular provisioning to cater for learners’ proper holistic development. In this regard, they
emphasised that linked to limited extracurricular provisioning was the prevalence of high
levels of learner absenteeism due to ‘boredom with the school environment’ (T8) as a result
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of an apathetic approach to life associated with ‘home background greyness’ (T2).
Participants felt that sufficient provisioning in terms of the time spent on the extracurricular
offerings — however limited these offerings might be - could contribute to ameliorating
learners’ negative circumstances associated with low SES conditions. However, to remain
viable with regard to the core function of teaching and learning, the schools were compelled
to limit the time spent on the extracurricular programme in order to cover the curriculum and
achieve acceptable pass rates. In this regard, School Principal 2 admitted their dilemma:
‘Sports would have kept learners around, but the congested school curriculum does not allow
more emphasis on sports.” As is the case at all schools worldwide, the contribution of
extracurricular offerings to learners’ holistic development needs to be balanced with
maintaining sufficient emphasis on academic achievement. However, for learners from low
SES environments, academic achievement is even more crucial as it is a means of gaining
social mobility in order to end prolonged exclusion and marginalisation.

It was found that the functioning of the extracurricular programme at the research sites’ inner-
city environment was inhibited by scant funds, limited facilities and limited time as additional
time needed to be spent on the curricular programme.

DISCUSSION

As a supplement to the curricular programme, participation in the extracurricular programme
benefited learners’ holistic development. For learners, extracurricular participation went
beyond physical and cognitive skill acquisition to include psycho-social resilience and the
emotional security of a sense of belonging. For learners at risk of school dropout, emotional
resilience contributed to the forming of positive connections with the social fabric of the
school, thus encouraging perseverance and retention. In line with ecological systems theory
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979), and with extracurricular provisioning as a case in point, the school
principals and staff of the researched sites managed viable provisioning with the structured
extracurricular programme. Participation in the inner-city school’s extracurricular programme
enabled learners from low SES conditions to develop optimally within the specific context.

Learners participated in the activities of their choice offered from an extracurricular ‘menu’
consisting of athletics, soccer, netball, drama, music, dance, school choir, debating, chess,
table tennis, and the soul buddy club. In line with the synthesis of Eccles et al. (2003) and
Hart et al. (2007), these offerings symbolised a balanced programme of extracurricular
possibilities representing activities from all the different categories of extracurricular
provisioning. From these offerings learners gained constructive knowledge, skills and
behavioural competencies that included personal, social, cultural, artistic, civic and sport
empowerment.

It was evident that the learners did not only gain skills through extracurricular participation.
They also experienced a sense of belonging to the school setting, enjoyed receiving pastoral
guidance and indulged in the sheer pleasure of participating in the activity of choice. The fun
of participating in a cultural exhibition was accompanied by job-related skill attainment in
fashion design and modelling with the benefit of exposure to societal multicultural
functioning. Through expressing their own thoughts in drama-related activities they could
conceptually interpret reality and accommodate diversity. Participation in pro-social activity
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introduced them to the reality of their civic world and fostered an altruistic approach to life.
Exposure to concerned and continuous pastoral guidance by adults acting in loco parentis
enhanced the learners’ well-being and their connectedness to positive school life. In many
instances learners’ challenges with the curriculum programme were counteracted by their
giftedness in extracurricular activities, which resulted in an affirming of their self-value and
positive self-concept. The constraints of low SES family background conditions and inner-
city sombreness were alleviated by the pleasure of consistent whole-school participation in
music-related activity.

In line with the findings of Gilman et al. (2004), the success of the extracurricular programme
presented at the research sites was contingent on learners’ intrinsic interest in the offered
activities. Successes were largely inhibited by scant financial resources, limited facilities and
limited time allocated to the extracurricular programme. Curricular demands in terms of
sufficient time for teaching and learning to achieve acceptable standards of academic
performance inhibited adequate extracurricular provisioning. However, regardless of
contingencies and inhibiting factors, the extracurricular programme was presented viably to
benefit learners who resided in an inner-city environment and were prone to high risk of
school dropout.

CONCLUSIONS

With reference to the influence of ecological systems’ interactive functioning on learner
development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), participation in the extracurricular programme by
learners residing in an inner-city environment was constrained by scant financial resources,
limited facility availability and the demand for curricular-related academic achievements.
Despite these constraints, it was found that learners benefited holistically from participation
in the structured extracurricular programme which, albeit limited with regard to number and
frequency of activity provisioning, still embodied a balanced ‘menu’ representing the
different categories of extracurricular provisioning possibilities. Through an approach of
doing what is possible within the context of an inner-city environment, extracurricular
provisioning enabled learners to physical and cognitive skill-gain supplemented by emotional
security and a sense of school belongingness. These benefits, which equipped learners with
psycho-social resilience to persevere, resulted in improved retention that enhanced optimal
development within the specific setting.

The findings have implications for extracurricular provisioning in constrained environments.
Such school principals, together with their staff, face the challenge of ensuring a contextually
viable extracurricular programme to benefit learners for optimal development. It is suggested
that further research be conducted on extracurricular provisioning in environments with
different kinds of constraints, with an exclusive focus on the perspective of the user, namely
the learner, for a comprehensive understanding of this topic. Insights into extracurricular
provisioning could contribute to the discourse on sustainable provisioning for securing an
enabling environment for learners to realise their potential to the full.
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