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Abstract 

Sport can be an important part of life inside youth detention, often believed to contrib-

ute to the rehabilitation of youth. However, there has been little ethnographic research 

examining this phenomenon. How is sport arranged, delivered, and experienced in these 

closed settings? This thesis examines pedagogies of sport in youth detention, based on 

ethnography at Capeview and Summerholm – two all-male youth detention homes in 

Sweden. By framing youth detention as pedagogical practice, and through a life-world 

methodology, the thesis provides close descriptions of sport in which the lived experi-

ences of youth are situated in the particular functions and practices of these institutions.  

 The findings of the thesis are compiled into three independent but interrelated arti-

cles. The first article explores a pedagogical approach at Capeview – one of the sites – 

that a select group of students experienced as initiating and guiding a developmental 

process. The findings elaborate four aspects of the program – building a pedagogical 

platform, “seeing” and meeting students, creating a supportive environment, and think-

ing beyond the institution – that characterized this “rings on the water” (i.e., “ripple ef-

fect”) approach. The second article examines the dominant pedagogies of sport at both 

institutions: withholding sport, busying with sport, and sport as developmental commu-

nity. Findings illustrate how competing functions of youth justice – punishment, con-

tainment, and development – are accomplished, and experienced, through sport peda-

gogical practice. The third article examines sport in these male-dominated institutions 

from a masculinities perspective. It shows how pedagogical endeavors must address the 

impact of divergent notions of masculinity in order to integrate, and avoid further mar-

ginalizing, these young men through sport.   

  The principal contribution of the thesis is to show how different sport pedagogies 

function in order to educate or support and, conversely, contain or punish placed youth 

– illustrating how desirable benefits of sport in youth detention are contingent upon ped-

agogical practice. Bringing pedagogical and gender-critical perspectives to bear, it iden-

tifies challenges and shortcomings as well as opportunities and promising practices. En-

deavors for doing sport for the benefit of detained youth and a safe, just society must 

consider issues of pedagogy, gender, and philosophical dilemmas such as conflicting 

missions of education and corrections. Ultimately, efforts to improve outcomes for de-

tained youth through sport calls for tactful pedagogical action, sensitive to the needs, in-

terests, and life-worlds of youth.  
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1. Introduction 

A night before Game Day 

At the end of practice, the night before game day, I join the huddle at half-

court with the Academy high school basketball team. I have spent a few weeks 

visiting and volunteering at the Academy, where I previously taught law part-

time, and tonight is my last night working with this rather unique team. All of the 

student-athletes here are residents at the Arbor Ridge Youth Center1, a secure fa-

cility operated by the Division of Youth Corrections for boys ages 14 to 18 “in-

volved with the most serious and chronic offenses.” Both the Academy and the 

spacious, newly built gym lie within the barbed-wire fences of the facility. All 

games are home games here, and tomorrow night a high school team from the 

city is visiting. 

Inside the huddle you can hear the patter of rain outside – a warm December 

night. All the boys are quiet, some are looking down or away, but everyone is in-

tent and concentrated. And despite the serious faces, it feels peaceful here. The 

coach congratulates the team on a good practice, and says a few words about to-

morrow’s opponent. He explains again that the visitors like to apply a full-court 

press, which is why we have worked on advancing the ball under pressure today 

in practice. I look at one of the students, Marcus, who nods along with what 

coach says, and note how engaged he is. I think back to when I visited the school 

during the summer, during which Marcus was constantly being removed from 

class for disruptive behavior. On the basketball team, it’s a much different story, 

and the hardwood seems to provide a different platform for working with these 

youth. Indeed, basketball is the only routine activity at Arbor Ridge where stu-

dents from different residential units are mixed.  

Wrapping up his talk, the coach announces that Garrett, another student, has 

something to say to the team. Garrett was benched the entire previous game for 

“disrespectful behavior” towards a teacher at school. He is urged into the center 

of the circle where he shyly and quickly apologizes to the team. 

“What do you guys say?” asks the coach. The team murmurs different ac-

knowledgments of approval. 

 
1 The youth center is located in the eastern United States, where I previously worked. All names 

of people and institutions named herein are pseudonyms. 
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The coach follows up Garrett’s apology by calmly saying, “We know that you 

all can make mistakes, that’s why we’re here. This is a safe place, where we can 

focus and improve ourselves.” He elaborates that the team can’t afford to lose 

players due to behavioral issues, adding that, “But we can’t play games with only 

six or seven guys.” 

Suddenly, the coach’s speech is interrupted by a shrill alarm signaling for im-

mediate staff assistance. Two staff members at the practice split from the huddle 

and sprint out of the gym. I later learn that a fight had broken out in one of the 

units at the facility. While such alarms can be common in places like Arbor 

Ridge, it nevertheless seems to emphasize the coach’s point. He reiterates, “See, 

we can’t have that dumb stuff. Y’all got to stay above that. Y’all got a responsi-

bility to each other and this team.” 

After some more words about tomorrow’s game, the coach thanks me for vol-

unteering over the last few weeks, and I thank all the students for welcoming me 

into the team and letting me work with them. Practice is formally concluded and 

the students should change and wait for the staff to escort them back to their re-

spective units. Because many of the staff were called to the alarm, we will likely 

have to wait a while.  

During this time one student, Del, approaches me privately. He earnestly tells 

me that he “really enjoys” playing basketball here, and hopes to continue when he 

is released. For Del and many other student-athletes, basketball is the best part of 

their day at Arbor Ridge.  

“That’s great! What are your plans?” I ask. 

Del averts his eyes, and says he doesn’t really know. “I get out in a week,” he 

tells me. Arbor Ridge can be a tough environment, and it seems to me that Del 

does not want his peers to see his vulnerability. I wonder if he is anxious, not just 

about the uncertainty of playing basketball, but of the entire prospect of leaving 

the youth center, where he has been a resident for almost a year. 

I ask Del, “Have you talked to Coach about playing ball when you leave?” 

“No,” he says. 

I encourage him to go and talk to the coach. “I’m sure he could reach out to 

some people,” I say. 

Del nods and waits for the coach to finish a conversation with one of the assis-

tants. Ten minutes later, he returns smiling to tell me that “coach was going to 

make some calls” for him. I jokingly tell him that he’d better start working on his 

jump shot. At this moment several staff enter the gym; it’s time for the students to 

go. I assure Del that he has what it takes to keep playing ball, and wish him good 

luck on the outside. I shake hands with him and the other students before they file 

out of the gym. 

As they walk into the rain and across the yard to their different units, I recall a 

conversation during gym class that day, in which I ask the coaches about former 

students on the basketball team. Although some students have managed to get 

onto other teams, and in a few cases offered scholarships to play in college, none 



 17 

of the former members of the Academy basketball team have continued playing 

for more than a year after leaving Arbor Ridge. When I recalled one particularly 

talented player who was recruited to play college ball, the coach warned me to 

“stay clear of him,” as he was currently doing time as an adult for a violent fel-

ony. One assistant coach added, “Sometimes I wish we just had more time here 

with these kids.”  

Both coaches do what they can, putting in countless hours and working over-

time, but often feel overwhelmed by the immensity of their implicitly understood 

task: to transform placed youth into law-abiding adults. Moreover, the program 

has struggled to say afloat. This season, the Academy basketball team has been 

left out of the charter school league, and the coaches scramble to put together 

enough games to resemble a normal season. While it is clear to us that basketball 

provides unique opportunities to work with the boys at Arbor Ridge, the im-

portance or potential of such an endeavor is overlooked or questioned by others. 

“Some people just don’t see the value in this,” another assistant remarks.  

I wonder then and still today, what will happen to Del, Marcus, Garret and 

their teammates? What role, or roles, does sport play within youth detention? And 

in students’ lives beyond institutions? In what ways could sport be arranged and 

delivered to improve the life situations of these young men? What does it take to 

deliver meaningful sport in youth detention?   

*** 

 

This thesis examines pedagogies of sport in youth detention – how sport is arranged, de-

livered, and experienced in circumstances similar to those of students like Del in places 

like Arbor Ridge. Although it is often believed that sport can be used to improve the life 

situations of young people placed in detention or other similar institutions of youth jus-

tice, how sport fulfills various functions of youth justice requires further investigation. 

To understand, for example, the potential for sport to rehabilitate, educate or support the 

development of detained youth, we must examine its pedagogical practice – how it is 

delivered but also how it is experienced by youth themselves. How do young people 

placed in detention and other similar institutions of youth justice experience sport? How 

is sport practiced in youth detention, and to what ends? And what does it take to deliver 

sport in ways that improve the life situations of youth? How to make sport meaningful 

beyond the institution? This thesis addresses many of these questions by examining the 

roles that sport can play in youth detention, and how varying functions are accom-

plished through pedagogical practice.  
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 Although difficult to determine, it has been recently estimated that between 1.3 and 

1.5 million youth worldwide are currently deprived of liberty (Nowak, 2019). Of that 

estimate, between 430,000 and 680,000 are detained in institutions similar to that of Ar-

bor Ridge (ibid). These young people face incredibly complex and difficult situations in 

life. Prior to placement, detained youth are prone to have had problematic childhoods 

with, for example, extensive drug and alcohol use, physical and mental health issues, 

abuse at home, criminality, and school failure or expulsion (Mendel, 2011; SiS, 2019a). 

Research indicates that during confinement, the complex developmental needs of de-

tained youth are often incompletely addressed, neglected, or even exacerbated (Mendel, 

2011; National Research Council, 2013; Nowak, 2019). When released, youth who have 

been placed in custody or youth prisons face numerous challenges returning home and 

reintegrating into their communities. While some manage to navigate these challenges, 

research across the globe indicates that many recidivate – re-offend or return to the 

criminal justice system – either as adults or juveniles (Bateman, Hazel & Wright, 2013; 

Levin, 1998; Mendel, 2011; Pettersson, 2017). The consequences of incarceration and 

re-incarceration extend far beyond correctional expenditures and public safety, and in-

clude numerous financial and social costs to individuals, their families, and communi-

ties (Justice Policy Institute, 2020; National Research Council, 2013), not to mention 

the loss of human potential and capabilities (see Kim, 2016).  

 The premise that children and adolescents are developmentally different from adults 

has long upheld separate juvenile or youth justice systems (Abrams, 2013; Muncie & 

Goldson, 2006; National Research Council, 2013). Under this premise, youth are placed 

in detention because their behavior threatens to harm themselves and/or others, and are 

thereby forcibly removed from society and placed under compulsory care for their own 

good as well as to protect public safety. In this manner, youth detention seemingly has a 

rehabilitative mission, and can be seen as an opportunity to intervene in the life-course 

of troubled youth, and facilitate a “successful” transition into adulthood (Benson, 2013; 

National Research Council, 2013). Yet there are many functions to systems of youth 

justice besides rehabilitation, notably containing or removing and punishing (or euphe-

mistically holding “accountable”) problematic youth. Institutions of youth justice may 

profess aims to, for example, rehabilitate, educate, and support young people’s develop-

ment, but they may also be seen as solutions to uneasy questions about what to do with 

youth judged to be problematic and deemed unfit for society (Bengtsson, 2012c; Enell, 
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Gruber & Vogel, 2018). Among the various functions of youth justice institutions, reha-

bilitation and education are often under-emphasized, to the detriment of youth them-

selves but also public safety (National Research Council, 2013; see also Rozalski, 

Deignan & Engel, 2008). Although institutions of youth justice (e.g., prisons, young of-

fender institutions, detention homes, probation/reentry programs), persistently function 

as correctional institutions concerned with controlling, containing, and even punishing 

placed youth, I propose that they are charged with an essentially pedagogical, social jus-

tice mission – concerned with the growth and development of their students in order to 

form a safer, just society. How, then, might sport be delivered for the best of placed 

youth? And for the best of society? 

 It is often believed that sport can, and should, play an important role in youth justice, 

and recent research has indicated many potential benefits of sport in prisons or other 

correctional settings. As was the case with Del, many youth discover or re-discover an 

interest in sport during their placement, and sport represents a unique pedagogical op-

portunity to somehow rehabilitate, develop, or guide youth placed in detention or simi-

lar forms of institutional care. For some, sport provides a much needed outlet or relief 

from boredom and confinement (e.g., Meek & Lewis, 2014b). For others, particularly 

those who struggle in traditional classroom settings, sport can be an engaging context 

for developing the kinds of social and emotional skills, knowledge, and optimism/confi-

dence that can lead to crime desistance (Meek, 2014). From the vantage of institutional 

staff and leadership, developing high quality sport programs might represent a way to 

improve relationships with students but also, more generally, for changing institutional 

cultures (ibid). Yet, research also indicates that the ways by which sport is practiced of-

ten falls short of this potential, is disengaging or, worse, can be detrimental for students. 

If misused, sport can play a role in exacerbating situations of vulnerability and margin-

alization for a group of students who already are struggling in life. Scholars have ques-

tioned whether sport can play a meaningful role beyond the controlling logics and cor-

rectional functions of carceral institutions. In contexts designed to contain and punish, 

scholars (Martos-García et al., 2009a; Norman, 2017) have questioned: do the largely 

temporary benefits of sport in prison amount to anything beyond social control? Thus, 

there are many reasons to be excited about the pedagogical possibilities with sport for 

justice-involved youth, but there are also many reasons to be skeptical.  



 20 

 This thesis critically examines how masculinity norms influence, or can be influ-

enced by, sport pedagogical endeavors in youth detention. Many studies indicate that 

while gender norms have important influences on the broader architectures and inner-

workings of youth institutional settings, including the ways through which sports are 

framed and delivered, gender is seldom discussed or addressed in explicit ways in prac-

tice. As Sabo, Kupers, and London (2001, p. 3) write: “Prison is an ultramasculine 

world where nobody talks about masculinity.” The social environments of male-domi-

nated youth institutions have been described as homophobic (Abrams Anderson-Nathe 

2013), hypermasculine (Bengtsson, 2016), even violent (Gooch, 2019) and abusive 

(Mendel, 2011; Pinheiro, 2006). Instead of improving the life situations of vulnerable 

and marginalized young men, incarceration may in fact reinforce masculinities charac-

terized by criminality, violence, and self-destruction (Abrams et al., 2008; Rios, 2009). 

Herein, a specific interest is aimed at marginal or marginalized masculinities, that is, the 

ways in which (ethnically) marginalized young men, who often lack economic and insti-

tutional power, attempt to display masculinity (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; see 

also Rios, 2019). Although not focusing specifically on sport, several ethnographies in 

youth detention mention sport as playing major roles in these macho environments, spe-

cifically as sites where boys sort themselves according to a “particular hierarchy of 

toughness” (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2013, p. 81), but also whereby staff seek to 

foster youth according to normative expectations of what boys or girls should do (Hen-

riksen, 2018). Yet, while sport in youth detention could be considered an especially “sa-

lient site” for masculinities studies (see Abrams et al., 2008; Baumer & Meek, 2018), 

there is little empirical research that focuses on sport in youth detention from a gender 

or masculinities perspective.  

 How youth justice institutions and practitioners approach and implement sport activi-

ties has consequence for youths’ lived experiences and, likewise, future outcomes relat-

ing to recidivism and desistance from criminality and addiction. Therefore, the theoreti-

cal premise for this thesis is that in order to understand how sport might be arranged and 

delivered in ways that benefit youth and society, we must examine its pedagogical prac-

tice – that is, how it is conceived, practiced, and experienced. From this perspective, I 

frame youth detention homes, and sport therein, as pedagogical practices. This acknowl-

edges, on the one hand, that youth institutions are places of pedagogy, where “teaching” 

and “learning” (see e.g., Bengtsson, 2012b; Kilgore & Meade, 2004) are occurring. On 
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the other hand, it puts a critical focus on how institutions go about fulfilling their mis-

sions: do institutions, with the help of sport, act pedagogically in the best interests of 

youth?   

 This thesis is also inspired by and closely connected to my own experiences as a 

teacher working with justice-involved youth – where I personally felt but also struggled 

to grasp and fulfill this calling or mission – as well as my experiences as an athlete and 

coach. Sports have been a major and (mostly) positive force in my life and in my peda-

gogical roles as coach or teacher I feel a strong desire to share my experiences with stu-

dents. I felt that showing, in a certain way, the world of sport to students could open up 

new opportunities for them. Likewise, my experience has been that teaching youth in al-

ternative settings called for non-traditional approaches and teaching methods. These ex-

periences underpin the methodology of this thesis; a pedagogical (van Manen, 1990) 

and social justice orientation to doing ethnography in marginalized populations: “to im-

prove the lives of people through a direct connection with people in these populations, 

an attempt to learn from their lived experiences, and adopting an advocacy role as a re-

sult of the research” (Norman, 2015, p. 75, citing Angrosino, 2005).  

 As indicated in the passage above, while for some it may seem intuitive or logical 

that sport should contribute to improving the situations of young people placed in deten-

tion homes, prisons, probationary programs, and similar youth justice contexts, there are 

many meanings and processes that need to be unpacked in order to further our under-

standing of such potential functions. This research therefore focuses on the experiences 

of the youth and practitioners who are at the center of the phenomenon of sport in youth 

detention. In doing so, it approaches sport pedagogy in youth detention under the episte-

mological pretense that the ways in which students see the world and the meanings they 

ascribe to various phenomena will profoundly influence their actions, development and, 

ultimately, their life course. In order to know what pedagogies are required of us, we 

must ground our approach in the life-worlds and lived experiences of our students 

(Bengtsson, 2006; van Manen, 1990).    

 In this way, the research is inspired by a life-world ethnographic approach, wherein I 

seek to closely observe and participate in the life-worlds of placed youth, particularly in 

sporting contexts (but not only), in order to describe and analyze sport pedagogies, or 

ways of doing sport in youth detention. Meeting students in similar circumstances as 
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Del – doing sport with them, listening to them, and maintaining a pedagogical orienta-

tion (van Manen, 1990) – has provided valuable insights into ways by which sport can 

be meaningfully arranged within compulsory care contexts. For example, it suggests 

that certain aspects of playing basketball have been valuable to Del during his place-

ment. It has also raised critical questions about how endeavors to do sport as rehabilita-

tion or development are impacted by masculinities norms, but also obscured by peda-

gogies with opposing functions to punish, correct, or simply “busy the youth.”  

 Discussions with practitioners provide other perspectives. While it is widely believed 

that sport and physical activity can play an important part in the rehabilitation of de-

tained youth, it is often less clear to youth justice practitioners as to how, or in what 

ways, sport and physical activity facilitate the “rehabilitation” of youth. Moreover, how 

can sport and physical activity be aligned with wider treatment goals, often related to 

crime desistance? There is little guidance either in the form of research or professional 

training (see Meek, 2014) as to what sport pedagogical approaches (e.g., strategies and 

methods) coaches and other practitioners can employ in youth justice contexts. To this 

end, I have sought to provide close descriptions (Bengtsson, 2005; van Manen, 1990) on 

which pedagogical reflection is possible: What is the purpose or function of sport here? 

What does it mean to the student or students? In this moment, what pedagogical action 

is required? And how might the learning situation, or arrangement, be improved?  

 As the coaches in the opening vignette demonstrate, doing sport with detained youth 

is an immense and complex pedagogical task – to somehow, through sport, transform 

the lives of these young men. This task manifests in pedagogical encounters and rela-

tions with young people, and demands us to bring sport to life in ways that are engaging 

and meaningful to a group of students often considered as “hard to engage” (Crabbe, 

2007; Meek, 2012; Morgan et al., 2020). Furthermore, since pedagogies are framed and 

influenced by social norms, politics, and various structural dimensions (Duncan-An-

drade & Morrel, 2008; Engström, 2002; Larsson, 2016), endeavors to deliver high qual-

ity sport in youth detention could be seen as a calling that struggles against forces both 

within and beyond the walls of institutions. At the institutional level, we may notice, for 

example, how a close, “safe” culture or climate at the basketball team somehow con-

trasts with the “security” of the correctional milieu – alarms, cameras, barbed-wire, 

locked doors, risk assessment and risk management, and a constant tension and vigi-

lance for violence, arguments, and other “problematic behavior” (see also Wästerfors, 
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2018). Despite the best efforts of practitioners, placed youth continue to face uncertain-

ties and adverse situations later in life, reflecting myriad personal and structural con-

straints to their inclusion in, and through, sport (see Collins & Kay, 2014). Moreover, 

sport pedagogical endeavors with “criminal” or delinquent youth are sometimes ques-

tioned, delegitimized, or undermined in public discourse (Meek, 2014; Nichols, 2007): 

is it worth it to invest in sport programs for detained youth? How good should these 

young men have it?    
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Aim, objectives, and research questions 

The aim of the research is to examine pedagogies of sport within youth detention, based 

on ethnography at Capeview and Summerholm – two all-male youth detention homes in 

Sweden. An overarching research question is: How is sport arranged, delivered, and ex-

perienced in youth detention? These descriptive questions endeavor to illuminate what 

roles sport pedagogies play within youth detention, with a particular interest in how 

sport can affect the life situations of detained youth. The aim for the thesis can be bro-

ken down into three objectives and research questions that correspond to three articles:  

 

1. The first objective is to explore, in greater depth, the pedagogical approach at a foot-

ball program at Capeview, one of the institutions. How do youth and staff experience 

sport at the Football Program? What characterizes the pedagogical approach imple-

mented in this program? Of note is that a particular pedagogy of the Football Program 

was experienced to initiate and guide a process of growth and development for a select 

group of students. This objective narrows the scope to a case study of “good practice,” 

helping to elaborate a useful framework for delivering sport in ways that can benefit 

youth in detention.  

 

2. The second objective is to describe and analyze pedagogies of sport in youth deten-

tion. What are the dominant pedagogies of sport at Capeview and Summerholm? How 

is sport arranged and delivered to possibly influence the lives of the students? This can 

be considered the broad, overarching objective of the thesis, seeking to understand how 

different (competing) functions of youth justice are accomplished and experienced 

through sport pedagogical practice.  

 

3. Lastly, given the male-dominated context, the third objective is to examine sport ped-

agogies in youth detention from a masculinities perspective. How are masculinities in-

fluencing, or influenced by, the delivery and experience of sport in youth detention? 

This objective explores how gender norms impact sport pedagogical endeavors in these 

“ultramasculine worlds.” 
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Disposition of the thesis 

This work is a compilation thesis based on a collection of articles. Two of the articles 

have been published in international, peer-reviewed journals, and the third is submitted 

(in manuscript form). These articles can stand on their own as independent works. 

Taken together, however, this compilation thesis reflects an ethnographic process for in-

vestigating and describing sport pedagogies in youth detention, but also for understand-

ing, based in the data, the potential or pedagogical opportunities of sport in youth deten-

tion. This text prior to the articles (the “kappa”) functions, therefore, to summarize, 

frame, and contextualize the entire PhD project, but also as a commentary that develops 

a pedagogical perspective on sport in youth detention.  

 This thesis is organized into eight chapters. The following chapter (Chapter 2) pro-

vides background and perspective on youth detention and understanding placed youth. I 

review how youth detention homes consist of multiple (often competing) functions and 

varying practices. Furthermore, I conceptualize how youth detention homes might be 

thought of as “pedagogical practices,” having an essentially pedagogical mission or call-

ing, grounded in an ethic to educate and support the development of youth placed in 

their charge.  

 Chapter 3 provides a background on previous research on sport in correctional set-

tings. I review some of the promising benefits and perilous outcomes connected to sport 

in order to illuminate how the potential of sport in these contexts is related to its peda-

gogical practice, that is, how sport is delivered and experienced. Thus, I outline a call 

for a pedagogical perspective in this area, the research gap to which this thesis responds. 

As a whole, the chapter maps the field of sport pedagogies in correctional settings by 

highlighting some of the significant rationales, practices (i.e., approaches or styles of 

delivery) and experiences from the literature.   

 Chapter 4 outlines the pedagogical perspectives that have influenced this work. I 

draw on the philosophy of Max van Manen (2015) to conceptualize pedagogy as an 

ethic or calling, and reflect on how this notion relates to the realms of youth detention 

and sport. This research is also influenced by critical pedagogy perspectives, and these, 

too, are laid out. 
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  In Chapter 5, the methodological approach, design and empirical material, research 

process, and ethical considerations are explained. I also elaborate on issues of analysis 

and representation, i.e., how I have tried to seek an analytical description of pedagogies, 

grounded in the “voice” of the students.   

 Chapter 6 provides detailed summaries of the three articles that comprise this com-

pilation thesis: Rings on the water, Pedagogies of sport, and Sport and masculinities.  

 Chapter 7 is a discussion of the main findings and contributions of the thesis. I re-

turn to the research objectives/questions to discuss: (1) the rings on the water approach 

as a useful framework or model for delivering sport in youth detention, (2) three of the 

main pedagogies of sport (withholding sport, busying with sport, and sport as develop-

mental community), and (3) the role of masculinities in sport-based pedagogies in youth 

detention. Additionally, in order to increase knowledge regarding the pedagogical op-

portunities found in this study, I outline directions for future research on sport in youth 

detention. Lastly, in the concluding remarks, I summarize the main contributions of the 

thesis, including what it means to do sport as “pedagogical” practice.  

 Chapter 8 provides a summary of the research in Swedish, including detailed sum-

maries of the three articles.  

 

About the illustrations: At the beginning of each chapter in this text, I feature illustra-

tions that depict experiences at Capeview and Summerholm, the two sites of the re-

search. These images are based on key themes in the studies, and have been partly 

sourced from pictures that were collected during the field work. The use of illustrations, 

as opposed to photographs, has the benefit of highlighting particular details (i.e., to cap-

ture certain themes or feelings) while also leaving out details (e.g., to ensure confidenti-

ality). The selection, production, and presentation of the images herein is purposeful 

(Fors & Bäckström, 2015); the illustrations are intended to help convey or visualize im-

portant themes, findings, and context from the project. Furthermore, because the re-

search settings are closed and obscured from public view, the illustrations aim to invite 

readers to access and reflect upon the worlds of sport in youth detention. 
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2. Youth detention 

This chapter seeks to provide a background and theoretical framing of youth detention.  

First, I give a background on youth detention in Sweden. Second, I describe some sig-

nificant perspectives or trends in youth justice globally that influence the compositions, 

missions, and practices of youth detention homes. Third, I elaborate how confluences of 

various missions (purposes/functions) and practices of youth justice can be thought of 

as pedagogies, as in significant ways of guiding or affecting the lives of placed youth. 

Lastly, I propose conceptualizing youth detention homes, and sport in youth detention, 

as pedagogical practices. This framework accounts for institutions as places of peda-

gogy, but also as having an essentially “pedagogical” mission: to contribute to a safer, 

more just society by doing what is best for placed youth.  

 Before I proceed, I should note some of the terminological dilemmas inherent in the 

notions of “youth detention,” “youth justice,” and likewise, this field of study. Herein I 

employ “youth detention” to refer to the specific context, similarly termed “secure 

youth care,” “youth corrections,” “juvenile prison,” “young offender institution” in 

other works or locations. In Sweden, the terminology for equivalent institutions can be 

translated as “special youth homes” or “special approved homes” (Pettersson, 2017). I 

employ the term youth detention home, and likewise detained or placed youth, because 

this terminology represents what these institutions do to, and signify for, the young peo-

ple at the center of this research. Detention, or being detained, captures this process and 

experience where young people are forcibly removed from their life-worlds and placed 

and forced to stay in another life-world – that of the youth detention home.  

 In her dissertation, Anna Gradin Franzén (2014) uses the term “youth detention 

homes” rather than the literal Swedish translation “special youth home” (särskilda 

ungdomshem) because it is the term more widely used internationally. However, she ob-

serves that “it is still difficult to find a term that reflects what type of institution it is, 

which in itself indicates the dilemmas surrounding these institutions and their practices” 

(ibid, p. 13). As Gradin Franzén suggests, the various terminologies used in this field 
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underlines the dilemmatic, conflicting, even ambiguous purposes, functions, and prac-

tices of these institutions. “Youth justice” can also be considered a dilemmatic term. On 

the one hand, “youth justice” can be taken to mean holding young people accountable 

for violating the laws of society, as a reaction to offending, delinquency or social devi-

ance. In other words, it is applying the criminal justice system to young people with 

some particular considerations. On the other hand, “youth justice” could be interpreted 

as justice for youth, as in a response to social injustices on behalf of the most vulnerable 

and marginalized young people in society who typically become involved in the justice 

system (Goddard & Myers, 2018; National Research Council, 2013).  

 When referring to the young people in this study, I alternate between “students,” “the 

boys,” “youth,” “placed youth,” or “detained youth” and avoid labeling the boys with 

terms such as “young offender,” “prisoner,” and “inmate.” To begin with, although 

criminality or involvement in crime factors into the placement of a large majority of 

boys placed at SiS institutions (SiS, 2014 in Pettersson, 2017), some of them have been 

placed for reasons mainly having to do with substance abuse. Partly, I have defaulted to 

using the term “students” because of my background as a teacher and coach (where the 

common term is “student-athlete” in American school sports), and this background has 

undoubtedly influenced how I see young people in detention. However, the term is also 

intentional and connected to a core idea of this thesis: that detained youth are, and must 

be seen as, educable human beings (Hugo, 2013).  

Youth detention in Sweden 

Youth detention homes in Sweden are state-operated and supervised by the Swedish 

National Board for Institutional Care (SiS – Statens institutionsstyrelse). There are cur-

rently 22 such “special youth homes” in Sweden (SiS, 2021), but the number of institu-

tions has fluctuated in recent years. Relative to other Swedish youth homes (i.e., hem 

för vård och boende - HVB), these “special youth homes” operated by SiS are the only 

youth institutions that possess secure, lockable placements and have the authority to 

place youth in solitary confinement and conduct searches of their correspondence (e.g., 
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emails, social media) and persons, including blood and urine tests when youth are sus-

pected to have taken drugs (Pettersson, 2014, 2017). The expressed mission of these 

state-run youth detention homes is “to give those in our care better circumstances for a 

socially functional life free from addiction and criminality and to provide protection and 

safety in a vulnerable situation” (SiS, 2019). 

 Most youth assigned to special youth homes are placed via the social services ac-

cording to the Care of Young Persons Act (LVU - Lag om vård av unga), which stipu-

lates that youth can be placed in compulsory care for “serious psychosocial problems” 

(SiS, 2016b). More specifically, under this law the majority of youth are detained for 

“living a destructive life with, for example, drug abuse or criminality” (ibid). Following 

their placement, the majority of youth placed under this act are released to other youth 

homes (HVB) or family homes (SiS, 2020). A much smaller group of youth aged 15-17 

who have been adjudicated for offenses are sentenced to youth compulsory care rather 

than prison under the Youth Custody Act (LSU – Lag om sluten ungdomsvård). The 

great majority of such youth are boys adjudicated for violent crimes (Pettersson, 2014). 

Only SiS institutions have the authority to care for LSU placed youth.  

 Approximately 1,100 youth are placed within SiS youth institutions each year, 

roughly two-thirds of whom are boys (SiS, 2016a, 2020). It is noteworthy that there are 

significant differences for reasons why boys and girls are placed (Vogel & Gruber, 

2018). Boys are, in greater proportion, placed in part or on the whole due to criminality 

or involvement in crime, whereas girls are, relative to the boys, placed in larger propor-

tion due to substance abuse (SiS, 2016a; 2019a). Additionally, relative to the general 

population, there is an over-representation of youth from socioeconomically deprived 

homes in SiS institutions (Ybrandt & Nordqvist, 2015). A disproportionate amount of 

placed youth in Sweden have a foreign background, especially the boys. During 2018, 

when the majority of the data was collected in this project, 46 percent of boys placed in 

SiS homes were foreign born (SiS, 2019a), a substantial increase from previous years 

(SiS, 2016a). Additionally, there has been an increase in placements of unaccompanied 

refugee children and youth, the majority of whom are boys, corresponding to an influx 

of unaccompanied refugee children and youth to Sweden since 2015 (Ghazinour et al., 

2019; Kaunitz & Jakobsson, 2016). This student group has made up higher proportions 

of the student group at SiS institutions, and questions regarding the general appropriate-
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ness of institutional placement as well as how to meet the particular care for unaccom-

panied minors has become a salient issue in compulsory care (Ghazinour et al., 2019; 

Kaunitz & Jakobsson, 2016).  

 Treatment practices in SiS youth homes vary between institutions, and it is possible 

to note different philosophies or approaches to treatment. Education in SiS institutions 

is conducted mainly onsite at the institution but also in collaboration with outside 

schools (mainly with upper-secondary schools) and is overseen by the Swedish National 

Agency for Education (Skolverket) (Hugo, 2010). Regarding education prior to deten-

tion, statistics on the student group in Swedish youth homes indicate an over-representa-

tion of learning disabilities; high rates of expulsion, suspension and truancy from 

school; incomplete grades in primary school; and behavioral issues such as disrupting 

class and problems with teachers (SiS, 2016a; Ybrandt & Nordqvist, 2015). Studies 

consistently point out that detained youth have serious difficulties in and negative atti-

tudes toward school (Hugo, 2013; Vinnerljung et al., 2010; Ybrandt & Nordqvist, 

2015). Likewise, educational achievement can be thought of as one of the strongest pre-

ventative factors against re-offending (Davis et al., 2014; Katsiyannis et al., 2008).  

 Youth detention homes are staff intensive, comprised of many different profession-

als. These range from treatment assistants and teachers to psychologists, nurses, 

groundskeepers, and administrative staff. The largest staff group is “treatment assis-

tants” or unit staff, who are the frontline staff that work closely with youth. The great 

majority of these staff is comprised of (somewhat older) men (SiS, 2018, 2020). Treat-

ment assistants perform various tasks, including basic work to prepare food, and do the 

washing and cleaning at the units. Their assignment may include having structured con-

versations with youth (as part of specific treatment programs) and for documenting the 

daily life in the units. Beyond these tasks, unit staff are responsible for monitoring the 

young people and keeping them locked within the units, and are in positions where they 

are called upon to employ coercive techniques such as physical restraint, body searches, 

and segregating or isolating youth (Kallenberg, 2016). Their assignment also involves 

generally socializing or interacting with and caring for placed youth (ibid). Several stud-

ies show how the professional assignment for this staff group is often experienced as 

dilemmatic, as in to balance or navigate competing tasks involving such as care vs. pun-

ishment or surveillance vs. treatment (see Inderbitzin, 2007; Kallenberg, 2016). Moreo-

ver, it is remarked that staff, including educators, frequently do not receive professional 
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training or education about such issues (Andersson, 2021; Kallenberg, 2016; Patrie, 

2017). A recurrent issue in Swedish youth detention homes is how different staff groups 

or facets of the organization, namely between school and the residential units, work to-

gether toward a shared mission or assignment (Gerrevall & Jenner, 2001; Hugo, 2013; 

Swedish Schools Inspectorate, 2021; Wästerfors, 2014). 

Youth justice perspectives 

All forms of incarceration or compulsory care restrict individuals’ freedom in some 

way, but to what ends? Divergent perspectives on youth justice steer the purposes, prac-

tice, and experience of youth justice. It is possible to distinguish a variety of differing 

perspectives or ideologies regarding education and treatment of youth adjudicated or 

otherwise identified as delinquent (Case & Haines, 2015; Muncie & Goldson, 2006; 

Goldson, 2014). Among these perspectives or paradigms that steer youth justice in 

terms of principle and practice, scholars have identified correctionalism and punitive 

perspectives as predominating (see Muncie, 2008), while other approaches, such as chil-

dren’s rights perspectives, and developmental or positive youth justice, are gaining emi-

nence (Case & Haines, 2018; Goldson & Muncie, 2012). I will review these three per-

spectives below. However, as Goldson and Muncie (2012) caution, these perspectives 

can be thought of as trends or dominant narratives in youth justice rather than the total-

izing or all-encompassing narrative, and they urge scholars to look toward local diver-

gences or “contrary cases” for “reinstating and promoting the broad contours of a juve-

nile justice working in the ‘best interests’ of the child and through which the excesses 

and failures of contemporary punitiveness can be exposed and challenged” (Muncie, 

2008, 119). In this respect, and inspired by perspectives in some Swedish scholarship 

(Gerrevall & Jenner, 2001; Hugo, 2013), I elaborate a “pedagogical” perspective on 

youth justice later in this chapter.     

 Correctionalism: Many scholars observe that youth justice around the globe increas-

ingly has become characterized by elements of what can be termed “neoliberal correc-

tionalism” (Case & Haines, 2015; Dünkel, 2014; Muncie, 2008), defined by Case & 
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Haines (2015) as “seeking to correct offending as the outcome of deficiencies in the in-

dividual” (p. 158). This trend is associated with coercive and prescriptive risk-based ap-

proaches that excessively “responsibilize” and even punish children and youth for their 

behavior (Case & Haines, 2015), and has coincided with higher rates of youth incarcera-

tion and the sentencing of children and youth as adults (Abrams, 2013; Dünkel, 2014). 

Case and Haines (2015) criticize such practices as “disengaging” both youth and practi-

tioners from “positive processes of change.” Moreover, these approaches have been 

shown to have scant impact on and may actually exacerbate reoffending (ibid; National 

Research Council, 2013). Yet, despite high costs to society and evidence it is ineffec-

tive, correctionalism has grown and persisted in youth justice worldwide (Muncie, 

2008).   

 Given that correctionalism is not premised on strong evidence or sound scholarly ar-

guments, why is it perpetuated? Researchers have attributed its popularity to broad cul-

tural and socio-political forces that “cruelly” claim that children and adolescents are in-

creasingly threatening the social order (Hendrick, 2015). Here it should be noted that a 

correctional approach is seldom explicitly described or formulated in practice, but it is 

implicit and hiding beneath the surface. Wästerfors (2018, p. 209) writes: “Those who 

are placed at the youth home have ended up there against their will. They have done 

wrong and shall be corrected. All of the staff know what they have done and how they 

have behaved… To ‘put them in their place’ – the function is rarely said out loud, but it 

is still present.” Thus, while correctionalism is explicitly advocated in public discourses 

that criminalize youth and advocate being “tough on crime,” it is also perpetuated in 

hidden or implicitly-shared discourses embedded within youth justice institutions.   

 Among varying international approaches to youth justice, a Scandinavian perspective 

– viewed from abroad as humane, effective, and youth-centered – is often contrasted 

with a more punitive “Anglo-American” perspective that excessively responsibilizes or 

blames youth in ineffectual ways. Comparative criminologists contend that the elements 

of neoliberal correctionalism are most pronounced in the United States, England, and 

Wales (Case & Haines, 2015; Dünkel, 2014; Muncie & Goldson, 2006). Muncie (2008) 

argues that while parts of Europe have resisted this trend, many aspects of neoliberal 

youth justice have in some ways penetrated these nations. However, one region which 

has perhaps most resisted punishment and responsibilization in youth justice is Scandi-

navia (see Dünkel, 2014; Pratt, 2008a). This “Scandinavian exceptionalism” is generally 
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characterized by lower rates of incarceration and more humane conditions for those in-

volved with the criminal justice system (Pratt, 2008a). It is pointed out that this excep-

tionalism can be attributed in part to “[strong orientations] towards the welfare state, de-

mocracy and human rights” (Dünkel, 2014, p. 70). Youth detention is seen as an abso-

lute last resort in Scandinavian systems of youth justice (Dünkel, 2014). Also, unlike in 

other nations (e.g., United States, England, Wales, and France), most youth are placed 

in compulsory care by social services, rather than being adjudicated and sentenced in a 

juvenile court (Dünkel, 2014; Mattsson, 2018). Although for these reasons Scandina-

vian exceptionalism is difficult to replicate in other parts of the world, it serves as an 

important reminder that “things can be different” (Pratt 2008b, p. 290; see also Leone, 

2015).    

 Children’s rights: Inhumane and ineffective youth justice practices, together with 

findings from recent developmental research, has led to growing and widespread con-

cerns over the treatment of detained youth (Abrams, 2013; Case & Haines, 2015; Men-

del, 2011; National Research Council, 2013; Pinheiro, 2006). In both developing and 

developed nations, youth institutions have been found to violate the rights of the child 

through practices such as excessive solitary confinement, violence and abuse, and depri-

vation of services such as education, healthcare, and opportunities for recreation (Men-

del, 2011; Nowak, 2019; Pinheiro, 2006). These concerns are used to highlight and mo-

tivate a children’s rights perspective to improve the welfare of detained youth.  

 Critical voices have alleged that welfarist approaches to youth justice still resemble 

correctional or punitive approaches, but in more humane ways (see Pettersson, 2017 for 

discussion). Furthermore, in practice state administered care of young people ends up 

becoming highly bureaucratized and ineffective. In a non-institutional context, Ander-

sen & Bengtsson (2019) show how bureaucratized, state administered care often does 

not meet the needs of looked-after young people in a timely fashion. That is, looked-af-

ter young people receive too little or too much care, or care that is too soon or too late, 

and becomes out of sync with the needs of youth (ibid). Another critique of state admin-

istered care is that it prioritizes protection and control over creating outcomes that em-

power young people to live autonomously (see Pettersson, 2017, pp. 41-45).  

 An overemphasis on protecting youth from harm underemphasizes tangible progress, 

development, or achievements. This mirrors criticism of overemphasizing care or pro-

tection in pedagogy, i.e., coddling young people and not letting them live in the world 
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and discover their own strengths or struggle with their own limitations (van Manen, 

2015). Thus, a narrow focus on providing humane detention resembles Foucault’s artic-

ulation of a pastoral approach (in Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1983) to controlling young peo-

ple. That is to say, to care more fervently and effectively for young people, rather than 

shift the perspective to empowerment or a critical pedagogy (see chapter 4). Case and 

Haines (2018) view that narrowly implemented children’s rights-based approaches are 

“conceptually-restricted movement[s]” (p. 208). This is not to say that children’s rights 

are not important, rather that they constitute a minimum of standards. Focusing primar-

ily on guaranteeing these basic rights can limit the possibilities of institutions and prac-

titioners to conduct “positive youth justice.” In Sweden, an important stipulation is the 

right of children to be shown the outdoors and the right to be able to exercise every day 

(Mattsson, 2018). Likewise, placed youth in Sweden also have the right to attend 

school, and this includes physical education (Hugo, 2013). But how do these basic 

rights contribute to meaningful growth and development for detained young people? 

How do physical activities contribute to positive outcomes for youth? In this thesis, I 

have employed the term “delivering sport” rather than terms like “offering” or “provid-

ing sport” to make this distinction. Delivering sport involves offering or providing ac-

cess to do sport, but also to make sport happen.  

 Positive or developmental youth justice can be considered a third dominant perspec-

tive in global youth justice. During the past decade, a large body of scholarship has ad-

vocated for a developmental or Positive Youth Justice (PYJ) approach to interventions 

with court-involved youth which promotes and prioritizes positive outcomes for young 

people (e.g., Butts et al., 2010; Haines & Case, 2015; National Research Council, 2013). 

Case and Haines (2018, p. 218) explain that:  

The central tenet of PYJ is that the promotion of positive behaviours and out-

comes for children and youth who offend (e.g.,, educational achievement/im-

provement, access to rights and entitlements, participation/engagement with pro-

social activities, constructive training and employment) should be privileged 

within youth justice responses, rather than pursuing a restricted focus on prevent-

ing and reducing negative behaviours and outcomes (e.g.,, reducing offending, 

reoffending, exposure to risk factors). 

 

Case and Haines (2018) describe this as a trans-Atlantic movement, where proponents 

namely in North America (the United States) and Western Europe (England and Wales) 
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are challenging new punitiveness and endeavoring to promote youth justice beyond pro-

tection and ensuring minimal rights. Empirical research has demonstrated that adoles-

cence is a period of human development typically characterized by increased experi-

mentation and risk-taking behavior, identity formation, and ongoing cognitive and soci-

oemotional development (National Research Council, 2013). The developmental and 

PYJ frameworks view youth delinquency as a result of the interaction between the nor-

mal processes of adolescence and the social contexts in which these processes occur 

(Benson, 2013; National Research Council, 2013). In these frameworks, the purpose of 

detention or compulsory care can be understood to intervene in a certain developmental 

trajectory or environment and to provide the support and services that encourage and 

support another trajectory toward positive youth development. Positive youth develop-

ment focuses on providing opportunities for such alternative developmental trajectories. 

Within this framework, education and pro-social activities (e.g., sports, see Butts et al., 

2010) are considered as prioritized contexts “for the attainment of the assets needed for 

successful transition to young adulthood” (National Research Council, 2013, p. 108).  

 Scholars (Abrams et al., 2016; Goddard & Myers, 2018) have highlighted that out-

sider volunteers or community-based actors can play a key role in both changing or 

transforming prisoners as well as institutions. Implied is that these outsiders enter pris-

ons with different missions; they are “thinking outside the box” of institutional logics 

and correctional perspectives. Goddard and Myers’ (2018) study details how commu-

nity-based actors working with Florida juvenile justice systems approached their work 

as a matter of social justice and social change: an effort to simultaneously and interde-

pendently transform underserved communities and marginalized young people.  

Pedagogies of youth justice 

Youth detention homes have multiple (conflicting) purposes or functions, and, to these 

ends, employ various practices. Youth detention homes are very much “people changing 

institutions” in mission and practice (Gradin Franzén, 2014). These institutions employ 

varying “pedagogical practices” (Henriksen & Prieur, 2019) to instruct, transform, or 
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otherwise influence those placed in their charge. Youth detention homes have extraordi-

nary powers: they can forcibly remove young people from their families, put them in 

confined spaces where they are surveilled and monitored, have the power to force drug 

tests, place in isolation from other human beings, and, in planning and deciding how 

young people will reenter society, they have enormous influence on the future life 

courses of young people. Toward what ends do they exercise this power?  

 In this section, I want to outline not only what the main functions or purposes of 

youth detention are, but to also review how these functions relate to the varying prac-

tices of youth homes and the lived experiences of detained youth. In this sense, it is pos-

sible to speak of pedagogies of youth justice: constellations of ideas, practices, and ex-

periences that influence, guide or otherwise affect the lives of detained youth. In critical 

pedagogy, the term pedagogy is sometimes used as a heuristic device to convey signifi-

cant ways of influencing, guiding, or affecting people. Freire’s (1970) classic Pedagogy 

of the Oppressed articulates a pedagogy that, through mutual dialogue and solidarity 

with the oppressed, seeks critical consciousness and liberation. His subsequent work, 

Pedagogy of Hope (2014), underscores the fundamental importance of hope in educa-

tional life (see also Duncan-Andrade, 2009). A compilation of Freire’s later works, Ped-

agogy of Indignation (2016), articulates a pedagogy that responds to social injustices 

through critically-reasoned and legitimate anger. 

 These usages of “pedagogies” convey at once how philosophy and method, idea and 

strategy, aim and action, discourse and practice, work together. Pedagogies are conflu-

ences or assemblages of ideas, methods, actions, practices, and experiences that work 

together in a shared way. In this research, I employ “pedagogies” in order to articulate 

significant constellations of discourse (the ideas and structures which guide our prac-

tice), practices (pedagogical action), and lived experience (what young people live 

through, and what this means for them in their unique life-worlds). While “pedagogies” 

and “pedagogical approaches” are sometimes quite systematic, as is the case, for in-

stance, in critical pedagogy, I use it here as a heuristic device, i.e., an analytical con-

struct.  

 For one, institutions of youth justice can be viewed as employing pedagogies of am-

biguity and injustice. Youth detention has been described as having a “dual mission” 

(Enell, Gruber & Vogel, 2018; Levin, 1998) between punishment and care, wherein 
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conflicting and ambiguous practices of punishment, containment (“protection”), educa-

tion, treatment, and therapy are mixed (Abrams and Anderson-Nathe 2013; Henriksen 

and Prieur 2019; Levin 1998). Abrams and Anderson-Nathe (2013) describe the strug-

gle to balance these competing functions, and accompanying practices, as “the monu-

mental balancing act” (p. 51). Kallenberg (2016) and Wright (2008) similarly use the 

term “the borderlands” to describe the dilemmatic spaces between, respectively, mis-

sions of care and punishment, and education and corrections. For youth themselves, 

confinement is often experienced as “mixed messages” (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 

2013; Henriksen & Prieur, 2019; Young-Alfaro, 2017), and while youth detention pur-

ports to seek justice, the experience of incarceration is often one of injustice and ambi-

guity (see Henriksen & Prieur, 2019). 

 Arguably, as Enell et al. (2018) point out, this ambiguity may help to sustain and le-

gitimize youth institutions despite their poor results. In their words, the “different and 

partly opposing ambitions can even be said to complement one another and thus legiti-

mate the format of care – when one of the ambitions is not fulfilled the other can be 

used to continue legitimizing the arrangement” (p. 29, my translation). This pedagogy 

of ambiguity is ultimately concerned with the survival and legitimacy of youth institu-

tional care, and secondarily about the success or well-being of the young people.  

 Pettersson (2014, 2017) reasons that, similar to prisons, Swedish youth detention 

homes can be thought of as “total institutions” – enclosed social systems that seek to 

control all aspects of life (Goffman, 1991). Norman (2018, p. 18) explains that “Total 

institutions are delineated by clear barriers, both physical and social, to separate them 

from the outside world, while inmates in such institutions lead day-to-day lives that are 

bureaucratically managed and over which they have zero agency.” Total institutions are 

enclosed social systems from which one cannot easily escape or deviate, nor which out-

siders can easily access. One central aspect of total institutions is the formation of hier-

archies, and a tendency for forming social distances between staff and residents 

(Goffman, 1991). Another feature is that members of such institutions may become in-

stitutionalized, that is, they gradually accept particular values or ways of being and act-

ing and gradually accept the legitimacy or take for granted the necessity for total institu-

tions (ibid). Here, we may speak of a pedagogies of incarceration or pedagogies of insti-

tutionalization to indicate ways of practicing youth justice that perpetuate the punitive 

and social control mechanisms of youth institutions. These pedagogies are literally built 
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into the walls of youth detention homes. For instance, Nolbeck et al. (2020) illustrate 

how incarceration and institutionalization are communicated and enacted through the 

physical environments of youth detention. “If you don’t behave, you’re in real shit, you 

don’t get outside the doors” says one of the youth in the study (ibid, p. 8). The authors 

find that “The alienating environment changes the person, making her/him unrecogniza-

ble in her/his own eyes and thus also creating feelings of alienation in relation to the 

self” (ibid).  

 The purpose of total institutions to control all aspects of someone’s life has pedagog-

ical implications. Pedagogies can also be “totalizing,” that is, they can structure, control, 

and influence people’s lives in all-encompassing ways. Bernstein (2001), for example, 

relates religious discourses in medieval times as totalizing pedagogic discourses, as they 

held widespread and deep reaching sway over thought, the self, and society. To this 

point, total institutions maintain and suppress – or “totalize” – pedagogies. Thus, the in-

stitutionalizing effect is not only experienced by residents or inmates, but applies to 

staff and their pedagogies as well. For example, Wästerfors and Åkerström’s (2016) 

analysis of staff journals at one Swedish detention home revealed how the young people 

and daily life at the institution were depicted in ways that portrayed uniform, competent 

and “faceless” treatment (whereas an abundance of ethnographic research indicates dif-

ferently). Furthermore, in this discourse the staff frequently zoomed in on and com-

mented on the youth’s “troubling” behavior and moods, while erasing or “deflecting” 

the staff and institution’s responsibilities for care: “youth and youth alone is cast as re-

sponsible” (ibid, p. 882)  Working in youth detention, one may gradually come to ac-

cept certain hierarchies, routines, and the use of punitive measures and coercion and be-

come out of tune with a philosophy of education or an ethic to act pedagogically (see 

Chapter 4). Sayko (2005) and Patrie (2017) write that prison educators must learn to 

navigate, live with, and also resist correctional philosophies. In other words, becoming 

or learning to be a correctional educator involves somehow grappling with or comply-

ing, to varying degrees, with the controlling functions of total institutions.  

 Some scholars have applied the concept of total institutions to sport, particularly to 

competitive (all-male) team sports (Anderson, 2009; Norman, 2018). Anderson (2009) 

theorizes that team sports can function as “near-total institutions,” especially as in 

closed social systems that regulate and perpetuate masculinity norms. Teams that func-
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tion this way can limit the lives of boys and men. “In conforming to the norms and ex-

celling in sport, athletes limit whom they befriend. They shut out other cultural influ-

ences that might open their consciousness to new ways of thinking, and they are there-

fore less exposed to those who do not fit orthodox masculine requisites” (ibid, pp. 56-

57). This raises the question: do team sports within detention homes constitute near-to-

tal institutions within total institutions? In appealing to hegemonic norms of masculinity 

shared by youth and staff, perhaps team sports may function as an enticing or more hu-

mane form of social control and less as a platform for development or empowerment.   

Youth detention as “pedagogical practice” 

I would like to draw attention to another way of framing youth justice which helps us to 

create a practice which works in the best interests of youth as well as creating a safe, 

just society: to view youth detention homes as essentially pedagogical institutions or 

“pedagogical practices.” Here, I draw inspiration from a body of research in Sweden 

(Gerrevall & Jenner, 1997, 2001; Hugo, 2013) which conceptualizes youth detention 

homes as “pedagogical practices” or organizations concerned with the learning and so-

cial (re)integration of placed youth. This literature emphasizes how “changing the per-

spective” (Gerrevall & Jenner, 2001), such as through adopting a life-world perspective 

(Hugo, 2013; Jenner, 2004), helps to open or clarify possibilities for detained students 

to grow and broaden their horizons. In this sense, youth detention as “pedagogical prac-

tice” is indicating a mission or calling for youth detention that is educational, i.e., hav-

ing to do with formative growth and development of students. In this section, I will 

elaborate this notion and how I have interpreted it from the Swedish literature. There are 

several features of the concept of youth detention as pedagogical practice that I draw in-

spiration from, which can be summarized as follows:   

 

1. Expansive notion of pedagogy: pedagogy is not merely teaching method, but also 

signifies a general aim to do what is best for students.  

2. Double assignments: to do what one feels is best for youth, while also fulfilling in-

stitutional assignments, can be especially dilemmatic in youth detention.   
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3. Communicative dimension: the intention to do what is best for youth, and to fulfill 

institutional assignments, are communicated through everyday practice. Pedagogy 

sends certain messages to youth.  

4. Life-world imperative: the starting point of pedagogy should be to put oneself in the 

student’s shoes.  

5. A “special” pedagogy approach: so-called regular or traditional arrangement for 

schooling does not and has not worked for many of the students. The school situa-

tion needs to be adjusted for the special needs of students.  

6. Significance of perspective taking: that practice is informed and guided by peda-

gogical perspectives. Changing the perspective is important for changing the prac-

tice. 

 

 The idea of youth detention as pedagogical calling evokes an essentially educational 

mission. In Swedish, the word for education is utbildning, which literally signifies to 

build or form outwards. Likewise, these studies reflect a European notion of pedagogy 

as a moral or ethical practice (van Manen, 2015), having a calling or responsibility to do 

what is best for young people, and to guide or lead them accordingly. Importantly, I 

draw inspiration from this conceptualization of youth detention in the articles presented 

herein. In a sense, I try to take up where some of the Swedish scholarship leaves off, by 

incorporating a more explicit critical pedagogy perspective in this idea. Gerrevall and 

Jenner (2001) write that their report was an initial foray into the world of youth deten-

tion homes, and concludes with an invitation to continue the discussion: “We hope that 

the report can fuel this discussion and that the images we have formed will be supple-

mented by others, who in turn will fuel further discussion” (p. 140, my translation). This 

thesis can be seen as a response to that invitation, to formulate a pedagogical philosophy 

through the close observation of the experiences of sport in youth detention.      

 The double assignment of pedagogy in youth homes is derived from a need both to 

respond to the students’ life-worlds, as well as to fulfill various institutional missions, 

such as those assigned by the school board, the social services, and the sentencing struc-

ture for closed youth care (LSU). The conditions for pedagogy are both given or preor-

dained via the institutional missions and (co)created through interaction between stu-

dents and pedagogues (Jenner, 2004). The schools are inspected by the Swedish Schools 

Inspectorate (Skolinspektionen). A teacher is required to teach the mandated curricu-

lum. The unit staff have certain security or safety responsibilities and expectations, and 
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need to follow specific procedures. Yet, these conditions and what to do in youth deten-

tion homes is also created and negotiated in practice. The purposes and meanings of 

youth detention are communicated through the pedagogical practices, and this involves 

both explicitly outlined and regulated institutional assignments, but also everyday peda-

gogical life with young people (see also Kallenberg, 2016).   

 The notion of youth detention as a pedagogical practice is aimed toward institutional 

organizations that are often compartmentalized. Key facets in the organizations of youth 

detention homes, namely schooling and the counseling or “treatment” at the residential 

units, sometimes struggle to work collaboratively toward a shared goal. As in an entire 

pedagogical entity, Fritzén (2001) clarifies in these terms: “With the pedagogical prac-

tice we mean a social arena where both knowledge and social relations develop between 

the individual and the environment he/she is in” (32). It is remarked that these two as-

pects, to develop knowledge and social relations, are often separated between school 

(whose responsibility is to develop students’ knowledge) and residential treatment 

(where students should learn how to adapt and socialize at the units). These two areas 

are often considered as two separate practices with different responsibilities, and, as 

such, many times are depicted as not working together (Gerrevall & Jenner, 1997, 

2001). Yet, these reports aim to clarify pedagogical opportunities if school and treat-

ment share in and work towards a unifying mission that integrates both learning and so-

cialization. Fritzén (2001) writes: “Through conceiving the special youth home as a 

pedagogical practice, we mean that all the ‘good forces’ can be coordinated for the stu-

dents’ best” (p. 32, my translation). We could interpret such statements to mean that the 

entire institution or organization is concerned with pedagogy – guiding young people in 

their best interest – and that they must coordinate their practices to such purposes.  

 Gerrevall and Jenner (1997, 2001) show how perspective-taking shape the circum-

stances for pedagogy at Swedish youth detention homes. The notion of youth detention 

home as “pedagogical practice” places emphasis on how the pedagogical mission or 

task is interpreted and put into practice. “The distinctive perceptions of the pedagogical 

task can be connected to various understandings about what is the institution’s over-

arching mission… The way of seeing [this mission] implicates in its turn the content of 

the practice” (Gerrevall & Jenner, 1997, p. 147, my translation). How practitioners un-

derstand and approach their “pedagogical task” has consequence on the practices of 
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youth homes. Several examples are provided, which can be summarized as a social jus-

tice approach (see Hugo, 2013), a “policing-the-order” (“ordningspolis”) approach (see 

Gerrevall & Jenner, 2001, p. 19), and a correctional approach (see Kallenberg, 2016; 

Wästerfors, 2018).  

 It is important to recognize the context of youth detention. Youth justice practition-

ers encounter young people in marginalized, chaotic, complicated and difficult life situ-

ations. Many staff encounter violent or suicidal behavior, and experience threats or 

threatening situations (Andersson 2021; Hugo, 2013). It is not uncommon that practi-

tioners, facing threats, disrespect, and resistance from students (see e.g., Wästerfors, 

2014), become crass, cynical, or lose hope in their pedagogical ambition to affect the 

lives of the youth. Hugo (2013, 119) finds that some teachers at times feel the need to 

rationalize their work as being about “giving a [student] as good a time in life as possi-

ble when they are with them, and that there is much that one cannot influence.”  

 Others may view their task in terms of a social justice mission, an opportunity to 

work amongst the most marginalized and vulnerable young people (Hugo 2013). Oppo-

site of those, some staff (likely in the small minority) may view the mission of youth de-

tention as correctional or punitive, and that the experience of detention should be un-

pleasant so as to deter young people from criminality. This attitude may be more preva-

lent in the unit staff than amongst teachers. Hugo (2013, p. 126) writes, for instance, 

that “Consensus between treatment staff and teachers is all too often unsatisfactory. 

There are too many of the treatment staff who do not value school as important and do 

not see the youth as learning and educable people” (my translation).  

 Given the relation between perspective (how the task is approached) and practice 

(actions undertaken to fulfill the task), Gerrevall and Jenner (2001, 25) urge that adopt-

ing “alternative pedagogical perspective[s]” can “generate new ways of working.” In a 

later work, Jenner (2004) elaborates that the task for practitioners in social pedagogy is 

to adopt a “life-world” perspective, that is, to develop an attitude and ability “to trans-

cend one’s own perspective and, as far as possible, see the world through the eyes of the 

pupil” (p. 12, my translation). This is no simple task, however, and it is complicated by 

the fact that incarcerated students inhabit and have experienced vastly different and ex-

tremely difficult life-worlds – ones that practitioners may never fully understand (see 

Walker, 2016).  
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 Swedish pedagogue Lena Fritzén (2001) suggests that to adopt and implement a life-

world perspective at youth detention homes also involves a critical recognition of the 

life-worlds of youth. “Taking your starting point in youths’ lived experiences and even-

tual interests should not confuse that the pedagogical practice is about the limited life-

worlds of the youth. So, it is also just as much about challenging them and the precon-

ceptions they bear with them, showing other alternatives, and sparking interests for phe-

nomena they have not previously met” (ibid, p. 42, my translation). The goal for youth 

homes, in this sense, is to expand young people’s horizons – challenging them to grow 

or develop new understandings and life skills that can transport them from limited, and 

limiting, life-worlds. It is about sparking an interest or desire for other subjectivities, 

ones that they have not met before. To accomplish this, Fritzén describes a pedagogy 

that shows youth viable alternatives, rather than directing or coercing. What are the lim-

ited life-worlds of youth, and how are they limiting? I understand this idea to implicate 

critical pedagogy approaches, i.e., trying to see detained youth as being situated in 

problematic situations, rather than individuals who are problematic (Gerrevall & Jenner, 

2001; see also Duncan-Andrade, 2009, p. 192).  

 Significantly, this perspective takes the lived experiences of placed youth seriously, 

while also acknowledging that pedagogical work is required to change their perspec-

tives. Conceptualizing placed youth and youth detention in this way accommodates 

broad criminological consensus to avoid excessively blaming young people for their in-

volvement in criminality, substance use, or other deviant or anti-social behavior (Haines 

& Case, 2015; National Research Council, 2013), and to understand youth crime as 

broadly related to their lived-experiences and of particular social worlds encompassing 

environmental, cultural, social, and historical factors (see Ferrell et al., 2008; Goldson 

& Muncie, 2015). Such an approach prompts criticism of coddling youth, excusing their 

transgressions, and framing them as dependent on care. It is clearly important to 

acknowledge the broad risk factors described in criminological and psychologically fo-

cused studies, while simultaneously empowering young people to take positive action in 

their lives and to avoid feeling passive or victimized.  

 In summary, I interpret the notion of “pedagogical practice” conveyed in the Swe-

dish research to involve re-conceptualizing youth detention as an essentially pedagogi-

cal calling to, through educating and empowering young people, create opportunities.  
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This mission is also communicated pedagogically, that is, it is conveyed to young peo-

ple and fulfilled through everyday practices at an interactional level (see e.g., Gradin 

Franzén, 2014). In contrast to these ideas, however, it should be noted that it is possible 

for a youth detention home to be considered as no pedagogical practice. Bengtsson 

(2006) asserts that an essential reality of “pedagogical practice” is belief in the educabil-

ity of subjects. Arguably, pedagogical practice ceases to exist if we do not believe in the 

educability or formative dimensions of pedagogy, and the absence of a belief in educa-

bility results in simply warehousing.  

 An important challenge, therefore, is how to depart from traditional functions of cor-

rections and punishment, and to transform youth justice systems into effective and high-

quality educational systems, where institutions focus more explicitly on education and 

learning, rather than techniques for controlling young people. Importantly, this calling 

or mission to do what is best for young people must be clearly communicated to them 

through practice. A deeper engagement with the notion of youth detention as pedagogi-

cal practice can breathe life into what some scholars have begun to argue for: that insti-

tutions of youth justice be re-conceptualized as “educational,” “learning,” or “school” 

institutions (Leone, 2015; Suitts, Dunn, & Sabree, 2014; Wästerfors, 2014). What role 

might sport play in such a re-conceptualization? I shed some light on this question in the 

following chapter, where I review some of the key literature pertaining to sport in cor-

rectional settings and elaborate a call for sport pedagogical research in youth justice set-

tings.   
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3. Sport in correctional settings 

In this chapter I review relevant literature on sport in “correctional settings.” This in-

cludes contexts or institutions that are explicitly involved with the administration of jus-

tice for both youth and adults, including prisons, youth detention homes, probation and 

aftercare programs, etc. This also includes research on contexts that seek to “correct” in-

dividuals through sport. A “deficiency” discourse that parallels correctionalism can be 

pointed out in community sport, in which sport-based programs target groups of indi-

viduals who are seen as at-risk, marginalized, or otherwise problematic and, accord-

ingly, require an intervention: being corrected, integrated, or otherwise diverted from 

creating problems (Ekholm, 2016; Kelly, 2013). In a sense, such interventions could be 

deemed “correctional settings” in their own right.  

  Much of this literature is concerned with outcomes, drawing attention to the poten-

tial benefits, or promise, as well as raising various concerns, or perils, of sport in correc-

tional settings. I use this review of the promise and peril of sport to articulate a call for 

pedagogical research, that is, research that does not focus on if sport is desirable or ben-

eficial for detained youth, but rather to describe and analyze how sport can be used for 

constructive pedagogical purposes.  

The promise and peril of sport 

It’s always football we’re talking about every day! If you don’t talk about foot-

ball, something is really wrong! (Adam, student at Capeview) 

 

Sport and physical activity are widely regarded as important aspects of the rehabilitation 

of youth placed in detention or residential treatment (see e.g., Andrews & Andrews, 

2003; Butts et al., 2010; Meek, 2014; Morgan et al., 2020; Verdot & Schut, 2012; Wil-

liams et al., 2002). Likewise, it is observed that sport and physical activity, especially 
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for young males (!), is often a prominent part of life and culture within correctional in-

stitutions (Meek, 2014; Sabo, 2001). Before I proceed with reviewing the literature per-

taining to sport in correctional settings, it bears mentioning that the vast majority of 

studies are directly or implicitly concerning boys and men, and there has been consider-

ably less research involving girls and women (see Martinez-Merino et al., 2017; Meek 

& Lewis, 2014a). 

 Sport and physical activity are increasingly being used in crime prevention or reduc-

tion interventions for court-involved and incarcerated youth (Butts et al., 2010; Gallant 

et al., 2015; Meek, 2014; Nichols, 2007), and a growing body of mainly interventional 

research has drawn attention to the potential benefits of sport within both adult correc-

tional and similar youth justice contexts. Rationales and support for sport-based ap-

proaches in correctional settings point to both long-term, or developmental, and imme-

diate, or diversionary, benefits. Such benefits include formation of pro-social identities; 

socio-emotional development; releasing stress or coping with boredom and other nega-

tive aspects of institutionalization; improving relations between residents and personnel; 

and, more generally, a structured alternative to criminal or risky behavior (Andrews & 

Andrews, 2003; Gallant et al., 2015; Meek, 2014; Meek & Lewis, 2014b; Nichols, 

2007; Van Hout & Phelan 2014; Williams et al., 2002).  

 In both research and practice, there is an underlying assumption that sport is particu-

larly suitable or relatable to the nature of detention and the circumstances of detained 

youth. To begin with, it is often remarked that sport simply provides something to do, as 

in a structured pastime or activity, besides criminal and other deviant or anti-social be-

havior (Ekholm, 2013; Hartmann, 2016; Nichols, 2007). Widely held beliefs that un-

structured leisure time increases the risks for young people to take part in criminal or 

deviant behavior have informed many sport-based crime prevention strategies (ibid). 

For incarcerated individuals more specifically, sport can be an important diversion or 

coping mechanism for dealing with negative aspects of institutional life (Meek, 2014; 

Parker et al., 2014). Sport and exercise can help individuals cope with the relentless 

boredom, feelings of confinement, and the myriad stresses of living in hostile social en-

vironments where violence is commonplace (Martos-García et al., 2009b; Norman, 

2015; Sabo, 2001). Likewise, some studies suggest a therapeutic or cathartic quality or 

function of sport in prisons (Digennaro, 2010; Meek, 2014; Rioux et al., 2020; Williams 

et al., 2002).  
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 Additionally, some qualitative studies of young people’s experiences of sport in 

prison also point to generally eating, sleeping and feeling better in the short-term 

(Meek, 2012; Parker et al., 2014). Upon entering institutional care, young people may 

be in poor physical and mental states of health (Vinnerljung & Andreassen, 2015), 

which in many circumstances may be related to serious substance abuse. In this respect, 

immediate improvements in diet, sleep and well-being should not be understated. Many 

prisoners, of all ages, describe becoming more physically active when they are incarcer-

ated, and, similarly, improving their physical fitness.  

 Besides these short-term or diversionary benefits, sport can spark and support 

longer-term developmental processes, acting as a catalyst for engagement. Noting a 

prevalence of previous school failure or other negative experiences in education in in-

carcerated/placed youth, several studies agree that sport can be a powerful “hook” for 

engaging students who are often “reluctant” or resistant learners (Meek, 2014; Nichols, 

2007). This notion draws on the assumed popularity and enjoyment associated with 

sports participation, as well as an assumption that sport is a (physically) active practice. 

Meek (2014) concludes, “As with music and the arts – potentially even more so – sport 

and physical activity can undoubtedly be used as a ‘hook’ with which to engage and 

motivate prisoners, particularly those who typically respond better as a result of active 

participation methods of delivery” (p. 170). Thus, beginning with a “hook” to motivate 

a group of students often described as “hard-to-engage” (Meek, 2012, 2014), sport’s 

contribution to rehabilitating detained youth is often framed as initiating a developmen-

tal process.   

 It is often claimed that sport can bring youth into contact with and reinforce positive, 

pro-social values or attitudes through processes of social inclusion (Larsson, 2017). Val-

ues and processes of social inclusion are socially constructed – formed through social 

interaction, not inherent in sport itself – and vary in respective sport communities or 

cultures. Thus, while sport is widely associated with positive values such as self-disci-

pline and teamwork, certain sport cultures may permit or encourage negative aspects 

such as a win-at-all-costs attitude, doping, hyper-masculine identities, and bullying or 

other forms of social exclusion (see Larsson, 2017 and others in Faskunger & Sjöblom, 

2017).  
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 Research also highlights that sport can provide a context in which justice-involved 

youth are able to develop socially and emotionally, building self-confidence and opti-

mism for a better future—one that may include crime desistance (Parker et al. 2014; 

Van Hout & Phelan, 2014). Some studies describe how, through sport, young prisoners 

may improve social and emotional capacities such as getting along with others, anger 

management, and developing empathy (e.g., Meek, 2012). Sport can accommodate vari-

ous kinds of embedded learning, for example learning language and communication 

skills, as well as literacy and numeracy (see Meek et al., 2012). Other studies describe 

how particular life skills such as leadership and helping others can be embedded within 

sports participation (Buckle & Walsh, 2013; Hellison, 2010). In short, studies point out 

that sport could be used in a variety of ways to teach a variety of skills in correctional 

settings. It is not surprising, of course, that the claimed educational benefits of sport ac-

crued to detained youth are the very same as those for youth on the outside (see Bailey 

et al., 2009 for a review).     

 Developing strong interpersonal relationships is regarded as a key mechanism for 

transforming the lives of justice-involved youth through sport (see Morgan et al., 2020). 

In correctional settings, sport can become an ideal common ground which helps to dissi-

pate perceived barriers between youth and personnel and, subsequently, improve rela-

tionships between them (Meek, 2014; Meek & Lewis, 2014b; Morgan et al., 2020). 

Sport may also help to improve institutional cultures, in part by providing staff an alter-

nate context or role through which to work with youth. It is likewise ventured by Meek 

(2014) that the social integration processes of sport can be used to help reduce stigmati-

zation of individuals involved with the justice system. Sport is a popular and highly vis-

ible platform, and doing sport with prisoners or detained youth can help humanize or 

clearly communicate different images of people that become involved in systems of jus-

tice (ibid). These observations highlight interesting potential for sport in correctional 

settings to somehow change or improve institutional cultures as well as broader atti-

tudes about “young offenders” or “criminal youth.”   

 Lastly, it is also argued that sport can play a supportive role during community 

reentry, serving as an accessible mechanism through which youth can be reintegrated 

into society (Meek, 2014). Research on youth reentry – the transition from incarceration 

to community – shows the immediate months following release from youth detention 

are vital for establishing the long-term routines associated with crime desistance (e.g., 
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Bullis et al., 2002). In this regard, Meek (2012) finds that “through the gate” and long-

term support for young adults transitioning from corrections was a critical success factor 

for reducing recidivism in one sport-based intervention. “Through the gate” support 

consists of, for example, directly connecting youth with sport clubs upon release from 

custody and helping youth find employment via sport-based social networks (ibid). It is 

widely regarded in literature on sport in correctional settings (Digennaro, 2010; Gallant 

et al., 2015; Meek, 2012, 2014) that coaches and sport organizations can be a valuable 

contact for prisoners and offer support during reentry into society. Two recent reviews 

on sports in English (Meek, 2018) and European prisons (Sempé, 2018) recommend 

strengthening community partnerships and blurring the inside/outside line when deliver-

ing sports, not least as a matter of helping prisoners prepare for release.   

 One of the claimed benefits for doing sport in correctional setting is that it can be a 

cost-effective way to reduce recidivism, i.e., re-offending. This has been substantiated 

by published evaluations of sports-based interventions (see Meek, 2012; Meek, 2014; 

Nichols, 2007). For example, Meek’s (2012) evaluation of the sports academies at one 

young offender institution in the United Kingdom provides a clear example of signifi-

cant impact on recidivism: only 18% of program participants were convicted compared 

to the institution’s average of 48% after one year. This comports with evaluative re-

search of correctional education generally, that investing in educating incarcerated indi-

viduals is a cost-effective way to address recidivism (Davis et al., 2014). It seems rea-

sonable that investing in high quality, educational sport programs for justice-involved 

youth might also contribute to cost-effective impacts on re-offending. Conversely, many 

quantitative studies that have explored the relationship between sport participation and 

youth delinquency have shown mixed results. Reviewing this body of research, a meta-

analysis by Spruit et al. (2016) found that “there is no overall significant association be-

tween sports participation and juvenile delinquency, indicating that adolescent athletes 

are neither more nor less delinquent than non-athletes” (p. 655). 

 While research frequently points to the potential benefits of sport, it seems that in 

practice such potential for rehabilitation or education is underutilized. Perhaps one of 

the most important criticisms is that, given its potential benefits, sport tends to be a glar-

ingly underrated and overlooked practice (Sempé, 2018). In many instances, it is de-

scribed predominantly as a way to “manage” prisoners (Gallant et al., 2015; Martos-

García et al., 2009a; Meek, 2014), or being used to “fill time” in prison regimes with 
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unclear rehabilitative objectives (Gallant et al., 2015; Martos-García et al., 2009b; 

Meek, 2014; Sempé, 2018). In an ethnographic study of physical activity in a maximum 

security Spanish prison, Martos-García et al. (2009a) find that the rehabilitative benefits 

of sport and physical activity perceived by prisoners were largely “an illusion” – “con-

strained by a context in which control and order are at the forefront of everything” (p. 

392). In such descriptions, sport and physical activity can be seen as more of a form of 

social control rather than rehabilitation. Other studies echo this function, in which phys-

ical activity is either granted or withheld in order to incentivize the behavior of adult 

prisoners (Devís-Devís et al., 2012; Gallant et al., 2015; Meek, 2014).  

 Similar functions in youth detention are not so readily described in the literature. 

However, Wästerfors’ (2011) ethnography at a Swedish youth detention home provides 

a brief description. The study mentions how leisure activities such as soccer matches, 

outdoor activities, and table tennis were positioned as privileges to be taken away as a 

technique of micro-punishment, but also (mainly) to manage the boys. Wästerfors de-

scribes that “In informal ways staff sometimes treated these activities and games as 

privileges that they could take away from the residents if they were not behaving 

properly, but more often they functioned as rewards for having done something hard or 

boring or as distractions to overcome tense moods and prevent disputes” (61). In this 

way, and reflective of structures of micro-punishment in youth detention (see Gradin 

Franzén, 2014), sport can be positioned as a treat, not a right, but also functions as a tool 

for social control.  

 Thus, sport often falls short of its potential, illustrating numerous challenges and 

even associated detrimental outcomes (Gallant et al., 2015; Meek, 2014; Nichols, 2007; 

Verdot & Schut, 2012). Examples can include the logistical challenges of delivering 

sport activities in secure settings, an overemphasis on competition, hyper-masculinities, 

aggression, and bullying or social exclusion processes (Andrews & Andrews, 2003; 

Martos-García et al., 2009; Gallant et al., 2015; Meek 2014; Verdot & Schut, 2012). In 

particular, research has drawn attention to the construction and reproduction of prob-

lematic masculinities in relation to sport and physical activity in correctional settings 

(Baumer & Meek, 2018; Martos-García et al., 2009b; Meek, 2014). It is argued that cer-

tain notions of masculinity are closely associated with criminality and other forms of 

deviant behavior, and that youth detention – often noted for possessing a heteronorma-
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tive, “laddish” and even aggressive environment – are sites for “doing” such masculini-

ties (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2013; Bengtsson, 2016; Messerschmidt, 2018; Petters-

son, 2014). While research has not directly addressed the intersections of masculinity, 

sport/physical activity, and youth detention, several studies mention problematic con-

structions of masculinity in youth institutions in reference to sport and physical activity 

(see Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2013; Henriksen, 2018).  

 Chamberlain (2013) raises an important question: Are sport-based interventions, as 

they are predominantly constructed, dynamic enough to meet the diverse needs of 

young people and substantially address the underlying structural inequalities that create 

and contribute to youth crime? This ties in to critiques that sport in prisons is “hindered 

by a poverty of imagination” (Norman, 2015, p. 211), and is in need of more creative or 

innovative delivery (see Meek, 2018).  

 A lack of dynamism is also related to the selection or emphasis of particular sports or 

activities. Surveying the literature on youth detention, there is a prevalence of boys do-

ing mainstream, contact team sports (e.g., Meek, 2012; Parker et al., 2014; Rioux et al., 

2020). There are potential advantages (such as availability and popularity) and disad-

vantages (possibilities for exclusion) with mainstream sport activities. Some scholars 

(e.g., Andrews & Andrews, 2003; Sugden & Yiannakis, 1982) have questioned the use 

of competitive, mainstream sport2 models because they constitute elements of society, 

such as adhering to formal rules, with which delinquent youth already struggle. Alterna-

tive activities, such as outdoor excursions, have been suggested as more suitable (Sug-

den & Yiannakis, 1982). In recent years, yoga, mindfulness and meditation have be-

come increasingly popular in correctional settings and of interest in rehabilitation re-

search (Derlic, 2020).  

 Considering these criticisms, challenges, shortcomings and potentially detrimental 

aspects of sport in youth justice settings, scholars repeatedly caution that sport should 

not be viewed as a “panacea” or “magic bullet” for youth delinquency or youth rehabili-

tation (Coalter, 2013; Meek, 2014; Nichols, 2007; Sugden & Yiannakis, 1982). There-

fore, instead of viewing sport as a cause of socialization or learning outcomes, studies 

observe that sport is better understood as a “site,” “platform,” or “tool” for socialization 

 
2 Conversely, it is reasoned that team sports might be particularly suitable for young people in-

volved in gangs, i.e., they can provide comradery and social recognition that gang members often 

seek (c.f. Buckle & Walsh, 2013).  
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(Crabbe, 2007; Meek, 2014; Van Hout & Phelan, 2014). In order to optimize potential 

benefits and limit consequences in correctional settings, research often recommends a 

greater “educational” or “pedagogical role” within sport activities (Devís-Devís et al., 

2012; Meek, 2014; Verdot & Schut, 2012). What does this involve? What constitutes 

good sport pedagogy, or pedagogies, in correctional settings?   

Boot camps as negative pedagogy  

Van Manen (2015) shows how we easily recognize the latent significance of negative 

pedagogical encounters as “bad pedagogy.” In examining sport in youth detention, ex-

amples of physical activity that “don’t work” further illustrate the significance, or latent 

impact, of pedagogy. A prominent example of ineffective use of physical activity3 in 

youth justice settings can be seen in the rise and fall, and subsequent resilience and pro-

liferation, of the American juvenile boot camp approach.  

 Boot camps subjected youth to physical activities in the form of drills and rigorous 

exercise with stated intentions to accomplish rehabilitative objectives (Correia 1997; 

Cullen et al. 2005). Although the general rationale for boot camps was to “shock” and 

deter youth from future crime, evaluative studies on boot camps for delinquent youth 

showed little effects on reoffending and often high rates of recidivism (Cullen et al. 

2005; Farrington et al., 2002; Kilgore & Meade, 2004; MacKenzie et al., 2001). Correia 

(1997) and Cullen et al. (2005) state that boot camp approaches to juvenile delinquency 

were largely ineffective because they applied “simplistic” solutions to complex social 

problems without a depth of understanding. Boot camps were therefore popularized not 

because of their efficacy, but because they appealed to the “tough on crime” mentality, 

and “would not be mistaken for lenient bleeding heart corrections” (Cullen et al. 2005, 

p. 57). Cullen et al. (2005) argue that in this perspective, public opinion and policy mak-

ers were “prepared to subject offenders to a Spartan lifestyle, to exhausting physical de-

 
3 Boot camps could hardly be considered as sports-based interventions because they do not con-

form to generally accepted definitions and codes of ethics for sport (e.g.,, Council of Europe, 

2001).  
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mands, to planned and repeated humiliation, and to authoritarian (if secretly well-inten-

tioned) drill sergeants who would be unrelenting in their discipline” (p. 57). In such a 

climate, what options do educators have for providing meaningful, high quality educa-

tion?   

 The example of boot camps illustrates how discourses (i.e., perspectives on youth 

justice) frame pedagogies, making certain approaches possible or impossible. Several 

scholars have commented on how retributive and reductive discourses seek to limit the 

availability and quality of sport and physical activity in correctional settings (Meek, 

2014; Norman, 2015). Moreover, Norman (2015) shows these ideologies are effectively 

limiting the “imagination” of sport in carceral settings. The boot camp example also 

urges us to focus more on what is being taught and learned in such settings. One com-

monly held learning objective for strict regimens of physical activity was to teach stu-

dents “self-discipline.” However, in an ethnographic study of a juvenile boot camp in 

the US, Kilgore and Meade (2004) concluded that the boot camp method “approaches 

the teaching of self-discipline in a manner that does not facilitate its development” (p. 

183). They found that although the boot camp aimed to instill self-discipline, students 

had no opportunities to practice it, and instead of becoming autonomous, they learned 

“faking it to make it” (ibid).  

 Despite these criticisms, and a rise and fall of the boot camp approach in the US, this 

pedagogy has been sustained and even exported globally (Mills & Pini, 2015). Mills and 

Pini (2013) locate boot camps within a larger pedagogy of the “punishing state” 

(Giroux, 2011), tracing a similar “militarized discourse” against youth in public schools. 

I raise this example not just to illustrate what “doesn’t work,” but to show the primacy 

of pedagogy and foreground a call for (sport) pedagogical research on youth justice.   

A call for pedagogical research 

The above literature review highlights several gaps in the research to which this thesis 

responds. While studies have examined the role of sport in adult prisons and correc-

tional settings, comparatively fewer studies have explored the role of sport in youth jus-
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tice contexts. Although these studies focus primarily on males, and there is little re-

search on how placed girls experience sport and physical activity, there is virtually no 

explicit focus on masculinities. Additionally, the existing scholarship tends to focus on 

specifically structured, interventional approaches, and provides an incomplete picture of 

how sport is conducted, more generally, in youth justice contexts. Furthermore, even as 

studies acknowledge possible negative aspects associated with sport, there is an over-

emphasis on perceived benefits and effects. Clearly, the literature demonstrates many 

potential benefits for sport in correctional settings, but research also shows that many 

less-desirable or negative outcomes can be associated with sport. How can the promis-

ing benefits of sport be achieved, while avoiding negative or detrimental outcomes?  

 I argue that the answer to such questions lie in pedagogical practice, or, put some-

what differently, that such benefits are related to pedagogies of sport. Larsson (2017) 

emphasizes that the pedagogical utility of any sport does not build on features that are 

inherent in the practice. This means that socially desirable benefits of sport have little to 

do with sports themselves, but how they are socially constituted and experienced. Thus, 

the important question is not if sport can be used for pedagogical purposes, but rather 

how it can be used. Likewise, research is needed not so much regarding if sport inter-

ventions can benefit detained youth (and society), but rather to understand the complex-

ities of how sport can be arranged and delivered in ways that benefit detained youth (see 

Meek & Lewis, 2014b).  

 Within the closed and complex settings of correctional institutions, sport and physi-

cal activity occur in a variety of ways (Meek, 2014). One form of sport that has received 

increasing academic attention in youth justice settings, however, is the use of sport-

based interventions - structured approaches that use sport to engage “young offenders” 

in order to prevent criminal activity and/or address their learning, behavioral, or crimi-

nogenic needs (Chamberlain, 2013; Meek, 2014; Nichols, 2007). It is difficult to form 

an overall or general image of the variety or diversity of sport in such settings, since we 

lack overview or mapping of how sport is delivered in youth detention. It is likely, how-

ever, that specifically structured sports-based interventions are not the norm. For in-

stance, the sport academies prominently described in Meek’s research (2012, 2014) 

seem to be pockets of “good practice” rather than systematically adopted approaches. 

How does sport generally take shape in youth detention, outside of specifically struc-

tured interventions?  
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 Studies indicate that correctional personnel responsible for administering sports ac-

tivities are frequently not educators, and often lack pedagogical training, coaching expe-

rience, or both (Devís-Devís et al., 2012; Gallant et al., 2015; Verdot & Schut, 2012). 

Furthermore, it is likely that sports pedagogy aimed at youth development is frequently 

derived from sports models, rather than the “educational enterprise” (Drewe, 2000). 

Drewe (2000) notes that there is a prevailing attitude of “coach not teacher” in physical 

education and sports generally, although the role of a coach is very much educational. 

This is potentially problematic, as Crabbe (2007) argues that sports-based interventions 

should emphasize “‘approach’ and ‘style’ of delivery, rather than sport, in the engage-

ment of disadvantaged and ‘hard to reach’ young people” (p. 27). Similarly, Coalter and 

Taylor (2009) suggest that “youth work” sports-based approaches are more effective in 

promoting positive youth development than “sport-led/coach driven projects.” The im-

portance of pedagogy is reflected in several studies of community-based programs that 

explore coaching strategies related to positive youth development. Some common meth-

ods identified in these studies include developing meaningful interpersonal relationships 

with youth (Coalter & Taylor, 2009; Haudenhuyse et al., 2012), generating positive cul-

tures or climates (Haudenhuyse et al., 2012; Light & Harvey, 2017), and to not exces-

sively emphasize competition (Haudenhuyse et al., 2012). 

 Unlike community sport contexts, sport pedagogy within youth justice settings can 

be thought of as a “black box” in the current research base. Because of this gap in re-

search, there is little guidance as to how sport can be arranged in youth justice contexts 

related to objectives such as “pro-social development” and crime desistance. Con-

versely, practitioners are left in the dark as to how to address problematic aspects or 

limitations/challenges related to delivering sport in these contexts. Haudenhuyse et al. 

(2014) argue that in order to develop such practitioner knowledge, it is first necessary to 

understand the life situations and challenges faced by vulnerable youth. Likewise, 

Abrams and Anderson-Nathe (2013) draw attention to the importance of youth and 

practitioner perspectives for youth justice research and policy. 

 Meek (2014) contends that sport is negotiated within the functions and notions of 

corrections, namely rehabilitation, containment, and punishment. The boot camp ap-

proach, for example, can be considered a punitive approach to physical activity in youth 

detention. Yet, as research indicates (and as I will show in this thesis), there are other 

discourses underpinning other styles or ways of doing physical activity and sport in 
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youth detention. In order to help conceptualize the pedagogical role of sport within this 

context, there is a need to unpack the ways in which various (sometimes competing) 

discourses regarding youth justice and the role of sport therein are negotiated within 

youth institutions. How do such discourses shape pedagogies and, consequently, the ex-

periences and life courses of placed youth? There is a need to situate pedagogies and 

pedagogical aspects within the discursive and sociocultural milieus of youth detention. 
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4. Perspectives on pedagogy 

What is pedagogy? The word pedagogy is used in many different ways, and has devel-

oped different meanings over time (Tinning, 2008; van Manen, 2015). Some notions of 

pedagogy are narrowly or specifically defined and instrumental while others are broad, 

described even as “illusive” (van Manen, 2015). In Sweden, pedagogy is often defined 

in terms of affecting or influencing. For example, Larsson (2016, p. 67) describes sport 

pedagogy as about “perhaps above all various factors that affect sport participation and 

about how people are affected by doing sports” (my translation). Within this broad defi-

nition lies a common presumption that sport is a “powerful pedagogical tool” (ibid, p. 

68) that can be used for affecting the lives of others, for teaching or creating different 

kinds of knowledge and abilities, including social skills. From this view, typical sport 

pedagogy questions regarding the topic of this thesis might be: How can we teach team-

work to detained boys who have difficulty getting along with others? How can sport be 

used to develop socioemotional capacities such as empathy and anger management in a 

group of frustrated or aggressive boys? Perhaps it is already uncritically assumed that 

sport can and will accomplish such purposes (Coalter, 2013; Larsson, 2017). But peda-

gogical questions can be much broader than questions of utility: they can involve theo-

ries and techniques of how to affect, educate, or teach, but also critical thinking about 

for example what should be taught, and why. 

 In this chapter, I further outline some of the important pedagogical perspectives that 

provided theoretical inspiration for this thesis. I draw inspiration from the pedagogical 

philosophy of Max van Manen (1990, 2015), but also from critical pedagogy and sport 

pedagogy. The reader may remark that my working definition(s) of pedagogy are rather 

broad. This is in part because studies of youth detention lack a pedagogical language: 

the term pedagogy is rarely used in the international (English) literature regarding edu-

cational life in youth detention (Flores, 2012). To complement the growing body of re-

search on sport in correctional settings, the thesis aims to incorporate, in a more clear 
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language, pedagogical perspectives to sport in youth detention. Ultimately, the thesis il-

lustrates how thoughtful and critical engagement with pedagogical perspectives can 

open new possibilities for doing sport for the best interests of justice-involved young 

people.  

Pedagogy as ethic and calling 

The etymology of pedagogy can be understood as “to lead” or “to guide” the “child.” 

How do we guide children? And to what ends? What does the child signify; how do we 

come to see or understand young people who become involved in systems of justice?  

 Australian sport pedagogue Richard Tinning (2008) argues that pedagogy is about an 

intent or work to produce or reproduce knowledge. “I begin by assuming that pedagogy 

is fundamentally concerned with the processes of knowledge (re)production” and that 

“pedagogy often refers to a practice or set of practices, the purpose of which is to pass 

on or produce knowledge” (Tinning, 2008, p. 416). Pedagogical practices are, therefore, 

the actions by which knowledge is conveyed or (re)produced, and pedagogical work, or 

in a broad sense teaching, can be taken to involve the deliberate and implicit (or “hid-

den”) processes of trying to affect others’ understandings and capabilities (likewise 

done through social interaction and within communities of practice) (see Tinning, 

2008). Of course, what is being learned might not always be what the pedagogical work, 

or teaching, intends. Take for instance what was being taught and learned at boot camps 

described in Chapter 3 (see Kilgore & Meade, 2004). Likewise, sport has been shown to 

sometimes teach implicit lessons about violence and masculinity (see Messner, 2007) 

that might not be desirable in youth justice institutions. 

 Pedagogy has different meanings, depending on historical, cultural, professional, and 

scientific contexts. Several scholars have noted differences in an Anglo-American no-

tion of pedagogy vs a continental European meaning of pedagogy (Alexander, 2001; 

Bengtsson, 2006; van Manen, 2015). In defining the term, Alexander (2001) points out 

that pedagogy is typically taken to mean the act of teaching and learning embedded 

within discourse. “Pedagogy relates the act of teaching to the ideas which inform and 
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explain it” (p. 512). Alexander (2001) points out that in continental Europe and Scandi-

navia the term pedagogy is more often accompanied with questions about curricula, that 

is, a criticality of what should be taught and learned. In North America, pedagogy is of-

ten reduced to mean teaching methods, as instruments to an already determined aim or 

mission. In other words, the term pedagogy is more narrowly understood, and is less 

concerned with thoughtful purposes than it is with efficacy.  

 Van Manen (2015) levels a sharp criticism of these common usages of “pedagogy” 

as becoming twisted in North American educational discourses. More concerning is that 

in recent history, the English language use of the term pedagogy has “acquired pedantic 

overtones” (ibid, p. 204). Tinning (2008) likewise contemplates if his sport science col-

leagues are being diminutive when they refer to the “pedagogues.” He wonders, is the 

term used “as one of affection, respect, or of ridicule?” (ibid, p. 407).     

 Yet van Manen (2015, p. 33) offers a more expansive notion or “language” of peda-

gogy, where “[p]edagogy can be generally described as distinguishing what is good or 

right from what is bad or wrong (not good or appropriate) in our ways of acting and in-

teracting with children.” For van Manen, pedagogy is more than simply “schooling,” it 

has to do with the meaningful, formative growth in a variety of settings and relations, 

both formal and informal. In this definition, pedagogy comprises an active thoughtful-

ness or consideration of both purpose and action, but not only. It is also related to a cer-

tain knowing or reflectiveness in action (see also Schön, 2017). Moreover, it is de-

scribed not merely as an instrument or method, but as an ethical practice, responsibility, 

or calling. In this sense, pedagogy is both familiar and illusive. Van Manen (2015) rea-

sons that we know what pedagogy is because we have experienced it – the care and 

worry of a parent, or the guidance of a teacher, coach, or mentor. We also know what 

pedagogy is because we have experienced a call to act pedagogically – to somehow re-

spond and react to others, perhaps professionally as a teacher, mentor or sports coach, or 

in our family lives as parents or older siblings. We may poignantly experience pedagogy 

as a calling when we respond to another’s vulnerability or need (ibid). In this sense, van 

Manen’s pedagogy can be thought of as an essentially “moral enterprise” (Tinning, 

2008).  
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Figure 1: Into the water! by Virginie Demont-Breton, ca. 1898 

 

 Thus, van Manen describes pedagogy in terms of “ethic,” “calling,” or “responsibil-

ity” rather than instrument, tool, or method. The pedagogue is responsible for showing 

the world to young people, which inevitably involves care, worry, and doubt. Van 

Manen (2002) emphasizes that the calling of pedagogy is not always pleasant or easy, it 

requires discipline and determination. Indeed, van Manen’s key work, Pedagogical Tact 

(2015), uses a painting (see Figure 1) of a mother dragging her reluctant child toward 

the ocean to illustrate this point: “a classic painting of a recognizable pedagogical mo-

ment of a caring parent who attempts to draw her child into the world” (p. 13). This 

painting, van Manen argues, shows us pedagogy as responsibility, the mother must 

show this world to her child, so he can experience it himself, and eventually, perhaps, 

she will teach her child to swim, to enjoy the water, and one day he will swim on his 

own. But the body language of the child shows a reluctance, and so, with a determined 

face, the mother is pulling the child along: this is an important part of the world that the 
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child must be shown. Processes of learning begin with concrete lived experiences, expe-

riences that may be willfully guided by the pedagogue or pedagogy(ies). Yet many 

worthwhile pedagogical endeavors involve risk and the possibility of detriment. Van 

Manen (2015) shows how “the latency of pedagogical moments can affect us for the rest 

of our lives, whether we are consciously aware of it or not” (p. 15). What if this experi-

ence is an unpleasant or negative moment, perhaps traumatizing or otherwise distancing 

the child from what could be, for many people, a pleasant experience?  

 The notion of acting pedagogically, or “to be pedagogical,” is frequently expressed 

in everyday Swedish language (in a way not used in American English). We may hear 

statements such as “The presentation was very pedagogical,” “I’m afraid I wasn’t so 

pedagogical there…” or, referring to a teacher, “she’s pedagogical” or “she needs to be 

more pedagogical.” Academics may even receive reviewer comments such as “please be 

more pedagogical in the introduction.” In such everyday usages, “pedagogical” relates 

to how we communicate, or, more specifically, that we are able to successfully com-

municate that which was intended. The “pedagogical” PowerPoint presentation is clear 

and structured. The action which we regret as not so pedagogical failed to help another 

person understand something that is, in our mind, important or beneficial. We may use 

it to describe a trait, characteristic or embodiment, someone who consistently shows an 

ability to be a “good,” impactful, and ethical teacher, parent, etc. As Engström (2002, p. 

20) puts it in rather simple terms, “for most people a good pedagogue involves a person 

who is skilled at teaching” (my translation).  

 Underneath these everyday uses of good pedagogy and acting pedagogically is an 

important empathic or ethical dimension, to act in the best interest of another person. 

Yet despite the commonality of the expression, we might be hard-pressed to elucidate 

exactly what this dimension is and what it means. In this respect, van Manen (2015) as-

serts that we need a different language capable of capturing the empathic and normative 

dimensions of pedagogy, one distinct from the techno-rational language of instrumental 

child science that seems to dominate pedagogical discourse. When I was introducing the 

concept to a class of student-teachers, one student asked: “So, can I use pedagogical tact 

to get my girlfriend to do the dishes?” Pedagogy is not merely a method, but it includes 

method and methods within a pedagogical relation in which we have responsibility to 

guide, teach, or affect others. There is much more to it than getting others to do some-

thing for you. Van Manen describes how acting pedagogically has to do with fulfilling 
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an ethic or responsibility to do what is right or best for young people: “To act pedagogi-

cally always means to support and strengthen the (young) person, never to break down 

or diminish the person for whom we carry pedagogical responsibility” (van Manen 

2015, p 203). In the following section, I will elaborate further what it means to act peda-

gogically via van Manen’s (2015) concept of pedagogical tact.   

Pedagogical tact – to act “pedagogically” 

Sport pedagogical research (e.g., Andrews & Andrews, 2003; Haudenhuyse et al., 2014; 

Hertting, 2010) frequently raises the need to tactfully balance various pedagogical ten-

sions when delivering sport for positive youth development. Pedagogical tensions in-

volve dilemmas or uncertainty about what to do or how to act in pedagogical life. In an 

ethnographic study of sport and physical education (PE) at a secure unit for British 

youth, one of the few ethnographies to examine sport in a juvenile justice context, An-

drews and Andrews (2003) illustrate both the complexity and immediacy of balancing 

such tensions. They find that, depending on how they are delivered, sport and physical 

education (PE) can be “double-edged swords” (p. 545). Andrews and Andrews (2003) 

describe how sport activities could be either beneficial or detrimental for students in ac-

cordance with, for instance, knowing when and how to enforce the rules, managing the 

competitive elements of sport while providing an opportunity for success or achieve-

ment, or contending with hypermasculinities in sporting cultures. Moreover, noting that 

interacting with students could be like “walking on eggshells” (p. 544), Andrews and 

Andrews (2003) show that balancing such tensions can be a delicate matter. They ob-

serve, for example, that students at the unit should be encouraged and complimented, 

but being too complimentary might be met with scorn or come across as inauthentic. 

They conclude that “the success of utilising sport and exercise, as a means of facilitating 

delinquent rehabilitation, lies particularly in the intricacies of the counselling” and that 

“[i]f any wider lesson is to be learned, it is that it is the most subtle changes in presenta-

tion and organisation which can determine a good lesson from a bad” (p. 547). How, 

then, can we know what is beneficial or detrimental when delivering sport in this con-

text? How to balance such tensions? 
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 Knowing-doing what is best or meaningful for students involves what van Manen 

(2015) describes as pedagogical tact. Pedagogical tact can be characterized as a way of 

thinking, being, and acting that enables us to distinguish what is right from wrong (good 

or bad) when interacting with children and young people (ibid). In the realm of youth 

sports, Hertting (2010) offers a definition for pedagogical tact as to “have an interest in 

and ability of seeing each child’s inherent strength and making the children manifest 

this strength” (p. 143). Pedagogical tact involves concrete actions that influence the ex-

periences of young people. “Holding back” or not doing anything might also be consid-

ered a concrete action:  

To act tactfully as an educator may mean in a particular situation to be able to see 

what goes on with children, to understand the child's experience, to sense the ped-

agogical significance of this situation, to know how and what to do, and to actu-

ally do something right. Often tact involves a holding back, a passing over some-

thing, which is nevertheless experienced as influence by the student to whom the 

tactful action is directed. (van Manen, 2008, p. 15)  

 

According to van Manen (2015), knowing and doing what is best for youth is dependent 

on a ‘feeling-understanding’ or perceptivity for students and the particularities of the 

context or situation. It combines a thoughtful or reflective dimension with action or 

practical ability:  

Pedagogical thoughtfulness and tact are closely related notions. Someone who is 

generally thoughtful is more likely to demonstrate tact in a particular circum-

stance than a person who is relatively thoughtless. Pedagogical thoughtfulness 

seems to be a reflective capacity, is formed by careful reflection on past experi-

ences. And now, in the immediacy of having to act in this moment, there is an 

emphasis on “sensing” what is significant in the concrete situation. Pedagogical 

thoughtfulness and tact depend on the cultivated ability to perceive and listen to 

young people. But tact in teaching is not a mere skill. Rather it can be described 

as “improvisational preparedness.” (Van Manen, 2015, p. 100, my emphasis) 

 

 In a research report on schooling in Swedish youth institutions, Hugo (2013) illus-

trates how such an “improvisational preparedness,” or pedagogical tact, is paramount in 

facilitating meaningful learning experiences for placed youth. Hugo (2013) finds that 

even though the majority of students in custody have had negative experiences with 

school previously, and may additionally find themselves in rather difficult present life 
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situations – such as waiting for a hearing with social services or feeling anxious about 

placement with a new foster family – many teachers are able to meet students in a re-

spectful way, leading to positive educational progress for students. The report shows 

that “[a] good teaching competence for meeting these students is, foremost, an ability to 

quickly feel what is possible and meaningful in the situation and meet students precisely 

where they are” (Hugo 2013, p. 131, my translation). With a starting point in being able 

to “see” students, Hugo (2013) recommends that teachers should also be able to like stu-

dents and see them as having potential; have a relational competence for meeting stu-

dents in meaningful interpersonal relations; and be didactically flexible and adaptive ac-

cording to students’ individual needs. 

 We might question, can one become “pedagogical,” or at least learn how to act “ped-

agogically”? Is tact an innate trait or can it be taught? This is a key question that I have 

addressed in a course taught at the Swedish School of Sport and Health Sciences (GIH) 

– how, through experience, one might become more “pedagogical.” For van Manen and 

other pedagogical scholars (e.g., Duncan-Andrade, 2010; Engström, 2002) becoming a 

good pedagogue depends in large part on the nature of our experiences in pedagogical 

life, and the ways in which we reflect upon our experience to improve our practice (i.e., 

as a form of praxis). As Engström (2002) contends, “the road to this knowledge is not 

through research but through proven experience” (p. 20, my translation). Duncan-An-

drade (2007) criticizes popular Hollywood films about reaching urban youth, like 

“Coach Carter” for example4, as perpetuating a myth that quality teaching is an excep-

tional trait or characteristic. Likewise, we might see a similar myth of “supercompe-

tence” in social work that obscures practical situations of “not knowing what to do” (see 

Anderson-Nathe, 2010).  

 I argue that institutions of youth justice have an acute responsibility to “act pedagog-

ically” or be pedagogically tactful. Sadly, we know that young people placed in institu-

tions face difficult life circumstances. It is not uncommon that our students become ad-

dicted to drugs, become homeless, are re-incarcerated, become victims or perpetrators 

of violence, and take their own lives. We might even see this demand as a sort of peda-

 
4 Pertaining to the topic of this thesis, the Hollywood film “The Grid Iron Gang” depicting the 

story of a California juvenile prison camp’s football program could be considered one such film.   
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gogical “edgework” (see e.g., Stout et al., 2018), where affecting the lives of our stu-

dents has enormous reward (Hugo 2013), but failing to positively affect the lives of our 

students has terrible consequences and weighs heavy. As one of the PE teachers in-

volved in this research told me, “You get eaten from the inside” when you “know that it 

doesn’t go well” for your students.      

 Contexts provide different circumstances for pedagogy and acting pedagogically, 

and youth detention is a very particular kind of pedagogical practice. In compulsory 

care settings, the accepted and regular use of coercion provides numerous pedagogical 

dilemmas. How can pedagogies work in the best interest of young people in an environ-

ment that is forced upon them, and that regularly employs coercive techniques such as 

placing young people in isolation? Can pedagogies that are forced and against the will 

of young people work in their best interest? To use coercion, to drag the students to the 

water so to speak, carries enormous risks and consequence. To forcibly lock up young 

people at a critical stage of their socioemotional development will have latent influence 

on their lives and life course, in more or less subtle ways. But, arguably, the pedagogue 

has experiences of the world that carry with them important lessons for young people. 

Pedagogy is about showing the world, to guide the experiences of young people, knowl-

edgeable pedagogues have experienced the world and learned from their experiences. 

Perhaps they see a certain value in particular experiences, lessons that need or should be 

learned. But is it ethical to force certain worlds and expectations upon young people?  

 However, we may also come to view that the life situations of some young people 

require immediate and acute pedagogical action: we must act in the best interest of these 

young people, and it must be done now. Adam, one of the students in this research, de-

scribed for me how he and his peers “have destroyed ourselves in ways that you cannot 

imagine” (Article 1). We may see how young people can find themselves in situations 

where they could harm themselves or others if we do not intervene in their life course. 

The possibility that youth detention might in fact be “acting pedagogically,” in the best 

interest for some young people, is difficult for critical researchers to reason with. Wres-

tling with such questions, Henriksen and Schliehe (2020, p. 843) cite a powerful state-

ment from a staff member in Schliehe’s research:  

So everybody here has the best interest of the young people at heart, although the 

young people on admission won’t see that. But they do work round to it, and the 
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number of young people that do not want to leave never ceases to amaze me. It’s 

the safest nurturing environment they’ve known in their lives, and [that] they re-

ally don’t want to move on from an environment that they’re locked in, is scary, 

but humbling as well. 

 

In part, the premise of forcibly removing and placing young people in secure institu-

tions is to remove them from problematic situations that may harm them and others. 

This premise speaks to a kind of urgency to respond to young people in vulnerable situ-

ations. To attract potential employees, the Swedish Institutional Care Board (SiS) has 

advertised its work as “life-important” (livsviktigt), implying that working with placed 

youth can be a “life or death” matter.  

 The responsibility or calling to intervene in the lives of young people is an essen-

tially pedagogical calling, and therefore youth detention homes, and the practice of sport 

therein, must engage with ethics of pedagogy, otherwise interventions risk doing great 

and lasting damage to young people and society. For youth detention homes to act peda-

gogically means to communicate, through pedagogical practice, an intention to act in 

the best interest of young people. As Biesta (2020) writes, this is an audacious or risky 

act – our ways of acting as pedagogues or educators might not be immediately taken up 

by young people. Endeavors to influence or affect the lives of young people carry possi-

bilities to do harm, even despite good intentions. Yet, as with many worthwhile pur-

suits, educating placed youth is an endeavor we must dare to fulfill (ibid).  

 In the following section, I review some perspectives from critical pedagogy that help 

to further understand the “audacity” (Duncan-Andrade, 2009) to educate placed youth. 

These perspectives, I argue, are needed to further understand what it means to act peda-

gogically in a setting like youth detention and in the lives of youth beyond detention.   

Critical pedagogies 

A life-world perspective on pedagogical practice maintains that endeavors to guide or 

educate young people should be grounded in knowledge of their unique life worlds and 

lived experiences (Bengtsson, 2006; van Manen, 1990). However, the circumstances 

constituting young people’s life worlds and their lived experiences are value laden and 
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underpinned by myriad structural and personal constraints (see Collins and Kay 2014, 

3). Hence, critical pedagogy perspectives are important for understanding how sport is 

arranged, delivered, and experienced in youth detention.  

 Van Manen’s (2015) work largely emphasizes the “Now” or the “immediacy” of 

pedagogy, but does not offer broader explanations for marginalization and social vulner-

ability. The mother pulling her child to the water, for instance, is a recognizable peda-

gogical moment, but the complex ways in which gender and other social norms, as well 

as structural inequities in the social world, impact the lives of young people and contrib-

ute to their exclusion or marginalization is perhaps not so readily depicted. Like the 

painting, van Manen’s pedagogical philosophy does not fully illustrate or capture the in-

equitable social worlds that young people must make their way in, nor what it takes to 

create social change in these worlds. To expand our understanding of these dimensions 

we need to incorporate critical theory. To meaningfully address these dimensions, we 

need critical pedagogies.  

 Critical pedagogy can be generally defined as an approach to education that seeks 

emancipation from structural oppression. Since critical pedagogy encompasses a variety 

of approaches with different purposes and methodologies, we may speak of critical ped-

agogies. A central concern of critical pedagogies is aimed at changing or creating edu-

cational situations (Giroux, 2010), and therefore seeks social change beyond the indi-

vidual level. Critical pedagogies incorporate an awareness and criticality for the inequi-

ties of the world and how those are created, but also strategic thinking about how we ed-

ucate, and our roles in processes of knowledge (re)production (Duncan-Andrade & 

Morrell, 2008). In this sense, it’s not enough to educate about inequities, but we must 

change the learning processes and the learning context itself (Bromseth & Darj, 2010). 

This means that educators must scrutinize their own approaches and involvement in 

knowledge production. To achieve desired social change, critical pedagogies consist of 

specific methodologies and principles. An all-encompassing review is beyond the scope 

of this thesis. However, it is possible to identify and elaborate on some key, interrelated 

aspects of critical pedagogy particularly useful in detention settings: praxis, hope, soli-

darity, and the use of critical theory.  

 The term praxis encompasses both pedagogical action, i.e., how we interact with, 

teach, or guide youth, as well as the processes and ideas which inform, develop, or chal-
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lenge our pedagogical actions or methodologies. Pringle, Larsson and Gerdin (2019) de-

scribe praxis as “commitment to comprehend social realities and then using the findings 

or knowledge to make a difference” (p. 241). Duncan-Andrade (2009) points out that 

this is something that teachers can observe and learn from great sport coaches. Great 

sport coaches are perpetually engaging in praxis; they are always looking for ways, such 

as through reviewing film or input from sport science but also in planning group activi-

ties, to improve their team’s performance and cultures and to impact the lives of their 

players beyond sport (ibid; see also Meckbach, 2016). Praxis is a key concept because it 

makes us focus not only on the content or curricula of pedagogy (i.e., what knowledge 

should be conveyed), but the processes through which pedagogy is developed, chal-

lenged, and, hopefully, improved.  

 Hope is another key tenet in critical pedagogy. Hope is required if we are to dare to 

educate young people, but also hope is something that critical pedagogy endeavors to 

create for, and in solidarity with, students. An educator’s hope awakens the possibility 

to improve the immediate culture of institutions, make cracks in the toxic environments 

(Duncan-Andrade 2009) of youth institutions, and to, through this effort, create hope 

and new opportunities for students.  

 Commitment and solidarity are also integral to critical pedagogy. Duncan-Andrade 

(2009) repeatedly emphasizes how urban educators must somehow show or communi-

cate solidarity with their students, that they are committed to “share the painful path 

with them” (p. 189). Using a similar term, Hugo (2011) emphasizes that teachers should 

act as “medvandrare” – to “walk with” students in order to build positive school identi-

ties in students who exhibit school resistance. These notions illustrate a commitment to 

working with students. For Duncan-Andrade and Morrell (2008), educators can also 

show their commitment to students through their visible engagement in critical thinking:     

We modeled the reflective side of this critical praxis as students. We were both 

enrolled as graduate students, which allowed students to see us as lifelong learn-

ers, committed to the principles of social justice but not having all the answers. 

Students saw us reading, writing, and studying, challenging each other to think 

more deeply about issues of injustice. (p. 78)  

 

 Commitment to engaging with or using critical theory is, of course, not only an act 

of solidarity: it is significant to help make sense of the social realities of young people’s 
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worlds and making a difference in those realities (Pringle, Larsson & Gerdin, 2019). 

Different critical perspectives underpin or influence various critical pedagogy ap-

proaches. For instance, race-critical pedagogies seek to address racial inequalities. 

Given that incarcerated youth are disproportionately ethnic minorities and youth of 

color, Flores’ (2015) account of teachers developing race-critical pedagogies in a Cali-

fornia youth prison is noteworthy. He argues that teachers may increasingly be adopting 

race-critical approaches as a way for performing “creative resistance” inside carceral in-

stitutions (ibid). Also of relevance for this thesis are norm-critical pedagogies that stem 

from feminist and queer perspectives (see Bromseth & Darj, 2010). Bromseth (2010, p. 

49) describes that “[a] norm-critical pedagogy puts focus on the processes where norms 

create and reinforce hierarchical differences.” In this way, the focus is shifted from edu-

cating others to how the “[o]ther is created and our own role in those processes” (ibid, p. 

49, my translation). In Sweden, SiS (the Swedish National Institutional Care Board) has 

even incorporated norm-critical approaches into its directives (Vogel & Gruber, 2018). 

However, knowledge about such approaches have yet to “reach the floor” and become 

commonly practiced (ibid).     

 Many scholars caution that when seeking social change or social justice, pedagogies 

cannot overlook everyday practicalities and the essential needs of students (Duncan-An-

drade & Morrell, 2008; Hugo, 2013). Students cannot develop critical thinking skills if 

they are hungry, living in traumatic or violent environments and worried about their 

safety, or are uncertain of their residency status. The essential needs of students must be 

considered and addressed in order to achieve social change or justice (ibid). Addition-

ally, the given contexts for pedagogy must also be considered, adapted to, or negotiated. 

This is especially pertinent in carceral settings such as youth detention, wherein a philo-

sophical tension between educating and correcting is embedded. 

 When education is viewed as seeing potential in and empowering, transforming, or 

enriching the lives of students, doing education in the correctional setting is framed as a 

contradictory endeavor (Costelloe & Warner, 2014; Patrie, 2017; Sayko, 2005). In this 

sense, correctional education has been likened to creating “spheres of civility” (Wright 

& Gehring, 2008a, 2008b) or “free zones” (Hugo, 2013) of practice that contrast or con-

flict with the broader, more coercive correctional environment. Some ethnographies of 

youth detention elucidate how teachers and staff, in solidarity with students, seek to 

challenge or go against dominant correctional practices. For example, in an ethnography 
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of schooling inside an American juvenile prison, Young-Alfaro (2017) depicts how stu-

dents, together with a creative writing teacher, sought to establish positive academic 

identities for themselves, thus going against a dominating institutional culture that 

framed students as threats and “gang bangers.” Furthermore, some studies explicitly de-

scribe how educating detained youth calls for critical pedagogies (Flores, 2012, 2015; 

Scott, 2017), concerned with emancipating youth from oppressive environments, not 

least the immediate institutional context, as well as broader societal or structural condi-

tions.  

 Although the explicit use of “critical pedagogy” in the contexts of prisons is hardly 

discussed, we may interpret much of the endeavors to educate individuals in these set-

tings as (at least) glimpses of critical pedagogies. For example, while not framed in such 

terms, Meek’s (2014) research on sport academies in British youth prisons indicates a 

potential to change correctional cultures by improving resident-staff relations through 

sport, as well as creating new pathways for reentry and reducing recidivism, namely 

through building community connections and providing “through-the-gate” support. 

Could such developments, to change institutional cultures and empower prisoners 

through high quality sport programs, indicate a potential for more explicitly critical ap-

proaches?  

 Given this dimension, where the endeavor to educate, empower, or enrich the lives 

of people in prisons is contradictory to the institutional environment or pedagogies of 

control and corrections, discussions of critical pedagogy seldom appear in the literature. 

There is a curious absence of explicit focus on “pedagogy” and “critical pedagogy” per-

spectives in studies of life and education of detained youth in the English language liter-

ature (Flores, 2012). Perhaps, for instance, Wright and Gehring’s (2008a, 2008b) con-

ceptualization of education as a “spheres of civility” within prisons intends to indicate 

the unique value of education in such places. Yet, they do not explicitly spell out that 

educational spheres within prisons should take over the correctional. Are we to under-

stand that missions to educate or act pedagogically must necessarily exist within the 

larger, dominant correctional sphere?     

 There are interesting parallels in sport pedagogy research concerning community 

sport for “at-risk,” “vulnerable,” or “marginalized” youth (Collins & Kay, 2014; 

Ekholm, 2016; Haudenhuyse et al., 2014; Kelly, 2013). In these studies, scholars have 

criticized deficiency-based approaches to sport for overlooking how structural aspects 
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(i.e., poverty, racism, hegemonic masculinities, unsafe communities) create and main-

tain vulnerability and marginalization. They observe that for the most part, the vulnera-

ble and marginalized positions of young people are being managed, rather than resolved 

through sports-based interventions. Ekholm (2016, p. 130) remarks that “[t]he core idea 

of promoting a solution that does not actually target the underlying causes of social 

problems may instead be one of the key features of sport as a means of social objec-

tives: managing risk, not preventing problems.” Similarly, in sport-based efforts for so-

cial inclusion, Collins and Haudenhuyse (2015) note a difference between inclusion in 

sports and inclusion through sports. Inclusion in sports means to get more and different 

demographics participating in sport activities. While inclusion in sport gives an appear-

ance of an inclusive society, it does not necessarily address marginal or vulnerable so-

cial positions. Inclusion through sports involves meaningfully improving individuals’ 

standing and ability to take part in society through their participation in sport, for exam-

ple through acquiring skills/education, participation and voice in politics, or obtaining 

gainful employment (see also Collins & Kay, 2014).  

 Several scholars have demonstrated that despite intentions relating to social inclu-

sion, many community sport programs fall short of emancipatory aims. Similar to stud-

ies of sport in prison (e.g., Martos-García et al., 2009a; Norman, 2015), critical research 

in community sport settings begs questions whether programs targeting at-risk or vul-

nerable young people go beyond social control (Sabbe et al., 2019). Additionally, as a 

study by Nols et al. (2019) points out, despite intentions to do critical pedagogy, pro-

grams might fall short of a “full-fledged” critical pedagogy. To wit, Sabbe et al. (2019, 

p. 950) remind us that we must “celebrate small emancipatory moments within the daily 

practice of sport,” and to think of critical pedagogy in terms of “momentary disruptions” 

in the logics of social control.  

 In the next chapter, I will pivot to ethnography and the methodology of the research, 

wherein I observed and tried to make sense of small emancipatory moments embedded 

within broader experiences of corrections and containment.    
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5. Methodology 

This chapter provides a framework of the methodology guiding the research. First, I will 

describe the methodology and research design, providing an overview of the methodo-

logical approach and data collection. Next, I will describe the research process, i.e., the 

field work, including how I endeavored to maintain a pedagogical orientation to the re-

search participants. Lastly, I describe considerations regarding ethics and issues of anal-

ysis and representation.  

Approach and design 

This research is largely inspired by a life-world phenomenological approach to ethnog-

raphy (Bengtsson, 2005, 2006; Hugo, 2013; van Manen 1990, 2016). Simply put, a phe-

nomenological ethnographic approach situates the researcher within the “life-worlds” of 

the subjects in order to understand their “lived experience” (Hugo, 2013; van Manen, 

1990). Van Manen (1990) writes: “The aim of phenomenology is to transform lived ex-

perience into a textual expression of its essence - in such a way that the effect of the text 

is at once a reflexive re-living and a reflective appropriation of something meaningful: a 

notion by which the reader is powerfully animated in his or her own lived experience” 

(p. 36). This thesis began with such a text, intended to convey part of the lived experi-

ence of a basketball team in a youth detention home. In order to accomplish this, the re-

searcher should become a “close observer” and take part in the life-worlds of the partici-

pants (see e.g., Hugo, 2013). Thus, this thesis began with such a text, intended to con-

vey part of the lived experience of students and coaches of a basketball team in a youth 

detention home.  

 In this thesis, the primary method for researching pedagogical practice(s) and life-

world(s) of sport in youth detention is ethnography. Ethnography can be traditionally 
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considered as the embedded and in-depth study of a particular practice, culture, or sub-

culture (Geertz, 1973; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2010). An ethnographic approach ena-

bled me to immerse in, and eventually represent, a diverse range of sport and physical 

activity experiences within the unique and closed contexts of youth detention. Doing 

ethnography, I sought to integrate in, to participate in, and to observe the practice of 

sport at two all-male youth detention homes in Sweden. Hammersley and Atkinson 

(2010) write that ethnography:  

[U]sually involves the researcher participating, overtly or covertly, in people’s 

daily lives for an extended period of time, watching what happens, listening to 

what is said, and/or asking questions through informal and formal interviews, col-

lecting documents and artifacts - in fact, gathering whatever data are available to 

throw light on the issues that are the emerging focus of inquiry” (p. 3).  

 

The research has likewise gathered a variety of data, including close and participatory 

observation, casual conversations, and semi-structured research interviews. Observa-

tions and casual conversations have been documented in unstructured field notes (see 

e.g., Hugo, 2013). I have also collected photographs and documents including schedules 

and logs (i.e., staff journal entries). Although I have given primacy to the participatory 

observations and interview data, some of these artifacts have been pivotal for the anal-

yses (see for example Article 2, p. 273). 

 Ethnography is both a method of in-depth study and a representational form or 

genre; a process and a product (Wolcott, 1990; see also Hammersley & Atkinson, 

2010). In other words, ethnography is an approach to accessing, examining and docu-

menting social life at the same time as it is the production of “thick” textual descriptions 

and analysis (Drake et al., 2015; Geertz, 1973; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2010). These 

two aspects can be related to significant rationales for ethnography of prisons or car-

ceral settings, including youth detention: to access and investigate these closed social 

systems, and to contribute nuanced, descriptive, and humanizing accounts of life in such 

places. Because youth secure care settings are generally closed to the public eye, eth-

nography can play an important role in accessing and investigating the practices of these 

total institutions, offering nuanced and critical insights that can inform efforts to safe-

guard the rights and well-being of the young people confined within (Abrams & Ander-

son-Nathe, 2013; Henriksen & Schliehe, 2020). Ethnographic accounts of life in youth 
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detention can enrich our knowledge for how youth detention homes operate and can 

contribute sophisticated insights, especially pertaining to a group of youth who are de-

humanized, stigmatized, and criminalized both in broader discourse as well as within in-

stitutional settings (Henriksen & Schliehe, 2020; see also Wästerfors, 2018). Wacquant 

(2002) and others (Drake et al., 2015; Hammersley, 2015) also remark that ethnographic 

studies of carceral spaces – on the “inside” – can greatly contribute to knowledge of so-

cial life on the “outside.” The inside/outside dynamic is key to how ethnography con-

tributes to knowledge generally; the Journal of Contemporary Ethnography (2021) 

states that “[a]t its best, ethnography captures the strange in the familiar and the familiar 

in the strange.”  

 My approach to ethnography emanates from a life-world perspective. Life-world eth-

nography has much in common with a traditional ethnographic approach (see Honer & 

Hitzler, 2015; Hugo, 2013; van Manen, 1990). However, in this research the life-world 

methodology has a specific pedagogical purpose, “to serve the practical aims of peda-

gogy” (van Manen, 1990, 2). It is closely aligned with Bengtsson’s (2006) ontology of 

pedagogical practice, that the reality of pedagogical practice is grounded on three prin-

ciples: a belief in the educability of pupils, acting (intention and content), and intersub-

jectivity. Since “good” pedagogy is based on an understanding of and responsiveness to 

the life-world and unique experiences of the learner, researching pedagogy requires a 

deliberate pedagogical orientation and sensitivity to the life-worlds of students or young 

people (Bengtsson, 2005; van Manen, 1990). For this reason, van Manen (1990, 2016) 

argues that pedagogical research should be grounded in lived experience and praxis. 

Furthermore, this methodology can be related to the pedagogical ethic described by van 

Manen (2015): to, by being open and sensitive to the life worlds of learners (and educa-

tors), contribute knowledge that helps distinguish, and do, what is best for young peo-

ple. A key part of the ethical-methodological approach is to maintain a pedagogical ori-

entation to the life-worlds of participants, requiring that the researcher must have a sen-

sitivity for the situations and experiences of the participants (van Manen, 1990, 2015).  

 However, my research cannot be described as a strictly life-world approach (see 

Honer & Hitzler, 2015). As the studies progressed, I increasingly incorporated critical 

perspectives in my approach to ethnography. It is imperative to not ignore how issues 

pertaining to gender (masculinity), ethnicity, poverty, and, more generally, social exclu-
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sion have impacted the lives of the student participants in this research and their experi-

ences with sport (Collins & Kay, 2014). Likewise, I cannot ignore how certain dis-

courses surrounding youth crime and assumptions pertaining to “criminal youth” have 

influenced the pedagogical practices of youth homes and sport therein. Therefore, I have 

endeavored to sharpen the analyses vis-à-vis a critical perspective. This means that I fo-

cus on experience and action – what was happening in the life-worlds of the participants 

– but also, informed by critical perspectives, I try to pay attention to and reflect upon 

how positions of power and significant discourses shaped these actions/experiences (see 

e.g., Young-Alfaro, 2017). 

 During this research, I began with a life-world perspective, trying to understand the 

lived experiences of sport and how these were related to the practice or delivery of sport 

(Article 1). In other words, I sought a close understanding of the life-world(s) of sport 

pedagogy in youth detention. As I progressed, I became more critical, informed by in-

sights from critical pedagogy (Article 2) and norm-critical pedagogy and masculinities 

studies (Article 3). I sought various perspectives to help understand how the life-worlds 

of students and the pedagogical realities of sport were structured by different social 

norms as well as influential, intersecting discourses surrounding placed youth, mascu-

linities, and sport.     

  

Formally, the data collection for this research took place in two separate phases. These 

can be thought of as two sub-studies (see Figure 2 below). In the first sub-study, I was a 

curious outsider, beginning to explore the topic of sport pedagogy in youth detention. In 

the second sub-study, I situated myself and tried to integrate within two youth detention 

homes in order to, in greater depth, conduct “close observation” of sport pedagogies in 

greater depth: 

 

1. Case study exploring the pedagogical approach at a football program for detained 

youth. The study draws on interviews with youth (n=5) and staff (n=7) involved in 

the program. This part of the data collection was completed in March 2015, and is 

the basis for the first article, “Rings on the water.”  
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2. Ethnography at Capeview and Summerholm, consisting of over 400 hours in the 

field, roughly evenly spread at the two institutions. Data consists of field notes (de-

tailing participatory observations, conversations, and researcher reflections) and 

semi-structured interviews (n=22). The participants in this study include 34 youth 

(aged 16-20) and 25 staff members. The ethnographic portion of the research is the 

basis for the second and third articles in this thesis, “Pedagogies of sport” and “Sport 

and masculinities” in youth detention. 

 

Figure 2: Overview of sub-studies 

 However, these two sub-studies do not fully encapsulate the scope of experience or 

ethnographic process that informs this project, nor do I suspect that the project ends 

here. As other ethnographers have noted (e.g., Foster, 2003; Sayko, 2005), previous ex-

periences inform or color their interpretations, and some ethnographies are on-going, 

even life-long projects (Jeffrey & Troman, 2004), where a researcher might perchance 

return to the field as an “ethnographic practitioner” (e.g., Harvey, 2015). In this re-

search, I have drawn on previous experiences as a teacher, volunteer, or visitor at youth 

detention homes in order to complement and make sense of the formal material (see 

e.g., Sayko, 2005).  
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Sites of the study: Capeview and Summerholm 

The main criterion for selecting the sites of the study was to be able to observe a variety 

of possible practices around sport. The sites for the study are two youth detention homes 

in Sweden: Capeview and Summerholm (both pseudonyms). These two institutions dif-

fer in several important ways, leading to a variety of observable sport arrangements, 

practices, and experiences. To my knowledge, at the outset of the research Capeview 

was the only special youth home in Sweden that had an established sport program or fo-

cus on sports activities. Capeview’s Football Program was explicitly described on the 

institution’s homepage and had been covered in the media, and thus Capeview was se-

lected as the research site for sub-study 1, as well as one of the sites for sub-study 2. 

However, given that much of the previous research on sport in youth correctional set-

tings investigates specifically structured interventions or programs (see e.g., Meek, 

2012; Parker et al., 2014), I wanted to also observe sport activities at an institution that 

did not have an established sports program. Since many institutions lack established or 

structured sport programs, I wanted to observe how sport was arranged, delivered, and 

experienced in a so-called “regular” institution. What happens to sport pedagogy in a 

“typical” institution? Beyond this consideration there were two secondary selection cri-

teria. The first was to conduct the research in all-male youth detention homes, and the 

second was to observe sport in an open compared to a closed or restrictive institution.   

 When designing this study, one topic of interest was how masculinity influenced the 

delivery and experience of sport in youth detention. It was decided early on that both in-

stitutions should be predominantly male. At this point of the research, however, my un-

derstanding of “masculinity” and how it might impact sport in youth detention was un-

dertheorized. My initial idea, as I had read in some similar ethnographies (e.g., Abrams 

et al., 2008; Fundberg, 2003), was to examine masculinities within contexts that were 

clearly homosocial. In other words, only men and boys doing sport. Arguably, studying 

the impact of masculinities on doing sport in youth detention would have benefited from 

a design with different genders. Likewise, studying sport at institutions with different 

genders could have revealed a broader variety of ways of doing sport. Meek’s research 

(2014, 2018), for instance, notes both gendered barriers (limited access) and gendered 
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preferences (which activities are preferred or promoted) regarding sport for incarcerated 

women and girls.   

 Another selection criterion was that the institution las LSU placements, meaning that 

many of the students are sentenced to secure care. Since one key limitation to doing 

sport in carceral settings is the logistical impracticality of secure settings (Meek, 2014; 

Gallant et al., 2015), I aimed to observe sport at an institution which could be consid-

ered as more restrictive. Beyond these criteria, my concern with selecting the second in-

stitution was to prioritize gaining access and beginning the research (Abrams, 2010). I 

contacted several institutions, however, only Summerholm responded both favorably 

and in timely fashion. Researchers note different experiences regarding access to secure 

or closed youth institutions (Abrams, 2010; Bengtsson, 2012c; Mulcahy et al., 2008). I 

should note that I later received favorable responses from two other youth homes, and 

that my experience was that the Swedish youth institutions were generally favorable to-

ward research.   

 Because Capeview is the site of both sub-studies – the case study and the ethnogra-

phy – I will begin with a more in-depth description of Capeview. Capeview was initially 

selected for the first sub-study because it has a stated sport profile, with a focus on foot-

ball. Capeview houses 31 males between ages 16-20 in either locked or open units. Ta-

ble 1 provides a general overview of residents’ background in terms of substance abuse, 

criminality, schooling, and peers/leisure.  

 Capeview is situated on an island with about 750 inhabitants, where the youth deten-

tion home is the largest employer. The island’s local sport club also has a relatively 

strong position in the community and organizes a variety of sports and recreational ac-

tivities, including competitive football. For decades, the institution and the sport club 

have collaborated, where both students and staff at the institution have been members 

and played football together. This tradition was an inspiration to create the Football Pro-

gram, formalizing a partnership between the institution and the club.  

 The Football Program aims to “help students develop lasting prosocial skills and lei-

sure interests,” which can be contextualized within the institution’s general treatment 

philosophy emphasizing leisure activities and individual relationship work. The delivery 

of the program, however, is not guided by any clear or explicit pedagogical model. 

Football played a central part in culture at Capeview and provided a way for a variety of 

professionals to collaborate, often informally and without specific guidelines. These 
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professionals include treatment assistants (unit staff), the psychologist and nurse, ad-

ministrators, and even groundskeepers. It also involves outsiders, such as representa-

tives of the Swedish Football Association (including a former national team coach who 

volunteered with the program) and the regional sport federation, who regularly visited 

the youth home to engage in the program. Another interesting feature of the Football 

Program was annual football matches with the local police department. These outsiders 

also assist the program with an informal network for connecting students to sport clubs 

during their re-entry.    

 

Substance Abuse 

• Abuse including alcohol (95%) 

• Repeat use of multiple substances (65%) 

Criminality 

• Criminal record (100%) – compared to 62% at all 

state-run youth institutions  

• Repeat offenses (85%) 

• Heavy addiction combined with violent crime (65%) 

School 

• Need extra support in school (89%) 

• Lack primary school grades/certificate (65%) 

Peers and leisure 

• Need support with respect to peers (88%) 

• Lack leisure interest at admission (80%) 

 

Table 1: General characteristics of youth placed at Capeview (2015) 

 

 For the second sub-study I chose to return to Capeview, namely because it remained 

one of the only youth homes in Sweden with an established sports program. Many of 

the staff in the first data collection (in Spring 2015) had since left the institution, includ-

ing the PE teacher, director, and the club chairman. A few remained, however, and this 

was helpful for me to re-integrate into and become comfortable at the institution. When 

I returned to the institution in November 2017 to begin the ethnography, the institution 

provided me with an access card and pin code. I could obtain a key and mostly go where 
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I pleased at this institution. I was thus less dependent on gatekeepers, and to an extent 

could pick and choose where I wanted to be, who I wanted to talk with, etc.  

 At Summerholm, I had a more restricted experience. Outwardly, Summerholm looks 

more similar to a prison than Capeview. The units at this institution are more visibly se-

cure and surrounded by barbed-wire fences. Summerholm is also somewhat larger than 

Capeview, with approximately 40 placements. When I began the field work, about one 

third of the youth at Summerholm were sentenced to closed youth care via LSU. When 

it comes to sport and physical activity outside of school, the units are rarely (if ever) 

mixed. Sport and other activities (most often weight training) are conducted within and 

amongst students and staff at the respective units. There is a football field, a weight 

room, and a sports hall. Two of the buildings containing the higher security, more re-

strictive units have their own sport halls. These were rather small and sparsely 

equipped. Many of the boys at Summerholm had limited permission to leave their units 

in order to exercise outside. This meant that some of the boys were, for stretches of 

time, unable to go to Summerholm’s weight room or main sport hall, as these are in sep-

arate buildings.  

 The two institutions are different in their general approaches to and philosophies 

about care. Capeview had a stated focus on relational work with youth and building pro-

social leisure interests while Summerholm employs a more treatment-based philosophy 

to youth care through different therapy programs. These mindsets influence what is pos-

sible (or not possible) when it comes to sport at the respective institutions.  

 Although differing in philosophy, delivery, and experience, these institutions had 

similar arrangements or forms of doing sport. These can be summarized as (1) sport 

during the school day as part of PE, (2) special sport events such as tournaments or a 

school kick-off, (3) regularly scheduled exercise or sport activities outside of school, (4) 

spontaneous sports/activities that were not previously scheduled, and (5) sport delivered 

by outsiders such as local sport clubs. These general forms of sport are described further 

in Article 2 (p. 268-270). 
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Case study 

In the first sub-study, data was collected during a one-week visit to Capeview in the 

spring of 2015 using semi-structured life world interviews (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). 

This method allowed follow-up questions based on how the participants responded, as 

well as posing questions regarding what the researcher observed and experienced in the 

social environment (ibid).  

 Several qualitative studies with detained or court-involved young people (Abrams & 

Anderson-Nathe, 2013; Van Hout & Phelan, 2014) have discussed the importance of 

building trust and familiarity with participants prior to interviews. In this study, I partic-

ipated in two football trainings (one with the club team and one physical education les-

son), allowing me to interact with the students and to explain the purpose of the research 

in a mutually familiar setting prior to the interviews. Participation in activities was 

thereby a deliberate part of the ethical-methodological approach conducive to minimiz-

ing the distance between researcher and subjects, helping to interpret and describe the 

data, and encouraging positive experiences for research participants.     

 Because pedagogy is co-constructed within interactions between educators and stu-

dents (van Manen, 2015), representatives of both were interviewed. Various staff were 

selected based on their involvement in and ability to add perspective on the program. 

The staff sample therefore included two coaches and the PE teacher, who were mainly 

responsible for delivering sport during school and at the club team, as well as other staff 

who could provide insight into the student group or how sports were generally struc-

tured at the institution. The students selected for this study were the boys who partici-

pated with the club team (n=5). Interviews with students centered on previous sport ex-

periences, experiences at the Football Program, and future expectations. Students were 

asked, for example, to describe their life at the institution, participation in the program, 

and whether the program should be changed or improved in any way. Interviews with 

practitioners focused on the role of sport at the institution. For the educators in particu-

lar, I sought more in-depth explanations regarding how sport was delivered, for example 

asking them to describe the aims and procedures of their methods/strategies. For a sum-

mary of the different interview content according to participant type, see Appendix A. 

All interviews were digitally recorded with the permission of participants, and staff 
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members consented to the use of their professional title in the research. The interviews 

were transcribed, coded, and an initial interpretation was conducted in 2015. During the 

PhD project, I returned to this data and conducted a new analysis together with the co-

authors (Article 1). 

Field work 

When I began the field work for sub-study 2, I entered the world of youth detention 

with something of a familiarity of the setting, owing partly to work experience in a sim-

ilar setting in the United States. Furthermore, I integrated my experiences from the first 

sub-study at Capeview into the second sub-study (ethnography at both institutions), i.e., 

seeking to practice or embody some of the dispositions and abilities that were esteemed 

and highlighted by the students (see Article 1). Yet, despite some familiarity, and even 

something of a confidence that I would get along with the students and staff, I could not 

repress an anxious feeling, not unlike the first time I entered a youth prison. Hugo 

(2013) writes of his “uncomfortable feeling” in his first encounter with these institu-

tions:  

In the middle of the forest are some buildings, a large courtyard and a football 

field. Everything is fenced in with strong barbed wire fences. Here is where 16 

incarcerated young people spend all their time over the course of a few years. 

They are locked up around the clock and are constantly monitored by cameras. I 

get an uncomfortable feeling in my whole body when I approach the area. What 

does it really mean for a young person to be forced to be inside this barbed wire 

all day? What kind of self-image does it generate, what people do we create in 

here? (p. 36, my translation) 

 

Compared with Hugo’s (2013) experience, I was less concerned with questions about 

“what is this place,” and perhaps more curious about “what will the students and staff be 

like? Will they accept me? Will my rudimentary Swedish hold up?” Perhaps, at least in 

the beginning, I was more concerned with the practicalities of data collection than with 

larger questions regarding the purpose, people-changing impact, and strangeness of the 

youth detention homes. Spending time away from the field was important for me to step 
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back and ask broader questions about my experiences within the field (Jeffrey & Tro-

man, 2004).  

 My observation schedule was, roughly, to visit one of the institutions for one week 

during each month of the field work. The field work lasted approximately 18 months. I 

typically visited one of the institutions for 3 or 4 days at a time. When I visited Cape-

view, the institution helped arrange overnight lodging at the facility. This meant that my 

time spent at Capeview has been more immersive. Because Summerholm was within a 

reasonable distance, I began by commuting each day. Commuting meant that, in the be-

ginning, my observations were mainly during school hours. This meant participating in 

PE classes, hanging in the school building with the teachers, or hanging in one of the 

units. Realizing that this schedule was limiting what I observed, I gradually extended 

my visits in order to take part in sport activities after school, staying overnight in the 

later visits.   

 My time in and out of the field allowed space for critical interpretation balanced with 

familiarity, depth, and close observation (Jeffrey & Troman, 2004). The time spent was 

generally adequate to build relations with students and staff that permitted close obser-

vation, while also giving me space to unpack and analyze my experiences. During visits, 

I aimed first and foremost to observe and participate in sport and physical activities. 

However, there was a lot of down time where there didn’t seem to be much sport or 

physical activity going on. This is not to say that sport or activities were not occurring. 

Probably, I missed out on a lot of activities during my visits. However, being bored, 

hanging with students and not doing sports brought me closer to what many students de-

scribed: life in detention is relentlessly boring and sport activities, which could possibly 

disrupt the boredom, were not always prioritized. 

 Like other ethnographers entering youth detention (e.g., Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 

2013; Bengtsson, 2012c), I experienced a lot of awkwardness trying to figure out where 

I should position myself, not just physically but also in terms of who I engaged with and 

how. Although there was sometimes confusion as to who I was and what a researcher or 

PhD student does (some of the boys and staff thought I was a university student doing 

an internship, and even on a few occasions thought I was a resident at the youth home!), 

the subject of my research was generally relatable or understandable to the boys. I fre-

quently presented my research as trying to understand how sport could be improved at 

the youth homes.   



 91 

  I sought to build relations with the boys as an intentional strategy of the research – 

to come closer to understanding their unique life-worlds and lived experiences. In a 

sense, it could be said that I attempted to embody a pedagogical disposition in my meet-

ings with the boys. Simply put, I was interested in them, I wanted to like them, and I 

didn’t try to hold back that I was genuinely glad to see them when I visited. Interacting 

with the boys, I have had a rather different experience than Bengtsson (2012c, 2014), 

who in her ethnography initially struggled to build the relational closeness with boys in 

a Danish youth detention home. I leaned on my position as an outsider (not employed at 

the institution), non-Swede (American), and sporty, relatively young male to help dissi-

pate barriers, integrate in the field, and invite participants to share their experiences. 

Students and staff alike were keen to discuss American culture and, especially, Ameri-

can criminal justice. Such conversations enabled me to position myself in different 

ways; to relate to the staff and the challenges of working in detention homes, but also to 

show empathy for the situations of the young people.  

 Positionality in the field work, however, required tactful navigation. Certain mis-

takes, or misread moments, caused me to reflect, and change my tactics. For example, in 

my first few conversations about American juvenile justice, where students and staff at 

dinner would ask me to compare Swedish youth homes with the American juvenile 

prison I worked at, I defaulted that the American way seemed harsher, more punitive, or 

tougher on the students. But this, I soon reflected, could send a message to the students 

akin to “man, you guys really have it good here,” and, in doing so, would overlook or 

trivialize the boys’ very real pains of confinement (indeed, as the studies would go on to 

show, they did not necessarily “have it good”). I rethought how to nuance such conver-

sations in ways that at once recognized the boys’ situations while also inviting them to 

comment about life in detention and, relating to the larger ambition of the project, sport. 

In subsequent conversations, I tried to raise more similarities than differences, as in the 

disproportionate representation of students of color, or the boredom of everyday life in 

detention, and turn the conversations toward sport: “We played a lot of basketball 

there… What do you guys like to do here? What sports do you play?”    

 Doing sports or other physical activities with the boys was often (but not always) a 

natural way to break the ice, and something I enthusiastically looked forward to. On 

several occasions, the boys themselves invited me to have coffee or sandwiches, or 

simply hang out at the units. If I visited the boys at the unit, they might ask me to play 
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cards, connect four, or to watch TV with them. I would sit close to them on the couch, 

casting my jacket to the side as if I were at home. Perhaps due to my previous experi-

ence of meeting incarcerated youth, or maybe a certain sporting (and masculine) habi-

tus, I was fairly relaxed in the company of the boys, to the extent that one can be relaxed 

or at ease in such places. My experience is that the boys were usually curious about me, 

liked me, and for the most part enjoyed my company.  

 Similar to Sabo’s (2001) experiences of arm wrestling in prison, I became close with 

many of the Capeview boys through football. At Capeview, I took part in all forms of 

football, including club trainings. Sharing experiences of competing together or against 

one another, gasping for air when made to run intervals, and struggling to integrate into 

a club where we all were outsiders perhaps helped me to have open conversations with 

some of the boys about sport and life in detention. At Summerholm, I received an exag-

gerated reputation as a skilled basketball player, and was frequently invited to shoot 

hoops at one of the unit’s recreation yards. One of the students (Ian) was fascinated that 

someone could be an academic and also “good at sports.” This is not to say that I am, or 

was generally perceived to be, someone that the boys considered cool or looked up to. 

Certainly, I came across as nerdy, awkward, and corny in the eyes of some the boys. 

Another student, for example, called me “Peter Parker,” Spiderman’s nerdy alter ego, 

when shooting hoops (fortunately the nickname didn’t stick).  

 Selecting and recruiting participants generally began with sport activities, particu-

larly in the PE classes and, at Capeview, during the evening and club football sessions.  

Because of the limited sample of students in the first sub-study, I sought to include stu-

dents who were not regular participants in sport activities. Outside PE, when I was in-

vited to hang at the units, I reached out to and recruited students who did not attend PE 

classes or regularly participate in the main sport activities at the institutions. What often 

surprised me about the “non-sporty” students was that they were not disinterested in 

sport or physical activities, and that they had interests such as in outdoor activities or 

skateboarding that were not readily accommodated or overshadowed by the hegemonic 

sport activities (namely football and strength training).       

 Generally, I succeeded in becoming a close observer in this setting. Some of the staff 

members (especially the PE teachers) remarked that it was stimulating to be able to dis-

cuss their work with someone else. I received several comments from the staff that I 

“was fitting in nicely” and that my presence was “working well.” Jeff, the PE teacher at 
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Summerholm, enjoyed having someone to “ball ideas” with. On the other hand, during 

the field work I sometimes felt inexperienced, naïve, or idealistic, particularly in the 

presence the male staff members who were older than me (I was 32-33 years old during 

most of the data collection).    

 Overall, the data is rich, both in terms of the documentation and the social experi-

ences of the researcher(s). Data was collected across 18 months, involving 36 students 

and 29 staff members, where I spent over 400 hours in the field, somewhat evenly split 

between both institutions. Participatory observations and interviews were the primary 

methods for data collection, documented in over 200 pages of unstructured field notes, 

in 20 transcribed interviews and notes on two unrecorded interviews with both students 

and staff, and in a researcher diary (ca. 50 pages).   

 During the field work I conducted 25 interviews, 23 of which were recorded. I did 

not transcribe three of the recorded interviews; these were rather off-topic from the re-

search questions. I was unable to record two interviews that were conducted rather 

spontaneously, and these were documented through notes taken during the interview 

(see Appendix B for a table of the interviews included in sub-study 2). All of the inter-

views were semi-structured, and some departed from the script based on my experiences 

or observations in the field. However, the interviews retained some basic structures. In-

terviews with students focused on their experiences of sport contextualized within their 

broader life situations (e.g., regarding school, peers, family) before, during, and after 

detention. Interviews with staff focused on experiences of and rationales or methods for 

delivering sport. The interview guides used during the field work are included in Ap-

pendix C. 

 Being immersed in the field provided me with rich social experiences of life and 

sport in youth detention. But the richness of this “data” is not always fully represented 

in field notes (see Bengtsson 2014). I used the field notes to recall what happened, who 

was there, when, what was being discussed, and so forth. Some of my field notes are 

vivid and detailed, other days are in bullet points.  

 When documenting the field work, I was mindful, as much as possible, to not rein-

force students’ experiences of surveillance. From previous experience, I knew I could 

not be a behind-the-glass observer. As a teacher in the US, during one of my law classes 

at the youth correctional facility, I clearly recall how one day two men in suits carrying 

clipboards stood behind the glass, discussing amongst them-selves while looking into 
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the classroom. One of my students became very distressed. He stood up, bucked, and 

shouted at the observers. “They treat us like we murderers!” the student shouted angrily, 

on the verge of tears. Although the Academy advocated calling the students “scholars,” 

their experiences of being constantly surveilled and observed seemed to turn that mes-

sage upside down. I did not want to take part in or somehow reinforce such experiences. 

Rather, I hoped that the research could offer students a chance to be “seen from their 

best sides.”  

 I therefore chose to take notes out of sight as much as possible. Sometimes I had 

down time or breaks between activities when I could scribble in a notebook, or even 

open up my laptop. Mostly I took notes in the evenings, and completed these notes 

when I returned from the field. Some of the days I was overwhelmed with fatigue – be-

ing around people from 7:00 in the morning to 22:00 in the evening, being physically 

active, and trying to be positive and engaged, maintaining focus or being on my toes in 

varying interactions (between e.g., students, teachers, administrators/leadership, unit 

staff). And then, sitting on a train, feeling crushed by the monotony. Unable to jot more 

than a page of notes. The days blurring into one another – how is this day unlike the 

previous one? What is new here? Trying to climb out of the everyday boredom and mi-

cro-politics of everyday life to ask – what knowledge can I offer here that leads to tangi-

ble improvements both for the students and the staff? These experiences brought me 

closer to the boredom of everyday life in youth detention (see Bengtsson, 2012a), and 

how sport was intertwined with and blurred into an “inexorable” experience of incarcer-

ation (Martos-García & Devís-Devís, 2015). Likewise, such reflections also brought me 

closer to the complexities of the staff’s work and the immensity of juvenile justice re-

form or trying to make youth detention a more “pedagogical” practice. To form these 

thoughts, I needed time for analysis and reflection away from the field (Jeffrey & Tro-

man, 2004).    

 Rap music was a common thread in many of my interactions with the boys, and even 

with some girls when I visited a girls’ institution5. Duncan-Andrade (2004, p. 316) 

writes:  

 
5 This was parallel to the PhD work, but not part of the formal data collection in the project. 

Throughout the PhD, I also undertook various correspondence with academics and practitioners in 

Sweden and abroad inquiring about how sports were delivered in similar settings. Although such 

visits, conversations, etc. are not formally used in this project, they have, similar to Gerrevall and 
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Teachers are often the group of outsiders most familiar with youth popular cul-

ture, from style to media to language practices. This rich database of information 

is, at best, untapped by schools. At worst, schools reject and debase youth culture 

as academically irrelevant and socially reprehensible. This adversarial position, 

often taken by teachers, contributes to many students’ perceptions that school is 

at odds with their personal and cultural interests. 

 

Råby (later named Antwan) was a particularly popular performer among the students 

(including the girls when I visited an all-girls institution). The genre was explicitly non-

mainstream, only-on-YouTube gangster rap (e.g., Lauger & Densley, 2018): 

Det är svårt att sova när skotten låter 

Svårt att sova när mammor gråter 

Om vi pratar då vi pratar koder 

Dan jag slutar det är dan jag sover 

 

Hard to sleep when shots sound 

Hard to sleep when mothers cry 

If we talk we talk in codes 

Day I stop is the day I die  

(Råby – “Koder” [“Codes”]) 

 

Such lyrics are easily trivialized, partly due to their concerning content or themes es-

teeming violence and the gangster life. Certainly, many of the themes in this music are 

troubling or problematic to me. Yet, they also say a lot about the life-worlds inhabited 

by the boys in this study. They tell us about how such “codes” (i.e., regarding masculin-

ity and violence) saturate the life-worlds of some of the students, reflecting realities that 

educators must, in some way, come to grips with. Outside of the field work, I’ve spent 

countless hours thinking of the young people I’ve met and their situations. At times – 

sitting at a desk, or on the train home from work – to feel more in touch with their lives 

and cultures, I sometimes put this music on. 

 In these ways, the approach to becoming closer to the life-worlds of participants per-

haps created some opportunities for understanding sport in the lives of these youth. Cer-

tainly, my own ways of engaging with the boys has produced a certain kind of data and 

 

Jenner, informed my journey toward understanding sport in youth detention from a pedagogical 

perspective (see Gerrevall, 2014).    
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storytelling in the texts – a certain “closeness” in the observations and interviews. How-

ever, it may also have produced certain blind spots, biases, and ethical dilemmas (see 

Bengtsson, 2014). I will discuss these ethical considerations further in the next section.    

Ethical considerations 

All of the research has followed the Swedish Research Council’s (2017) major require-

ments for social research: informing participants about the study, obtaining voluntary 

consent, maintaining the confidentiality of participants, and using research for strictly 

scientific purposes. In addition to these requirements, the research also followed spe-

cific ethical guidelines from the Swedish Institutional Care Board (SiS, 2015). These 

guidelines recognize the nature of compulsory care and the vulnerable situation(s) of 

youth placed in detention. Before meeting and conducting interviews with the students 

at Capeview during the first sub-study, I was required to review these institutional 

guidelines and to sign a confidentiality agreement. Sub-study two, to conduct more ex-

tensive field work at two institutions, was much more intrusive. The second sub-study 

was approved by the Stockholm regional ethical review board (diarienummer: 

2017/337-31/5). All youth and staff participants in the second sub-study were informed, 

verbally and in an informational letter, of the purpose of the study and how data was be-

ing collected, used, and stored in the research. See Appendix D for the informational 

letter provided to students. All youth and staff participants gave written consent. Addi-

tionally, due to the situations of youth in compulsory care, special ethical procedures 

and considerations were undertaken throughout the research.  

 When conducting research with youth in compulsory care, it is important for re-

searchers to be aware of their relative position of power and forms of (perhaps unknow-

ingly) coercing participation or crossing ethical boundaries (Abrams, 2010; Bengtsson 

& Mølholt, 2016; Swartz, 2011). Bengtsson (2020) asserts that an important ethical con-

sideration for doing ethnography with incarcerated young people is that they have been 

detained for the most part against their will, and cannot avoid at least indirectly being 

part of the research. They have been unwillingly placed in the research context, and they 

do not have the power to leave. This means that even if young people do not agree to be 
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part of the study, they are, in more or less direct ways, still part of the research context. 

Doing ethnography in compulsory care contexts therefore complicates obtaining in-

formed consent, the main standard of conducting ethical social research. Furthermore, 

Bengtsson (2020) reflects that it is not always straight forward for ethnographers to pre-

sent themselves and their research in these places. In my first encounters with many stu-

dents, I felt that it was not always clear who I was and what I was doing there.  

 In sub-study 2, most of the boys who I asked to participate in the study provided 

written consent, however a few did not. In the cases of incarcerated youth, Abrams ob-

serves that transience and a common distrust of adults complicates obtaining informed 

consent. In this study, two students verbally consented to participate in the research and 

then, on a subsequent visit, they had been released or moved to another youth home be-

fore I could obtain written consent. Students come and go – some are only placed for a 

short while – and I did not always carry around pens and consent forms. On three occa-

sions, students declined to participate. For two of these students, who were gathered 

during a PE class, it may have seemed as if I was giving them an exam or other kind of 

schoolwork, and my approach and explanation was not tactful. I subsequently got along 

with these students, who would approach me, shake hands, and ask how I was. Perhaps 

they might have consented had I asked them again, but I chose to respect their initial de-

cisions and did not press them. All students who have not provided written consent have 

been removed from the data.   

 Following the recommendation of Swartz (2011), my ambition has been that the 

youth should benefit in some way from participating in the research. At the very least, I 

like to think that my presence provided a welcomed break from the routines and bore-

dom of institutional life. In the sport activities, I was one extra player, and this makes a 

big difference when there is often a limited pool of participants. Beyond that, I think 

that many of the boys enjoyed talking to me about their lives, their interests, and, of 

course, sports. Swartz (2011) reflects on her study with a group of vulnerable youth that 

“it was in the process of being listened to by an interested adult, and being asked end-

less questions (in enjoyable environments), that young people spoke of experiencing the 

most benefit” (p. 63). My impression is that most of the boys enjoyed being asked these 

kinds of questions, in mutually enjoyable environments. Moreover, especially for those 

who ended up being key sources in the research, students derived meaning in being able 

to help or contribute to an improved situation for others:  
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When guys like you come here, at first we are like, who’s that? Who’s that? He’s 

new here, we don’t like outsiders like that. But then, alright, he’s here to talk with 

some of us and, yeah, he’s going to ask questions. There’s nothing wrong with 

that. As long as we can help. And it’s cool if you can take it with you back to the 

US… Yea, if you can do that, get the opportunity to do that, it would be really 

cool I think. And everyone here would think that, too. Because then we helped. 

(Adam, Article 1) 

 

As I described earlier, my experience is that the boys generally appreciated or enjoyed 

my company and during the field work I was able to build close relations with many of 

the students. However, this approach also created some ethical dilemmas, blind spots, or 

tensions which must be acknowledged.  

 To begin with, the boys may have been hesitant to directly discuss or show vulnera-

bility. Other (notably female) researchers in youth detention (Bengtsson, 2012c; Fader, 

2008; Pettersson, 2017) have noted emotional conversations or interviews with the boys 

in their studies, sometimes to the point of tears. Although I’ve had many touching or 

heartfelt exchanges with the students in this research, they never reached that point. 

However, the vulnerabilities or even desperation of the boys showed in other moments.  

 Being in a relative position of power and influence compared to the boys, I felt that 

in many situations I might be able to somehow help or intervene in their situations. 

Some of the boys, with their release from the institution looming, asked me if I could 

help them find a sport club on the outside. I tried to take some actions, like informing 

their PE teachers, but sadly I could only provide limited assistance. Such requests made 

me painfully aware of the boys’ desires to be included in community sport. Further-

more, I found such situations, and my inability to take any immediate or concrete 

measures to improve them, to be deeply troubling. Upon further reflection, I also con-

sidered these rather simple requests to symbolize glaring, missed opportunities for 

(re)integrating students. Thinking about similar questions from students like Del (de-

scribed in the beginning of this thesis), I still find it difficult to see these missed oppor-

tunities as anything but patterns of injustices. Although subjective attachments in ethno-

graphic fieldwork may contribute to researcher bias and clouding objective analysis, be-

ing affectively immersed in the boys’ life-worlds also made me sensitive to – indeed 

keenly aware of – the vulnerabilities, desperation, and desires for recognition experi-

enced by youth in confinement (see Henriksen & Schliehe, 2020).  
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 I also found that, in sharing these experiences with the staff, I became affectively im-

mersed in their world, too. This became clear when I wrestled with what to do when I 

found out a student who I became very close with was to be deported.  

I call Tim to check in and plan my next visit. It’s early on his day off, but he is 

eager to chat. When I ask about the boys, he tells me that Taj’s appeal to the mi-

gration board has been rejected: he will be deported. “No, that’s awful. That’s re-

ally bad news.” I respond.   

 

“It’s really hard, he has functioned so well here. It would have worked out for 

him [on the outside],” Tim says. We discuss that Taj was a good football player, 

exceedingly mature, and excelled in vocational subjects at school.  

 

“I wish I could help, in some way. Could I do something?” I ask, spontaneously. 

 

“His trustee (god man) is a good person. I can give you his contact info…”  

 

I talk about the dilemma with Håkan, my supervisor. He doesn’t exactly tell me 

what to do, but asks some poignant questions: “What can you really do? What is 

your role or involvement (i.e., you’re not staff or doing action research)? What 

are the consequences of going beyond your role?” I feel so impulsive, undisci-

plined. I must maintain an appropriate role and focus on the aim of the research… 

or?? 

 

This experience punctuated the difficulties encountered by caring practitioners like Tim, 

the coach at Capeview, who are pedagogically invested in their students (Tim affection-

ately called them his “football boys”) to succeed. It also raised another ethical dilemma 

or consideration for research in youth carceral settings: we must not overlook the chal-

lenging nature, complexity, and demanding emotional work undertaken by staff (see 

Henriksen & Schliehe, 2020). Doing close observation and maintaining a pedagogical 

orientation, particularly in compulsory care contexts, can demand that the ethnographer 

engage with and share these painful moments (see Fader 2008, 48-49; Henriksen & 

Schliehe, 2020, pp. 842-3). Arguably, to ethically do ethnography with young people in 

vulnerable situations means that we must be willing to affectively experience difficult 

times or moments. But these experiences also complicate one’s role as a researcher, per-

haps even drawing her/him into ethical dilemmas that are not so easily resolved through 

following conventional ethical guidelines.  
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Analysis and representation 

When it comes to writing up ethnography, my aim is to represent the experiences, rela-

tionships, and interactions of youth and staff (as well as my own experiences) in ways 

that enable outsiders to understand the complexities and dynamics of sport in youth de-

tention, but also in ways that prompt insiders (e.g.,, practitioners, stake holders) to ask 

critical questions about their practices. Each of the three articles detail a somewhat dif-

ferent approach to data analysis and interpretation. However, these analyses share im-

portant commonalities: a similar process of coding, writing and re-writing; close de-

scription; grounding in student experiences; and seeking to craft vivid, human connec-

tions between the reader(s) and the worlds of these young men.  

  Before each analysis, I transcribed the recorded interviews and manually coded the 

transcripts and field notes. I coded the data mainly with reference to my overarching re-

search question, i.e., according to experiences, ways of delivering or doing sport, and 

how sport was structured, arranged, or conceptualized/conceived. In all of the analytical 

work, the manual coding sought to highlight key experiences (particularly from the stu-

dents’ perspective) and ways of delivering sport (including how the structure and deliv-

ery was rationalized). This enabled me to collate student experiences and look for pat-

terns or relations with ways of delivering sport. Trying to interpret how these two di-

mensions were possibly related formed the basis or direction for all of the analyses. Ad-

ditionally, all of the analyses were shaped and refined through the process of writing 

and re-writing and through presentation at research seminars, namely at the Sport Peda-

gogy research group at GIH (the Swedish School of Sport and Health Sciences). While 

drafting and re-writing the manuscripts, I frequently re-read the field notes and tran-

scripts to ensure that my interpretations were not contradicted by the data.  

 All three articles provide empirical descriptions of sport pedagogy in youth deten-

tion. Close descriptions mean that the interpretations are expressed as much as possible 

in terms of the data but are also grounded in the lived experience of students (Bengts-

son, 2005; van Manen, 1990). As mentioned earlier, previous research seemed to focus 

on the potential or desirable benefits of sport in correctional settings; descriptions and 

problematizations of how sport is being arranged and delivered were missing. This 

called for a descriptive approach. Hammersley and Atkinson (2010) describe a tension 
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between the particular vs the general in ethnographic analysis, i.e., to inevitably draw 

conclusions, support them and make them visible, while also respecting, or not losing 

sight of, the particularities of the context or cases under study. During the research, I 

moved from an emphasis on close description to incorporating a more theoretically-

driven, iterative analytical strategy, and this is reflected in the articles. This process can 

be summarized as moving from close description of pedagogy (Article 1), to the analy-

sis of three dominant pedagogies (Article 2), to how masculinity norms influence or are 

influenced by pedagogy (Article 3).  

 Writing in the article format as opposed to a monography, I’ve personally struggled 

with cutting detailed descriptions. I was deeply concerned that my experiences of meet-

ing these boys – as vivid human beings– would be rendered into caricatures or superfi-

cial figurations. Additionally, it is precisely the close descriptions from the field in other 

ethnographic monographies (e.g., Fader, 2008, p. 47) that captivated and intellectually 

engaged me in the life situations of the young men. I sought to craft thick descriptions 

(Geertz, 1973) in all three articles, through the use of vignettes and/or frequent inter-

view citations, which bring the reader closer to lived experience and the character of the 

pedagogical practices.  

 In the findings of the articles, I do not neatly separate or focus entirely on either staff 

or student experiences. Rather, the empirical examples are presented in a dialogical 

fashion between the various participants to reflect the co-constructive, interactive nature 

of pedagogy. Van Manen (2015) describes “reversibility” in pedagogy. While it is im-

portant for teachers to “see” pupils it is likewise important for pupils to experience “be-

ing seen.” The students’ descriptions in this research were crucial for corroborating and 

giving meaning to the approaches and methods described by staff. Therefore, I have 

sought to ground the analyses, as much as possible, in the experiences and meanings of 

the students. Ultimately, this became a key criterion for my analysis of the data, to en-

sure that my representations or descriptions of sport pedagogy were corroborated in how 

the students experienced sport, and what it meant to them. I’ve tried to think with the 

experiences of the young people, and, in the written work, to let them do the talking.  

 Other scholars have called for research and practice that centers the voice of youth in 

youth justice (e.g., Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2013; Henriksen et al., 2021). This does 

not mean to simply document or report youths’ experiences, but to take them seriously 

“as people with expertise and valuable insights” (Henriksen et al., 2021, p. 9). Indeed, 
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statements and comments by the students such as “see us from our best side,” “think 

from a whole other perspective,” “teach us in a whole other way,” “they just want to 

ferry the time!,” and “everyone should follow their game” have been central to the find-

ings of this thesis. Taking these statements seriously, I found many “insight cultivators” 

(van Manen 1990) in what the boys had to say. For example, the metaphor of “ferrying 

the time” (de vill bara slussa tiden!) articulated by Caesar (see Article 2, pp. 274-275) 

was eye-opening to how certain sport practices seemed to meld into institutional logics. 

“Ferrying the time” captured how students’ bodies are moved through institutions, pass-

ing through locked doors, waiting for the staff to open, then being ushered into the next 

space (and activity). After sessions in the sport hall, students lined up to be searched, 

were funneled outside and then escorted back to their units. It also captured how bore-

dom and mundane activities are woven into the fabric of institutional life. That is, it was 

inspirational or insightful for capturing/conveying the “essence” or “singularity” (van 

Manen, 1990) of how an institutionalizing pedagogy melded with an approach to “busy 

the youth” with sport.  

 Lastly, in describing this world of doing sport in youth detention, I hope that readers 

can connect with and see students as I did, not as distant others, but as vivid human be-

ings. Although I have tried to provide an accurate and unbiased account of experiences 

from the field, how I see and write about students is influenced by my previous experi-

ences and a social justice orientation. Inspired by the thoughtful presence and sensitivity 

of van Manen’s writing style, I’ve tried to be consequent in my use of language, prose 

or style in the writing. In a sense, I wanted my passion and experience for the topic, as 

well as genuine interest in this world, to bleed through the texts. I therefore greatly ap-

preciated when the anonymous reviewers for Article 2 commented that “[The author’s] 

heartfelt connection with the boys he observed is evident” and that “Ethnographic writ-

ing is often under threat from those that require an alternative form of representation. 

However, I genuinely believe that inspection of this prose will render the reader ener-

gised by the passion that has gone into its production and presentation.” I hope that oth-

ers who read these works become energized, and that the descriptions evoke pedagogic 

reflection (van Manen, 1990).  
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6. Summary of articles 

This thesis examines pedagogies of sport in youth detention, based on ethnography at 

two all-male youth detention homes in Sweden. Taken together, these articles provide 

analyses and descriptions of how sport is conceived, delivered, and experienced in 

youth detention. The analyses shed light on how different sport pedagogies function in 

order to educate or support and, conversely, contain or punish placed youth. They also 

reflect how social norms, particularly masculinities norms, are influencing and influ-

enced by sport pedagogy in youth detention.  

 The first article, Rings on the water, explores a pedagogical approach at the Football 

Program at Capeview, based on the first sub-study. For the small sample of students in-

terviewed in this study, the described pedagogical approach was experienced to initiate 

and guide a process of growth and development, captured by the notion of “rings on the 

water” (i.e., ripple effect). This article can be thought of as an exploration into the topic, 

providing a steppingstone of sorts for the other studies.  

 The second article – Pedagogies of sport - describes three pedagogies of doing sport 

in youth detention – based on ethnography at Capeview and Summerholm. This article 

broadens the scope of sport in youth detention, and can be seen as the core paper in this 

thesis. It provides a contextualization of how sport is arranged at both institutions in five 

key forms. Beyond these forms, however, it describes three pedagogies of sport – with-

holding sport, busying with sport, and sport as developmental community – that are piv-

otal for the thesis, connecting the findings in the other two articles.    

 The third article, Sport and masculinities, examines sport in youth detention from a 

gender (masculinities) perspective. This article describes and analyzes the ways that 

masculinities impact sport pedagogical endeavors within youth detention. By doing so, 

it provides an important “alternate lens” (Abrams et al., 2008) through critical theory 

that can help clarify challenges and detrimental aspects as well as pedagogical opportu-

nities for doing sport with incarcerated and other marginalized young men.  
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 Below are detailed summaries of each of the articles according to their background 

and aim, methodology and theoretical perspective, and key findings and conclusions. 

For briefer summaries, please see the respective abstracts.   

Article 1 – Rings on the water 

Roe, Daniel, Martin Hugo, and Håkan Larsson. 2019. “Rings on the water”: Examining 

the pedagogical approach at a football program for detained youth in Sweden. Sport 

in Society 22, no. 6: 919-934. 

 

Background and aim: Research highlights numerous benefits for doing sport in youth 

detention, indicating significant potential to rehabilitate placed youth (e.g., Andrews & 

Andrews, 2003; Meek, 2014; Parker et al., 2014). However, previous studies have pri-

marily focused on outcomes or effects of sports-based interventions. Thus, there is a need 

for sport pedagogical research that describes how sport can be arranged and delivered in 

ways that are beneficial and meaningful for placed youth. The purpose of the article was 

therefore to increase the understanding of the pedagogical approach of a sports program 

for detained youth by exploring the experiences of students and staff at a football program 

for detained youth (boys) in Sweden. How do youth and staff experience sport at the 

Football Program? What characterizes the pedagogical approach implemented in this pro-

gram? 

 

Methodology and theoretical perspective: The premise of the study is that the poten-

tial benefits for sport in youth detention must be understood in terms of how it is deliv-

ered and experienced. The article outlines a conceptual framework for situating sport 

and youth detention as pedagogical practices. The notion of pedagogical practice de-

scribed in Swedish research (e.g., Gerrevall & Jenner, 2001) is contrasted with a defi-

ciency approach described in studies of community sport (e.g., Ekholm, 2016; Kelly, 

2013). A key concept for understanding the data is pedagogical tact (van Manen, 2015), 

a dynamic interpersonal competence to sense and meet the needs, interests, and poten-

tial of students. 
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 The article is based on a case study of the Football Program at Capeview, undertaken 

in the spring of 2015. Data was collected through semi-structured interviews with stu-

dents (n=5) and staff/stakeholders (n=7) involved in the program. The student partici-

pants represented all of the youth that participated in club football at the institution. 

Data was subjected to a continuous hermeneutic interpretation. The interpretation of the 

pedagogical approach provides a close description (Bengtsson, 2005), meaning the in-

terpretation is expressed as much as possible in the terms of the data. Furthermore, the 

findings are presented in dialogical fashion (i.e., between students and staff) in order to 

reflect the co-constructive, interactive and “reversible” nature of pedagogy (van Manen, 

2015). This way, the students’ descriptions are corroborating and giving meaning to the 

descriptions provided by the staff.   

 

Findings and conclusions: The students interviewed described positive experiences 

with sport participation, in line with previous studies. Significantly, the students de-

scribed these experiences in sequences, in reference to a process of growth, change, 

and/or (re)discovering an interest in sport. These sequences could be related to specific 

pedagogical aspects at the program. Minding this characteristic, we constructed and or-

dered the finding around four themes: building a pedagogical platform, “seeing” and 

meeting students, creating a supportive environment, and thinking beyond the institu-

tion.  

 Building a pedagogical platform means recognizing a mutual interest in sport, as 

well as a perceptibility for the pedagogical potential of that shared interest. In this way, 

football was seen as an opportunity for initiating pedagogical processes: building rela-

tionships and teaching youth about “other things than just soccer.” Importantly, this in-

volved neither underestimating the potential of sport as a developmental context (i.e., 

“kicking around but nothing else”) nor to overestimate it (as a panacea for youth care). 

 “Seeing” and meeting students describes how certain pedagogical meetings, or en-

counters, seemed to invite students to participate and learn at the Football Program. Stu-

dents described the importance of being “seen from their best side,” mutually respectful 

and authentic relations, and experience that the educators had their best interest in mind. 

These experiences and relations were facilitated by staff’s dispositions to “see” students, 

and a dynamic ability to make sport meaningful for the students.    
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 The third aspect of the program’s pedagogy was creating a supportive environment. 

Participants described engagement in the program in reference to a social environment 

that motivated and challenged students to learn, but which was also “fun,” “welcom-

ing,” and “safe.” The social environment at the Football Program was contrasted with 

other aspects of institutional life, particularly confinement in the wards. While students 

appreciated playing authentic, competitive football, staff experienced a pedagogical ten-

sion between preventing youth from re-experiencing failure or exclusion while at the 

same time pushing them to grow and socialize with others. 

 In the fourth and final theme, we illustrate the importance, for students and staff 

alike, of thinking beyond the institution. Thinking beyond the institution represents how 

the Football Program could expand students’ horizons of possibility, and broaden their 

perspectives on life, i.e., helping students “come back to life” from extremely vulnera-

ble and chaotic life situations. All of the students were hopeful for their futures, and ex-

pressed an interest to continue sports in the future (including, for example, as fathers 

with children) showing a latent potential of creating positive sport experiences. How-

ever, the students’ future expectations also raise important questions about how they 

will experience sport when they leave institutional care, and how such plans might be 

supported during their reentry and long-term reintegration.  

  Many of the experiences described by students in this study – such as (re)discover-

ing an interest in sport, developing new skills, and optimism for the future – have been 

echoed in other studies (Meek & Lewis, 2014b; Parker et al., 2014; Van Hout & Phelan, 

2014). The contribution of this article is to connect such experiences with the specific 

pedagogical approach implemented at the Football Program. Taken together, we inter-

pret the four themes to constitute a “rings on the water” (i.e., “ripple effect”) model for 

delivering sport in youth detention, although no such model has been explicitly formu-

lated at the Football Program. Additionally, the findings highlight the importance of 

pedagogically tactful (van Manen, 2015) delivery for enacting this approach. The article 

concludes that, in contrast to deficiency-based approaches, the program’s “rings on the 

water” approach can provide a useful framework for delivering sport in ways that can 

benefit detained youth and other young people in socially vulnerable situations.  
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Article 2 – Pedagogies of sport 

Roe, Daniel. 2021. Pedagogies of sport in youth detention: Withholding, developing, or 

just “busying the youth”? Journal of Contemporary Ethnography 50, no. 2: 261–88. 

 

Background and Aim: This ethnography examines pedagogies of sport in Swedish de-

tention homes for young men. Scholarship has described youth detention as a “balanc-

ing act” or “borderlands” – having a dual mission that is at once correctional and educa-

tional (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2013; Kallenberg, 2016). Although institutions of 

youth justice (e.g., prisons, young offender institutions, detention homes, proba-

tion/reentry programs), persistently function as correctional institutions concerned with 

controlling, containing, and even punishing placed youth, it is also proposed that they 

are charged with an essentially pedagogical, social justice mission – concerned with the 

growth and development of their students in order to form a safer, just society. For 

youth themselves, youth detention is often experienced as “mixed messages” (Abrams 

& Anderson-Nathe, 2013). 

 Similarly, Meek (2014) argues that sport in prison can be conceptualized as a prac-

tice negotiated within the competing, overlapping functions of corrections – namely 

punishment, containment, and rehabilitation. Noting that sport is a prominent feature of 

life for those placed in correctional settings, including in youth detention (Parker et al., 

2014; Roe et al., 2019), a growing body of research has both drawn attention to and 

questioned sport as a means for rehabilitating or educating prisoners. Meek (2014) iden-

tifies a need for research to unpack the multiple meanings and competing practices of 

sport in correctional settings. In particular, there is a lack of pedagogical research con-

cerning sport in youth detention.  

 The aim of the study is to examine pedagogies of sport at two all-male youth deten-

tion homes (ages 16-21) in Sweden. The research question is: How is sport arranged, 

practiced and, significantly, experienced by youth themselves? 

 

Methodology and theoretical perspective: The theoretical approach of this study is 

that constellations of discourses (the ideas and structures which guide our practice), 

practices (pedagogical action) and lived experiences (what young people live through, 
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and what this means for them in their unique life-worlds) constitute pedagogies, as in 

significant ways of guiding or forming youth. A strength of this study is that it connects 

youth justice pedagogies with the experiences of placed youth themselves.  

 I frame the research within a struggle of conflicting philosophies: between correc-

tions and education. The analysis thus incorporates concepts from Foucault (1979) and 

Goffman (1991) in order to understand sport’s role as a correctional technique, contex-

tualized within the routines and rhythms of the total institution. I also draw on Swedish 

research in youth detention homes (Gerrevall & Jenner, 2001; Hugo, 2013) and the ped-

agogical philosophy of Max van Manen (2015) in order to elaborate youth detention as 

a “pedagogical calling,” i.e., having a mission that is essentially educational. 

 The study follows a life-world ethnographic approach (Hugo, 2013; van Manen, 

1990), where the researcher seeks to participate in the social world of the subjects in or-

der to come to a closer understanding of their lived experiences. A key part of the ethi-

cal-methodological approach is to maintain a pedagogical orientation to the life-worlds 

of participants, requiring that the researcher must have a sensitivity for the situations 

and experiences of the participants (van Manen 1990, 2015). Data was collected via par-

ticipatory observation and interviews. Across 14 months, 25 adults and 34 youth (ages 

16-20) were engaged in the study. The sites for the study - two youth detention homes 

in Sweden – differ in several important ways, lending to a variety of observable sport 

arrangements. 

 

Findings and conclusions: The findings begin with a contextualization of how sport is 

arranged at Capeview and Summerholm. Sport at both institutions generally took place 

in five key forms: as part of the school subject of physical education (PE), as special 

events, as regularly scheduled sport and physical activity (outside of school), as sponta-

neous activities, and as sport with outsiders. Next, I describe different pedagogies that 

contributed to students’ experiences of mixed messages: withholding sport, busying 

with sport, and sport as developmental community. 

 The first pedagogy, withholding sport, involves withholding access to sport activities 

and the quality of delivery in order to “teach a lesson.” This explicitly took shape in 

structures of micro-punishment where sport activities were framed as privileges which 

could be taken away if the students did not comply with certain rules or norms. Implic-
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itly, students experienced punishment by boredom (or mediocre sport), where the qual-

ity of delivery was held back. This pedagogy could be connected to a practiced dis-

course that questioned the validity of doing sport in a context meant to deter youth from 

criminality: “they are sentenced for crimes, how good should they have it?”  

 The second pedagogy, busying with sport, describes a practice of simply “busying 

youth and staff” or “doing the best with the time.” Busying with sport can be character-

ized as a pedagogy of containment, “bureaucratic ritualism” (Fader & Dum, 2013), and 

“filling the time” (Martos-García et al., 2009b). This pedagogy was distinguished by ab-

sent or weak ambitions to educate or develop through sport. Staff ambitions were 

mainly to “busy the youth” or keep things “calm,” whereas youth participated in sport in 

order to “feel free” and (temporarily) escape pains of confinement. Sport thus played a 

role in “ferrying” the students through the days in ways that created minimal disputes. 

Significantly, students and staff became resistant to or frustrated with this pedagogy, 

and sought other approaches. Yet alternative approaches were difficult to express or 

otherwise did not materialize, suggesting how the setting has an institutionalizing 

(Goffman, 1991) effect on pedagogy.      

 The third pedagogy described in this study was sport as developmental community, 

where sport was situated as a platform for creating opportunities for students to learn or 

develop in ways that were experienced to broaden their future horizons. In contrast to 

the other pedagogies, this pedagogy communicated to students that “you can do this, 

you have opportunities here,” a message in line with an educational or rehabilitative ap-

proach to doing sport. Conceptually, sport as developmental community can be likened 

to creating “spheres” (Wright & Gehring, 2008b) or “free zones” (Hugo, 2013) – spaces 

that stood in contrast to the correctional experience. Sport as developmental community 

involved doing sport with outsiders, but also an “outside” or alternative perspective. 

Furthermore, this pedagogy was characterized by dynamic delivery of sport, an expres-

sion of “there’s so much you can do.”   

 The study illustrates how competing functions of youth justice – punishment, con-

tainment, and development, are accomplished, and experienced, through (sport) peda-

gogical practice. 
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Article 3 – Sport and masculinities  

Roe, Daniel and Håkan Larsson. Sport and masculinities in youth detention: In the gym 

and at a football program with detained youth. Submitted manuscript.  

 

Background and aim: This article provides an ethnographic account of sport and mas-

culinity in youth detention through time spent in the gym and at a football program with 

incarcerated young men (ages 16-20). Youth detention homes can be considered “sali-

ent” sites for doing masculinity (Abrams et al., 2008), and scholars have shown how 

gender norms significantly influence the structures, practices, and youths’ experiences 

of detention (Henriksen, 2018; Vogel & Gruber, 2018). However, although sport is of-

ten considered a prominent part of life in male-dominated correctional settings (Meek, 

2014; Meek & Lewis, 2014b; Roe, Hugo & Larsson, 2019; Sabo, 2001), there has been 

little empirical research specifically focusing on issues of gender (masculinity) and 

sport in the context of youth institutions. The aim of the article is to examine how mas-

culinity impacts the delivery and experience of sport in youth detention. 

 

Methodology and theoretical perspective: A particular interest in this article is aimed 

at marginal, or marginalized, masculinities, that is, the ways in which, for example, eth-

nically marginalized (young) men, who often lack economic and institutional power, at-

tempt to display masculinity (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; see also Müller & Mutz, 

2019). The theoretical framework elaborates that pedagogical endeavors in youth deten-

tion homes must consider the impact of masculinity, and the relational constitution of 

different masculinities (Abrams et al., 2008; Bengtsson, 2016), in order not to end up 

further marginalizing students.  

 The paper draws on ethnography at two all-male youth detention homes in Sweden: 

Capeview and Summerholm. Importantly, these two institutions have different physical 

cultures. Football is a central part of the culture at Capeview, whereas weightlifting is 

the predominant physical activity at Summerholm. Considering that different masculini-

ties are relationally, contextually, and interactively defined, we structure our analysis to 
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reflect the “dynamism of lived experience” (Hopkins and Noble 2009) in these two cul-

tures: weightlifting at Summerholm (in the gym) and football at Capeview (at the Foot-

ball Program).  

 

Findings and conclusions: In the gym, we describe hypermasculine expectations and 

behaviors related to weightlifting, as in talking about and acting out hypermasculinities 

relating to criminality and violence. For some of the students, hypermasculinity in the 

gym expressed notions of becoming “stable,” as in to build a hard muscular body but 

also being capable of violence and reliably criminal. Although staff often identified 

what they considered as the boys’ problematic notions of gym culture, there was little 

encouragement of alternatives. In an exception to this, one staff member succeeded in 

engaging the boys in a different, not-so-hypermasculine practice. This practice pro-

moted learning how to work out and celebrated students’ progress in weightlifting, de-

parting from overt norms pertaining to criminality and violence. Key to this rather dif-

ferent scene was how one staff member was able to “model” different ways of being in 

the gym, due in part to his masculine assets (muscular body and athletic capital) but also 

“being pedagogical” (ability to listen, caring disposition and non-threatening body lan-

guage). However, while the students’ enthusiasm in this more inclusive gym practice is 

noteworthy, the pedagogical approach was limited to a resigned or least-we-can-do am-

bition, i.e., helping the students build muscles so they can at least “show something” for 

their time at the institution. This illustrated the limitations of a strictly “modelling” ap-

proach to disrupting masculinity norms in the gym, in that it seemed unable to meaning-

fully address the boys’ positions of marginality. 

 At the Football Program, club football was approached as an alternate “social arena” 

where the boys from the institution (Capeview) – through “practicing” social skills and 

“testing” membership at the club – could learn “so-called normal” or middle class 

“Swedish” masculinities. Integrating into the established football community was seen 

as largely beneficial for the boys in terms of taking a break from troublesome peers, 

learning rules and norms, as well as providing long-term social support. Yet despite ef-

forts and strong desires to be included, most of them struggled to adapt or integrate into 

club football, highlighting how the arrangement premised their masculinities (including 

style of play) as problematic and something that must be corrected or otherwise inte-

grated into the “their game.” Where some of the boys struggled at the club football, they 
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flourished during the more recreational football played in the evenings at Capeview. 

This different football arrangement more readily reflected the boys’ masculinities norms 

and expectations of playing football “on the streets.” It showed different social hierar-

chies premised upon a “street” style of play or football ability (distinct from the club 

football style) but also on reputations for being authentic criminals. At the same time, 

this subculture incorporated inclusive practices and seemed to constitute a sort of “free 

zone” (Hugo, 2013) from the hypermasculine script that pervaded other facets of institu-

tional life (see Bengtsson, 2016).   

 The study demonstrates how a gender perspective provides an important “alternate 

lens” (Abrams et al., 2008) for sport pedagogy in youth detention, helping to clarify 

challenges and potentially detrimental aspects as well as opportunities for changing the 

norms. For example, overlooking the impact of the boys’ marginalized masculinities 

and positioning their game as problematic closed off meaningful opportunities for 

(re)integration at the Football Program. However, the findings point to pedagogical op-

portunities when seeking to change the situation, rather than narrow approaches to 

“model” or correct masculine norms. Each of the findings sections concludes with some 

ideas to, possibly, change the sport arrangement and, thereby, the masculinity norms. 

For instance, an idea to create a futsal team at Capeview sought to incorporate desirable 

elements from club football (e.g., learning other norms and providing a pro-social, sup-

portive network) and the youths’ “street” style (e.g., centering their game and including 

more students). Thus, the study demonstrates the utility of a critical approach to simul-

taneously deliver meaningful sport and disrupt hypermasculine norms in youth deten-

tion.  
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7. Discussion  

Clearly, for many of the youth in this research, sport and physical activities can be con-

sidered an important part of life in youth detention. Yet, despite the significance and 

presence of sport in these closed settings, there has been little ethnographic research ex-

amining this phenomenon. The aim of this thesis is to examine pedagogies of sport in 

youth detention - how sport is arranged, delivered and experienced. The thesis is based 

on ethnography at two all-male youth detention homes in Sweden: Capeview and Sum-

merholm. The empirical contribution of the thesis is to show how different sport peda-

gogies function in order to educate or support and, conversely, contain or punish placed 

youth – illustrating how desirable benefits of sport in youth detention are contingent 

upon pedagogical practice. This also includes how gender norms can influence, and are 

influenced by, different ways of doing sport in youth detention.  

 In the following three sections, I discuss findings related to the three research objec-

tives in this thesis, beginning with the “rings on the water” approach, followed by the 

three dominant pedagogies of sport, and then the influence of masculinities norms on 

sport pedagogy in youth detention. Thereafter I discuss directions for future research. 

Lastly, I summarize the main contributions of this thesis in the concluding remarks.  

The “rings on the water” approach 

The first objective of the thesis was to explore the pedagogical approach at the Football 

Program, based on interviews with students and adults involved in the program. How do 

youth and staff experience sport at the Football Program? What characterizes the peda-

gogical approach implemented in this program? These questions are addressed primar-

ily in Article 1, based on a case study at Capeview consisting of interviews with stu-

dents (n=5) and staff (n=7) involved in the Football Program. This responds to a need 
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for sport pedagogical research in youth justice settings that focuses on how sport is de-

livered (Meek & Lewis, 2014b), with regards to potentially beneficial outcomes for de-

tained youth. In this article, the term “pedagogical approach” is employed as a heuristic 

device, or analytical construct, that helps connect significant experiences of sport in 

youth detention with how sport is arranged and delivered in these settings.   

Furthermore, this part of the PhD can also be viewed as an initial exploration into the 

topic, wherein the objective was to “open the door” so to speak on pedagogies of sport 

in youth detention.  

 The students interviewed in this first sub-study reported many benefits of sport par-

ticipation, consistent with previous research in the field (Meek, 2014; Meek & Lewis, 

2014b; Morgan et al., 2020; Parker et al., 2014; Rioux et al., 2020; Van Hout & Phelan, 

2014). In the immediate term, students described how sport helped them feel better, 

mentally and physically, and relieved some of the stresses or negative aspects of institu-

tionalisation and confinement (Meek & Lewis, 2014b; Parker et al., 2014). Moreover, 

students reported discovering or rediscovering an interest in sport. For some students, 

their previous interests in sports were disrupted in connection to becoming involved in 

drugs, gangs, or generally “criminal” lifestyles. For others, they found meanings in ac-

tivities that they had not previously experienced or willingly participated in (Fritzén, 

2001; Hugo, 2013; Van Hout & Phelan, 2014). Students also reported improvement in 

social skills, or getting along with others. For some, a sport context, perhaps moreso 

than other parts of institutional life, is a place where they can be seen and recognized in 

a positive light: from their “best side.” Such pedagogical meetings enabled students to 

transport themselves into a type of new “arena,” helping them move out of their unsuc-

cessful pasts or situations where they might be seen as problematic. Importantly, they 

described being able to move out of the mundane life of confinement, and move into an 

arena where they experienced achievement and recognition. Thinking beyond the insti-

tution, students expressed an optimism for their futures, and imagined that sport could 

play key roles in keeping them away from drugs and “criminal friends” on the outside 

(Meek, 2012, 2014; Parker et al., 2014). In these ways, the students’ experiences in the 

Football Program seemed to expand their life perspectives and horizons of possibility. 

Such developments can support youth in their re-entry (Parker et al., 2014) and may 

constitute a shift towards crime desistance (Van Hout & Phelan, 2014).  
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 Certainly, there is ample evidence in all three of the articles to support that sport can 

play an important role in creating and supporting positive developmental outcomes for 

justice-involved youth. However, one of the key contributions of the thesis to show how 

desirable benefits or experiences of sport are contingent upon pedagogy. The role of 

sport in helping institutions achieve an ultimate goal of crime-reduction – via develop-

ing social skills, empathy, self-confidence, and resilience (see e.g., Meek & Lewis, 

2014b) – depends greatly upon how sport is framed, practiced, and experienced. Article 

1 finds that the students’ positive experiences at the Football Program involved four key 

aspects of the program’s pedagogy: sport as pedagogical platform, “seeing” and meet-

ing students, creating a supportive environment, and thinking beyond the institution. 

Together, these cumulative and interrelated aspects constituted a “rings on the water” 

(i.e., “ripple effect”) approach to delivering sport that seemed to initiate and guide a 

process of growth and development for students.  

 I argue that the four themes described in Article 1 constitute a type of enacted peda-

gogical model, although no such model had been explicitly formulated. To view these 

themes together as an approach or model conveys how these aspects functioned to-

gether, cumulatively, to cultivate a process of development. The imagery of rings on the 

water captures an expansive dimension, as in to expand students’ perspectives and hori-

zons of possibility. The model is illustrative of utbildning – as in outward formative 

growth – and metaphoric for “pedagogical practice” (Bengtsson, 2006; Gerrevall & Jen-

ner, 2001). It is no surprise, then, that the “ripple effect” idea in pedagogical models is 

nothing new. For example, Sugden (2010) has used this metaphor to relate how sport in-

itiatives can initiate and contribute to peace-making efforts in divided societies. The 

rings on the water approach also shares much in common with other models that ex-

press similar aims and methods pertaining to similar contexts or situations, such as Hell-

ison’s (2010) teaching personal and social responsibility model (see also Buckle & 

Walsh, 2013) and Luguetti et al.’s (2017) model of sport for youth from socially vulner-

able backgrounds.  

 Given the synergy with other validated approaches, and the rather positive experi-

ences of the students in connection to this approach, the rings on the water model can be 

understood as highlighting some principles that can work to create beneficial outcomes 

for detained youth. However, it is not the model for “what works.” I caution against an 
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instrumental approach where pedagogy is understood narrowly as a technology for cor-

recting, including, or “saving” youth (see Ekholm, 2016; Ekholm & Dahlstedt, 2021).   

 One key aspect of the rings on the water approach was to invite students to partici-

pate in these processes, as opposed to coercing them (see also Article 2, p. 278). This 

way of motivating students is significant, especially in the compulsory care environ-

ment, where coercive techniques are employed regularly. As in other research (Meek, 

2014; Nichols, 2007), this study demonstrates the significance of sport as a “hook” for 

justice-involved youth. It is likely that using sport as a catalyst for learning is related to 

the active or participatory nature of sport, as well as a probability of positive experi-

ences or associations (Meek, 2014; Van Hout & Phelan, 2014). For sport to function as 

a hook, to initiate a process, and then to support that process, as in to guide youth during 

that process, requires tactful delivery.  

 To reiterate, pedagogical tact can be characterized as a way of thinking, being, and 

acting that enables us to distinguish what is right from wrong (good or bad) when inter-

acting with children and young people (van Manen, 2015): it can be thought of as 

knowing-acting. In youth detention, tactful delivery of sport means not just to offer or 

invite youth to participate, but to also make sports happen: to make sport come alive in 

ways that are fun and engaging, but also challenging and formative. Pedagogical tact in-

volves handling tensions or dilemmas in everyday interactions, and meeting students 

with respect and recognition. Liking students and wanting to do what’s best for them 

cannot be faked. Likewise, tactfully delivering sport is not a matter of following a man-

ual or narrowly employing a set of methodologies; it involves seeing young people’s 

potential and making them reach this potential (Hertting, 2010).  

 Authenticity and practical learning that is “for real” (Hugo, 2013) is an important di-

mension for students’ engagement in sport. Furthermore, it should not go unmentioned 

that sport didactical competence is key to make sport come alive or experienced as “au-

thentic.” As some other authors have observed, sport or athletic capital are useful assets 

in working with socially vulnerable young people (Haudenhuyse et al., 2012). This is 

not to say, however, that elite level sport backgrounds are requisite for delivering sport 

in youth detention, rather to remind that sport-specific didactical knowledge should not 

be overlooked (Haudenhuyse et al., 2014). Students described tactful delivery at the 

Football Program in noticeably non-sport terms, namely as in being seen, listened to or 
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recognized, being met with respect, being non-judgmental, and showing through every-

day interactions an authentic interest for “wanting the best for us.” It was these abilities 

for meeting students in meaningful interpersonal relations that, perhaps more than sport 

didactical competence, motivated students to participate in the Football Program.   

 As other studies (e.g., Morgan et al., 2020) have observed, I find that meaningful and 

authentic relationships are a key component for engaging and educating detained youth 

(see also Hugo, 2013; Meek, 2014; Scott, 2017). In Article 1, relationships were repre-

sented as “the foundation” for students to learn new life perspectives and expand their 

horizons. In youth detention, there are risks that building relations with students could 

be used instrumentally, as in a tool for managing students, and I caution against using 

relationships narrowly, with little ambition to develop or educate. Rather, they must be 

part of an authentic ethic or calling to “be pedagogical.”   

 Rings on the water also applied to the broader culture or working environment at 

Capeview, as in initiating, expanding, and supporting a pedagogical practice at the insti-

tution. During the case study, the Football Program was represented as a way for differ-

ent facets of the institution to work together toward a shared pedagogical mission to do 

the best for young people. In this manner, throughout the entire research, staff at Cape-

view described how football could play a central role in forming a pedagogical practice 

at the institution (see Fritzén, 2001). The Football Program seemed to help practitioners 

find pedagogical roles and build closer relations that were distinct from other institu-

tional responsibilities (c.f. Kallenberg, 2016).  

 Article 1 therefore asserts that in contrast to deficiency approaches, developing atti-

tudes and abilities for pedagogical tact is a useful pathway to improving practices. A 

clear practical implication of this thesis is that systems and institutions of youth justice 

should help prepare and support staff in becoming tactful or “pedagogical” practitioners. 

Pedagogical tact and quality teaching are not, necessarily, exceptional traits. Rather, the 

ability to “act pedagogically” is earned and validated through proven experience and re-

flexivity (Engström, 2002; van Manen, 2015). 

 An important limitation explicated in Article 1 was the selection of the students. It is 

paramount to acknowledge that the positive experiences of the students interviewed in 

this study might be partly attributed to them being a specifically selected group who ex-

hibited both an aptitude to follow the rules at the institution and an “ability to play” (see 
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Dukic et al., 2017). Furthermore, the rings on the water approach is delimited to a cer-

tain time, place, and sample – a constellation of people (students, staff and outsiders) 

working toward similar goals, participating in a shared practice. This delimitation was 

further confirmed when I returned to Capeview to conduct more extensive field work 

(sub-study 2). In this phase of the project, several staff, including in the leadership, con-

veyed how they struggled to maintain or promote “their football culture,” underscoring 

how the rings on the water approach struggled against other prevalent pedagogies of 

youth detention. In the next section, I will discuss how predominant pedagogies of with-

holding sport and busying with sport in youth detention can obscure or hold back en-

deavors to create developmental communities with sport. 

Withholding, busying, and developing with sport 

The second objective was to describe and analyze pedagogies of sport in youth deten-

tion, based on ethnography at Capeview and Summerholm. The research question was: 

What are the dominant pedagogies of sport at Capeview and Summerholm? How is 

sport arranged and delivered to possibly influence the lives of the students? In the sec-

ond sub-study (the ethnography), I expanded the scope of the research, both in terms of 

the participant sample, and in the variety of observable sport experiences and practices. 

Whereas the students sampled in Article 1 described rather positive experiences of 

sport, the broadened scope of the field work at the two youth homes revealed how youth 

experienced various “mixed messages” (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2013; Henriksen 

& Prieur, 2019; Young-Alfaro, 2017) through sport.  

 The data from the field work at Capeview and Summerholm showed how sport in 

detention tied into experiences of boredom, relief, frustration, joy, freedom, punishment, 

mediocrity, friendship, care, distant relations, inclusion, exclusion, conflict, control, op-

portunity, hopelessness, excitement, progress, resistance, and, more generally, incarcer-

ation. In Article 2, I describe how these mixed messages were communicated through 

three significant pedagogies of sport: withholding sport, busying with sport, and sport 

as developmental community. 
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The ways in which these three pedagogies co-existed and inevitably struggled with one 

another reflect how sport in correctional settings can be seen as negotiated between con-

trasting functions of punishment, containment, and rehabilitation (Meek, 2014).  

 In the analysis of Article 2, I use the term pedagogies as a construct to connect sig-

nificant discourses, practices, and experiences of sport. This is somewhat different than 

the term pedagogical approach, although they are rather similar in meaning. A pedagog-

ical approach implies intentionality or pedagogical work (Tinning, 2008; see also e.g., 

Luguetti et al., 2017). I employ pedagogies as a broader term, which refers to ways of 

influencing young people through sport. In other words, pedagogies do not necessarily 

have visible or clear ambitions related to creating knowledge or affectation. I will return 

to this distinction when I discuss the pedagogy of busying with sport.  

 In the first pedagogy described in Article 2 – withholding sport – sport functioned as 

a correctional technique, as in a way of disciplining, punishing, or controlling youth 

through withholding access to sport and withholding quality of delivery. Access to sport 

was withheld in different ways, but in particular it was restricted when students were 

perceived to misbehave or not follow the rules (see also Wästerfors, 2011). In this way, 

sport and exercise could be positioned as a privilege, not a right, and mirrored the logics 

of the token economy system of micro-punishment (see Gradin Franzén, 2014). Quality 

of delivery was also withheld in perhaps more subtle ways, yet it was still clearly com-

municated to and understood by the students. Many students reported how sport activi-

ties were not prioritized in ways that matched their interests, and activities were experi-

enced as boring or decontextualized from expectations of “real” sport. Eventually, with-

holding sport communicates to youth that “they don’t really care about what we like to 

do.” 

 I emphasize the question of “how good should they have it?” to illuminate how with-

holding sport can be connected to an underlying discourse that youth detention should 

deter young people from criminality or other deviant behavior through unpleasant expe-

riences. By this logic, detained youth do not deserve high quality sport (equipment, fa-

cilities, coaching, and so on), and striving to develop and deliver the best possible sport 

activities is counter-productive to this taken-for-granted purpose of youth detention: to 

punish and deter. By restricting both access to sport and the quality of delivery, with-

holding sport plays a key role in punitive youth justice: to punish by boredom or medi-
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ocrity. A benign view of withholding sport is that it is a simplistic, misguided, and re-

signed notion about how to practice youth justice which does much more harm than 

good. But, it can also be seen as an intentional approach to punish young people that 

seeks retribution via limiting their opportunities for enjoyment and development. Re-

gardless of intent, withholding sport must also be understood to hold back other possi-

ble pedagogies that seek beneficial outcomes and improved situations for detained 

youth. By disregarding or otherwise not showing any interest in what was meaningful 

for youth, withholding sport ignored the students’ diverse and genuine interests and tal-

ents in sport, especially if the students’ interests were outside of the hegemonic activi-

ties. For instance, Omar’s love for mountain biking, Theo’s extensive skateboarding ex-

perience, or Farouk’s athleticism and talent in basketball instead were overlooked or in 

practice not fully recognized as pedagogical opportunities – important common interests 

with many possibilities for teaching and learning.    

 The second pedagogy, busying with sport, encompasses a way of doing sport as 

merely “filling the time” (Martos-García et al., 2009b), an act of “bureaucratic ritual-

ism” (Fader & Dum, 2013) without clear or significant learning or developmental ambi-

tions. This pedagogy functions as a way of containing and occupying the time of youth, 

and nothing more. Busying with sport had a double meaning: it could be seen as helping 

youth feel free from control and confinement, while also making them more “calm” or 

manageable. In other words, by providing temporary relief or liberation from institu-

tional life, busying with sport functioned as an efficient and superficially humane tool 

for social control (Martos-García et al., 2009a; Norman, 2017; Pettersson, 2017). In this 

way, sport is often employed narrowly, as in a way to manage the students, and not in 

terms of developing, learning, teaching, or growing. It is reminiscent of Wästerfors’ 

(2011) remark on how sport could be used as a “distraction” when the mood becomes 

tense, as a way to handle conflicts by avoiding them.  

 Of note is that a pedagogy of busying the youth does not clearly confer or challenge 

the students to develop sport-specific skills. One might expect that when doing sports, 

one becomes better in sport. Yet, many of the students did not describe their experience 

of sport in terms of developing or becoming better players or athletes. Rather, busying 

with sport can be understood as reinforcing the carceral experience, blending into the 

“inexorable” life (Martos-García & Devís-Devís, 2015) or relentless experience of bore-
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dom in confinement (see Bengtsson, 2012a). As one student summarized his experi-

ence: “Play football, behave, play football, behave. So then you feel good, then you can 

move from here. Do something with your life.” Another student commented on the ped-

agogy using the Swedish expression “de vill bara slussa tiden!,” which can be approxi-

mately translated to “they just want to ferry the time!” This metaphor of using sport as a 

canal water lock illuminated the controlling logic and stagnation of busying with sport, 

capturing the stuckness and eventual frustration with just busying the time, but also the 

way in which the daily life in youth detention is constantly under control and surveil-

lance. Ferrying the time with sport is indicative of an institutional pedagogy – a peda-

gogy of routines and rules that is devoid of creativity and learning or developmental am-

bitions. The phrase “busying with sport” comes from a staff journal, which, as Wäster-

fors and Åkerström (2016) describe, can be thought of as a specific discursive practice 

of total institutions which promotes “faceless” care. So, too, is the pedagogy of busying 

youth (with sport) “deflecting” (ibid) responsibilities for teaching, learning, and forma-

tive growth.   

 Arguably, if we understand an ontology of pedagogical practice as being built upon a 

belief that all human subjects are formative or educable (Bengtsson, 2006; Hugo, 2013), 

then busying with sport cannot be considered a truly pedagogical practice. Likewise, per 

van Manen’s (2015) philosophy, busying with sport is removing a fundamental dimen-

sion of pedagogy: that pedagogy is a responsibility for young people, an ethic or calling 

to do what is best for them. The pedagogy of busying with sport is troubling in many 

ways, not least because it is the predominant experience for most of the students. It sig-

nals that for most youth, detention is a meaningless purgatory and that sport is only 

helping them cope with or even making them accept this purgatory. Perhaps most con-

cerning, however, is its pervasiveness and the ways that it can penetrate and prevent 

other, alternative pedagogies. Even well-meaning practitioners can become institutional-

ized by this logic, wherein they accept and even take part in busying the youth. Alt-

hough I find that there was significant resistance from staff and students to the logics of 

busying with sport, alternative pedagogies did not easily materialize. In fact, the peda-

gogy seems to stick, and it was difficult for practitioners to form a pedagogy that went 

beyond the logics of busying with sport, even though they expressed profound dissatis-

faction. There is perhaps some silver lining that staff and students sought to resist this 

pedagogy and do things differently, and that if practitioners were supported differently 
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and equipped with different pedagogical tools other practices could be possible (see 

Duncan-Andrade, 2007).  

 A third key pedagogy described in the second article is sport as developmental com-

munity. In this pedagogy, sport played a key role in forming and sustaining a develop-

mental community, a sphere of practice that sought to create opportunities and forma-

tive growth for the students. Doing sport as developmental community could also be 

seen as spheres or free zones from broader experiences of correction, control, boredom, 

and stuckness in institutional life. This pedagogy shares many similarities with the rings 

on the water approach described above. In Article 2, however, I try to situate this peda-

gogy as the canvas or groundwork for sport as “pedagogical practice” – for arranging 

and delivering sport in the best interests of youth. This means that for sport to play a 

meaningful role in positive youth justice, it must begin by establishing a sphere or 

“arena” that is committed to developing and educating. Sport as developmental commu-

nity can be created and enhanced through more deliberate pedagogical work and alter-

nate perspectives. It can lead to ways of educating that will improve the situations of de-

tained youth. This is related to an important statement by Asim, one of the young people 

in my studies: “But there’s so much you can do… Just if you want, if you think outside, 

a bit from another perspective.” What pedagogical perspectives can contribute to alter-

native ways of doing sport and youth justice that communicate opportunities to young 

people? Like Asim and others, including practitioners, have expressed in this research, I 

see opportunities for dynamic pedagogical practice of sport in youth detention. But, as 

Asim perceptively articulates, this will require alternate pedagogical perspectives, think-

ing outside the box of the conventional corrections ideologies.  

 I suggest that this endeavor be framed more in terms of critical pedagogy. This in-

volves a two part task, where, in order to create opportunities for students on the out-

side, educators must create cracks and spheres on the inside (Duncan-Andrade, 2009; 

Scott, 2017; Wright & Gehring, 2008b). Secondly, as Kirk (2006) argues, critical peda-

gogy can provide the tools to create emancipatory climates. I therefore recommend that 

institutions of youth justice look more explicitly to critical pedagogies for creating and 

sustaining educational or developmental spaces that, with the help of sport, challenge, 

and supersede, the controlling and correctional logics of detention homes.   

 In order to convey or capture these pedagogies, but also to show how these pedagog-

ies are mixed or blended together, I crafted vignette narratives from the data (see Article 
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2, p. 268, 284). In Article 2, the vignette “How good should they have it” illustrates 

withholding sport and “They just want to ferry the time!” illustrates busying with sport. 

The final two vignettes, “Sign me up!” and “See how good I am,” convey sport as de-

velopmental community, however they also indicate how this pedagogy was not equally 

constituted or mutually exclusive to the other pedagogies. Rather, sport as developmen-

tal community was embedded within correctional and time filling practices. In this re-

spect, the vignette “Sign me up!” intentionally takes the reader through a sequence of 

events that shift between the various practices and experiences that underpin the three 

pedagogies. We begin with an exhilarating bike ride on a beautiful summer day, share a 

relaxing moment by a lake, then return to the fluorescent, stifling boredom and confine-

ment in the unit, then excitedly discuss pedagogical possibilities for sport at the institu-

tion before, finally, acknowledging that many do not see the value in doing sports with 

detained youth. I wanted to weave in the logic of “slussning,” i.e., being ferried or fun-

neled, that is embedded within institutional life. Moreover, the vignette shows how en-

deavors for rehabilitating or developing through sport are obscured by predominant ped-

agogies of withholding sport (i.e., punishment and corrections) and busying with sport 

(i.e., containment or “sitting off the time”). In other words, sport as developmental com-

munity becomes muddled in the ambiguity or mixed messages of youth detention 

(Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2013; Henriksen & Prieur, 2019; Young-Alfaro, 2017).  

 It should be noted that the three pedagogies of withholding, busying, and developing 

with sport are not the only pedagogies of sport, nor are they mutually exclusive. They 

are delimited to the context of the research and the theoretical perspectives guiding the 

analysis. Importantly, my representation of three pedagogies of sport is based on an all-

male context, yet the analysis in the second article does not involve an explicit gender 

perspective. Article 2 reflects how the students’ experiences also involve masculinities 

norms, and how masculinities norms were interwoven in these pedagogies. For instance, 

busying youth with sport activities might be more common in institutions for boys, 

whereas relational pedagogies are more common in mixed gender or girls-only units 

(Henriksen, 2018; Laanemets & Kristiansen, 2008; Wästerfors, 2011). As I will discuss 

in the next section, a gender perspective provided an important “alternate lens” for ex-

amining pedagogies of sport in youth detention, illustrating interrelated but also differ-

ent dimensions of arranging, delivering and experiencing sport.    
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Sport, masculinity, and critical approaches  

The third research objective was to examine sport pedagogies in youth detention from a 

gender or masculinities perspective. How are masculinities influencing, or influenced 

by, the delivery and experience of sport in youth detention? I have addressed this ques-

tion namely in Article 3, through an ethnographic account of sport and masculinity 

based on time spent in the gym at Summerholm and at the Football Program at Cape-

view.  

 In Article 3, I approached masculinity as being relationally and socially constructed, 

hence the plural use of masculinities (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). Furthermore, I 

viewed students’ masculinities in terms of marginalized masculinities, i.e., that the 

boys’ ways of doing gender mirrored marginalized positions (see e.g., Rios, 2009). For 

many young men and boys, incarceration perpetuates experiences of being seen as 

threats (see Henriksen, 2018; Herz, 2019; Young-Alfaro, 2017), further marginalizing 

them through denying or otherwise failing to provide means for fulfilling (narrow) ex-

pectations of independent adult manhood (Arditti & Parkman, 2011; Rios, 2009). A key 

task for youth detention homes is to somehow challenge hegemonic, hypermasculini-

ties, possibly by showing other, alternative ways of doing gender (Abrams et al., 2008; 

Fritzén, 2001), but also through addressing the myriad constraints that contribute to de-

linquent youths’ social exclusion (Collins & Kay, 2014). Although weightlifting and 

football may certainly function as a “hook” for engaging otherwise hard-to-reach boys 

(see Meek, 2014; Morgan et al., 2020), the sometimes strong links to masculinity may 

also make them challenging to include in pedagogical endeavors.  

 I find that sport and physical culture can play a role in reinforcing hypermasculinity 

in youth detention: it can contribute to a hypermasculine climate or environment, as 

well as provide a site for doing hypermasculinity based in criminality, violence, and 

competition behaviors and expectations. This was particularly clear in some of the stu-

dents’ practice of becoming “stable” in the gym (i.e., weight room), a notion related to 

building a hard muscular body but also demonstrating capability for violence and crimi-

nality. From a pedagogical perspective, such displays are concerning not least because 

they appear to put these boys in situations where they might harm themselves or others, 

but also as potentially alienating them in future social interactions and circumstances.  



 129 

 Staff identified what they considered as the boys’ problematic notions of gym cul-

ture, however there was little apparent “role-modelling” of alternatives. In an exception 

to this, I describe how one of the staff members, Don, engaged the students in a more 

inclusive practice of weightlifting. Via modeling knowledge about being in the gym, 

connected to his muscular body, Don endeavored to show the boys phenomena that they 

were unfamiliar with (Fritzén, 2001). Through teaching new weightlifting techniques 

and more generally new ways of being in the gym, his approach incorporated a “peda-

gogical” way with the boys that was characterized by a caring disposition and non-

threatening body language. But Don’s “pedagogical” way with the boys was limited or 

resigned to a least-we-can do pedagogy: to help students at least “show something” for 

their institutional placements. Furthermore, this pedagogy of weightlifting illuminated 

the boys’ socially marginalized positions, and how their incarceration has done little to 

address their marginalization. Likewise, it showed the limitations of a strictly “model-

ling” approach to disrupting hypermasculinity in that it seemed unable to meaningfully 

improve the positions or status of incarcerated young men and boys.   

 This is not to say that Don’s way of engaging the boys in the gym is not an accom-

plishment, or should be discounted. Rather, Don’s propensity for tactful interactions 

could be enhanced through a more systematic approach to create an educational climate, 

or, perhaps, a wider developmental community through sport. What if the boys could 

show other things for their time in youth detention, besides becoming “stable”? Cer-

tainly, the work of tactful practitioners in the gym could be enhanced or given greater 

meaning through more systematic approaches that lead to concrete accomplishments be-

sides becoming more “stable” (see e.g., Meek et al., 2012).  

 While several studies have described team sports and weightlifting as contributing to 

hypermasculinity in both youth detention (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2013; Andrews 

& Andrews, 2003) and in adult prisons (Johnsen, 2001; Martos-Garcia et al., 2009b), it 

has also been theorized that these activities are well-placed for challenging or “decon-

structing” masculinities norms in carceral settings (Baumer & Meek, 2018). A key con-

tribution of Article 3 is to highlight the utility of a particular approach, or rather combi-

nation of approaches, to fulfill such a role: a (norm)critical and tactful approach. Cer-

tainly, there is compatibility for incorporating a norm-critical approach (see Bromseth & 

Darj, 2010) with a “rings on the water” approach. The notion of “rings on the water” 

was evoked in the data with reference to “cracking” a hypermasculine “gym code” at 
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Capeview. Importantly, making “rings on the water” started with both a sensitivity and 

responsibility for students – a concern for the “stress” that it created for students – as 

well as an approach aimed at changing the situation instead of correcting the students. 

The outcome of such an approach was punctuated by student statements such as “[i]t 

doesn’t have to be about winning, it can be about having fun.” Such developments can 

be attributed not simply to changing the activity, rather to the thoughtful creation and 

cultivation of climates where young people can experience different ways of doing 

sport. 

 At Capeview’s Football Program, club football was intended to teach so-called “nor-

mal,” middle class “Swedish” masculinities. Several benefits of integrating boys into 

community football, where sport could play a role in diverting students from (criminal) 

peers, teaching them life skills such as a work ethic and teamwork, and providing a kind 

of pro-social support network. In other words, club football endeavored to help youth 

function in society. But for many of the boys, particularly those who did not identify as 

Swedish, experiences of exclusion overshadowed such potential benefits or avenues for 

integration, in large part because their game and their masculinities were premised as 

problematic or otherwise needing to be changed or corrected. Thus, club football played 

a role in endeavoring to normalize the “others” (see Fundberg, 2003), i.e., to correct the 

play style and the masculinities of the boys detained at Capeview, and arguably further 

marginalized some of the students.    

 Comparing experiences with club football compared to the evening football, where 

many of the boys that struggled at the club flourished, illuminated the potential of a stu-

dent-centered approach. For many of the boys, pick-up or “street” football was an im-

portant part of their lives and culture outside of detention, and provided means for youth 

to excel, experience achievement and be noticed, particularly where they may not excel 

in academics, work, or other endeavors (Müller & Mutz, 2019). In this respect, the 

evening football displayed social hierarchies from the outside, where particular football 

abilities (distinct from those in club football) as well as authentic criminality were es-

teemed. But the evening football at Capeview also integrated inclusive norms and prac-

tices, where, for example, students created and maintained friendships in order to sus-

tain the practice.  

 I draw attention to an idea at Capeview to create a futsal team as a way to, perhaps, 

enhance these inclusive properties. Futsal is a five aside form of football that, compared 
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to 11 on 11, more closely resembles the structure and play style of “street” football6.  

Similar to an approach to “crack the gym code” by creating a different sport culture, the 

futsal idea is interesting because it could be used to re-arrange and negotiate sport based 

on two principles: tactful delivery and a critical approach to enhance certain (arguably 

mutually desirable) norms by changing the situation. Yet, the fact that the futsal idea did 

not materialize also illustrates the difficulty or challenges in all pedagogical endeavors 

in youth detention, including to do a norm-critical sport pedagogy. When plans to form 

a futsal team were discussed at Capeview, the potential for learning and development in 

football was weighed against risks and the logistics of the secure setting. Inevitably, in 

this setting, all pedagogical endeavors to rearrange or change the situation must grapple 

with these constraints.   

 Examining sport through a gender-critical perspective illuminated different roles or 

pedagogies that were both distinct and interrelated to the three pedagogies described in 

the previous section. Through this alternate lens, sport can be viewed as playing a role 

in reinforcing hypermasculinities, a function that is counter to a mission to promote de-

sistance from criminality, violence, and other destructive behavior (Abrams & Ander-

son-Nathe, 2013). It also showed the limitations of a strictly “role-modelling” approach 

in the gym, and the exclusionary impact of an approach to normalize students and their 

game through club football. Yet, I also find glimpses for how sport pedagogy might dis-

rupt problematic masculinities norms, namely through combining tactful, life-world and 

critical approaches to rearrange and deliver sport. From a research standpoint, there is 

utility in examining sport pedagogy in youth detention through other theoretical lenses. 

What other pedagogical perspectives can increase our knowledge of sport in youth de-

tention? In the next section, I will outline some important directions for future research.   

 
6 According to Wikipedia, the video game FIFA Street series “focuses on flair, style and trickery, 

reflecting the cultures of street football and freestyle football played in streets and backlots across 

the world” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Street_football). These games feature only men, and 

they highlight a certain style of play, a style of play where team organization and systematics are 

typically exchanged for feints and individual brilliance. 
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Future research 

Taking a more explicit pedagogical perspective to sport in youth detention opens several 

avenues for future research. As outlined in Chapter 3, previous studies on sport in cor-

rectional settings frequently attribute desirable outcomes to pedagogical aspects and 

program structure, such as the guidance provided in mentoring relationships, rather than 

the activity itself. To reiterate, an important focus for future research is not so much if 

sport interventions can benefit the situations of detained youth, but rather to understand 

the complexities of how sport can be arranged and delivered in ways that benefit de-

tained youth (Meek & Lewis, 2014). Likewise, literatures on youth justice and correc-

tional education also tend to focus outcomes and effects, rather than complexities of 

practice and delivery. Further research will help us understand and take advantage of the 

pedagogical opportunities presented by sport. In other words, approaching sport in 

youth detention and other correctional settings as pedagogical practice is highlighting 

opportunities, but also shortcomings. In this vein, I will outline some important direc-

tions for future research.  

 To begin with, the findings in this thesis are limited to the contexts of the study, two 

all-male youth detention homes in Sweden. An important direction for future research is 

for comparative studies of sport pedagogy in different contexts. How is sport arranged, 

delivered, and experienced in other correctional settings? Future studies should consider 

comparing cases in different nations. It is also paramount that comparative case studies 

consider sport pedagogies in other types of corrections, such as institutions for girls, 

adult prisons, and immigration detention centers. Foremost, perhaps, is a need for future 

research in mixed-gender and all-girls institutions. Previous studies have noted differen-

tiated approaches to youth care for boys and girls (Henriksen, 2018; Laanemets & Kris-

tiansen, 2008), as well as gendered barriers to sport participation for incarcerated 

women (Meek 2014, 2018). How do notions of gender impact the delivery and experi-

ence of sport for incarcerated girls and young women? Research along these lines would 

further our understanding of how confluences of institutional and sport pedagogies are 

gendered, and how they are gendering the experiences and life courses of youth. 

 In this thesis, I have developed a “pedagogical perspective” on sport in youth deten-

tion. Importantly, the ideas that are expressed in this thesis are not complete, nor are 
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they all-encompassing. Rather, the notion of sport as pedagogical practice outlined in 

this thesis can and should be developed in future research and practical work. Herein, 

my approach has been to outline this perspective in rather broad or eclectic terms – I do 

not focus on a particular theory or previously elaborated pedagogical models. Future re-

search could focus on more specific aspects or dimensions of pedagogy through some of 

the perspectives outlined in this thesis.  

 One important direction is to more closely examine different dimensions of peda-

gogy and lived experiences (van Manen, 2016) of sport in youth detention. This in-

cludes experiences of time, space, materiality and objects, relations with others, and cor-

poral experiences (ibid). To elaborate what I mean and why such a focus is important 

for increasing our knowledge, I will, for example, make a case to research spatial and 

material dimensions of sport pedagogy in youth detention. Spatial and material dimen-

sions have not been an explicit focus herein, however the articles have remarked upon 

the role of place and materiality in communicating various messages to the students. For 

instance, the confined, sparse environments at the locked residential units are establish-

ing and communicate an overarching function of incarceration (see also Nolbeck et al., 

2020). On the other hand, the football field at the center of Capeview seemed to com-

municate “this is a place for kids,” and played a role in inviting the students to partici-

pate in football. Likewise, other sport places and things – the mountain bike, the nearby 

nature, the football boots and warm-ups – are loaded with pedagogical potential. 

“There’s so much one can do!” with these places and things, to create desire to learn or 

do something, but also to communicate opportunities for learning and development. 

Place and objects are integral for pedagogies: they are making pedagogies (im)possible. 

Likewise, places and objects are given meaning through pedagogical practice. Sport 

places and sport things arguably have an important role in communicating functions of 

youth justice: to show youth opportunities in life vs communicating incarceration. How 

do placed youth experience sport places (i.e., sport halls, nature) and things (i.e., equip-

ment, clothing)? How are sport places and things intermeshed with pedagogics?  

 To further our understandings of how sport can be delivered in youth detention, we 

also need more research that describes how different pedagogical approaches are imple-

mented. In other words, different pedagogical approaches to doing sport in youth deten-

tion should be investigated, attempted, described, and evaluated. Article 1 describes a 

“rings on the water” approach or model for delivering sport in youth detention that can 
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work or function as “pedagogical” practice. However, “rings on the water” should be 

understood in a limited way, as in a canvas or template on which to build upon or adapt 

according to contextual possibilities and the needs and interests of youth. I have also 

suggested potential for more deliberately critical approaches, including norm-critical 

pedagogies. What can be learned when trying to implement, for example, a norm-criti-

cal approach to weight lifting in detention? How might more deliberately activist or crit-

ical approaches expand sport as developmental communities?  

 Lastly, this thesis highlights a need for more research that looks beyond institutional 

settings. An important practical implication is to consider how sport factors into the life-

worlds of students before and after institutional care. Little is known, however, about 

how placed youth have experienced sport prior to placement nor how formerly-placed 

youth experience sport during reentry and long-term reintegration. On the front end of 

youths’ institutional placements, the articles show glimpses of life histories where youth 

experienced fragmentary involvement in sport, often in spontaneous activities such as 

pickup football with friends, and to a much lesser extent, some short involvements with 

club or organized sport. Likely, young people who become involved in the justice sys-

tem have had fragmented, obstructed, and exclusionary experiences in sport (see e.g., 

Quarmby et al., 2021). How have detained youth experienced sport prior to their place-

ment? What sporting arrangements and practices might have prevented youth from be-

coming involved in criminality and/or drugs?  

 On the back end, more research is needed in order to understand how formerly-

placed youth experience sport during reentry and long-term reintegration. Although 

some studies point to sport as a potential way to support young people in this often dif-

ficult transition, there has been little research on how young people experience sport 

when they leave detention. How do formerly detained youth experience sport during 

reentry and long-term reintegration? Research along these lines could advance theories 

on reentry or reintegration through sport and help improve sport practice within both 

community and correctional settings by informing and developing networks and support 

structures that can help youth navigate life beyond detention.  
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Concluding remarks 

The pedagogical question: 

How are we to act and live 

with others, young and old, 

in times of uncertainty and contingency,  

realizing that we are apt to do damage?  

(van Manen, 2015, p. 9) 

 

In this thesis, I have posed many questions pertaining to sport pedagogy in youth deten-

tion. For instance, how might sport be delivered to bring out the best of placed youth? 

And for the best of society? What does it take to deliver sport in ways that improve the 

life situations of placed youth? How do gender norms impact the delivery and experi-

ence of sport in youth detention? And how do youth experience sport beyond the insti-

tution, during reentry? Some of these questions are related to gaps in our knowledge, as 

in to signal important research questions, and others are more reflexive, as in to stimu-

late thoughtfulness about how sport can be arranged, delivered, and experienced in these 

particular settings. However, all of these questions can be considered as important peda-

gogical questions, seeking to inform how youth detention homes, with the help of sport, 

might act “pedagogically,” in ways that strengthen, not harm, young people placed in 

detention.  

 A key empirical contribution of the thesis is to illustrate how competing functions of 

youth justice are accomplished and experienced through sport pedagogical practice. I 

have been critical of how sport plays prominent roles in correcting, controlling, and fur-

ther marginalizing young people placed in detention. Pedagogies of withholding sport, 

as in restricting access and purposefully withholding the quality of delivery, and busy-

ing with sport, as in using sport to just “do the best with the time,” functioned to punish 

and contain the boys in this study. Sport was also framed and delivered in ways that re-

inforced, instead of challenging, hypermasculine expectations and behaviors, and played 

roles in further excluding the boys or otherwise inadequately recognizing and address-

ing their marginalized masculinities. These significant pedagogies of sport in youth de-

tention played more detrimental or limiting roles instead of developmental, educational, 
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or “pedagogical” ones. This implicates both limiting opportunities for youth and limit-

ing other possible pedagogies.   

 Alternatively, the findings of this thesis also illustrate that sport can be delivered in 

ways that benefit detained youth in the long-term, beyond merely “ferrying the time.” 

Many of the students discovered or rediscovered interests and abilities in sport, helping 

them find meaning in pastimes “besides criminal things.” Students also experienced so-

cio-emotional development through their participation in sport, as in learning social 

skills or increased empathy for others. Perhaps most importantly, some of the students 

reported that participation in sport increased their opportunities and optimism for future 

lives without criminality and addiction. This thesis supports that there are many poten-

tial benefits for doing sport in youth detention, but these are contingent upon pedagogi-

cal practice.  

 The key question is therefore not if sport can benefit young people in correctional 

settings, but rather how or in what ways. In the first article, I identify key aspects and 

opportunities for initiating and guiding a process of growth and change among youth, 

and argue that the value of sport for correctional institutions lies in the fact that sport 

can be part of a pedagogical approach to expand young people’s horizons and life per-

spectives that moves beyond punitive or correctional perspectives. Moreover, it takes 

pedagogical tact (van Manen, 2015) in order to make sport come alive in the immediate 

lives of detained youth, but also meaningful beyond institutional life. For sport to play a 

meaningful role in creating opportunities for detained youth, and to contribute to a safe 

and just society, we need more knowledge pertaining to how we are doing sport, not 

merely what sport is doing to or for youth.  

 This research has demonstrated the significance of ethnography for entering, engag-

ing in, and investigating youth detention settings as well as providing nuanced accounts 

of how youth justice is practiced and fulfilled. Central to the data collection was main-

taining a pedagogical orientation and giving voice to young people through taking their 

experiences and perspectives seriously as insightful and integral for improving sport in 

youth detention. Likewise, ethnographically researching pedagogy on the “inside” can 

enhance our understandings of pedagogy on the “outside.” Integrating critical theory in 

the interpretations of the close observations underpins another important contribution of 

the thesis: critical approaches have utility for challenging or questioning taken-for-
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granted norms and pedagogies in both sport and youth detention, but also for taking ad-

vantage of the pedagogical opportunities with sport. Sport has been employed with the 

narrow aim of managing, punishing, or normalizing detained youth. Likewise, sport can 

also be delivered in ways that reinforce, rather than challenge, hypermasculinities, and 

sport may function to further marginalize boys and young men placed in detention. 

Conversely, changing how sport is arranged and delivered, and departing from narrow 

approaches to correct individual students, can create alternate climates for young people 

to test and adapt to more inclusive masculinities.   

 The theoretical contribution of the thesis is developing a pedagogical perspective on 

youth detention homes and sport therein. That is, it aims to reclaim or repurpose a prem-

ise to act on the best interest of young people through re-conceptualizing, with the help 

of sport, youth detention as pedagogical practice. Such a perspective or philosophy has 

been hitherto missing in the international (English language) literature on sport in cor-

rectional settings. The starting point for this idea, “being pedagogical,” is expressed in 

everyday Swedish language, as in to clearly communicate to increase/enhance another’s 

understanding and also for their benefit or “own good.” In this sense, it means to clearly 

communicate that sport can be about developing or learning, i.e., “so much more than 

just playing” and not merely a privilege for good behavior or a way to “sit off the time.” 

At a deeper level, however, it means delivering sport and making it come alive in ways 

that contribute to the formative growth and development of detained youth, as in part of 

an ethic or calling to sense their potential and help them reach it. Lastly, the notion of 

sport as pedagogical practice calls for critical approaches that are premised in creating 

or changing the situations for youth’s formative growth through sport, rather than nar-

row focus on controlling or correcting individuals.   

 In conclusion, by examining the roles that sport plays in youth detention, this thesis 

questions in what ways could sport be considered a “pedagogical” practice – as in does 

youth detention and sport therein act in the best interests of young people? Moreover, 

the thesis has sought to lay out perspectives or a philosophy towards understanding how 

youth detention, with the help of sport, can “act pedagogically.” By evoking the every-

day use of “being pedagogical” in Swedish, I do not mean to suggest that sport in youth 

detention should be approached simplistically or normatively, as in an overly moralistic 

sense. Rather, I mean to connect the tactful and critical dimensions of pedagogy to the 

everyday practice of interacting with, guiding, and being responsible for young people. 
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Sport as “pedagogical” practice means to think deeply and critically about how sport is 

arranged, delivered, and experienced. It means to deliver sport in systematic, tactful 

ways that engage and challenge youth while recognizing their needs, interests and abili-

ties. It means that instead of approaching sport in youth detention as a tool for rehabili-

tation, sport should be re-conceptualized as an integral dimension of a calling for youth 

detention homes and other similar institutions of youth justice to be “pedagogical.” En-

deavors for doing sport for the benefit of detained youth and a safe, just society must 

consider issues of pedagogy, gender, and philosophical dilemmas such as conflicting 

missions of education and corrections. Ultimately, this calls for tactful action, sensitive 

to the needs, interests, and life-worlds of youth. 
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8. Svensk sammanfattning 

Särskilda ungdomshem är statliga institutioner som tar emot barn och ungdomar med 

psykosociala problem, missbruk och kriminalitet. Barnen och ungdomarna är tvångsom-

händertagna enligt lagen om vård av unga (LVU) eller är dömda till sluten ungdoms-

vård (LSU). På särskilda ungdomshem kan idrott vara en viktig del av ungdomarnas 

vistelse och den kan också bidra till upplevelser av meningsfullhet i behandlingen och 

utbildningen för placerade ungdomar. Det har dock funnits få etnografiska studier som 

undersöker idrott på ungdomshem. Hur arrangeras, genomföras och upplevs idrott på 

särskilda ungdomshem? Vilka roller spelar idrott i dessa stängda miljöer? På vilka sätt 

kan idrott bidra till förbättrade livssituationer för placerade unga? Denna avhandling un-

dersöker idrottspedagogik på särskilda ungdomshem, baserad på etnografi på två ung-

domshem för pojkar i Sverige. En teoretisk utgångspunkt är att ungdomshem kan be-

traktas som pedagogiska praktiker, där i första hand utbildning och lärande sker. Upp-

draget för ungdomshem kan även ses som ett etiskt ansvar i att vara “pedagogiska,” att 

kunna bemöta och guida placerade ungdomar med deras bästa i åtanke. Studiens meto-

dologiska ansats är livsvärldsetnografi, där forskaren deltar i och observerar idrott på 

ungdomshem och på så sätt kan närma sig hur idrott upplevs, och dess betydelse i ele-

vens samt personalens livsvärld. Avhandlingen beskriver och analyserar ungdomarnas 

levda erfarenheter av idrott och hur de kan relateras till olika syften och praktiker som 

framträder i idrottsaktiviteter på särskilda ungdomshem. 

 Avhandlingen består av tre artiklar. Den första artikeln utforskar en pedagogisk prak-

tik på ett ungdomshem som har ett fotbollsprogram. Resultatet visar på fyra 

aspekter som i artikeln beskrivs som ”ringar på vattnet,” och som initierade och väg-

ledde ett utvecklingsprojekt för en utvald elevgrupp. Den andra artikeln undersöker id-

rottens dominerande pedagogik vid två särskilda ungdomshem. Resultatet visar tre olika 

idrottspedagogiker: att hålla tillbaka idrott, att sysselsätta genom idrott och idrott som 

utvecklingsarena. Resultatet speglar och illustrerar hur olika funktioner i institutions-
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vård konkurrerar - straff, förvaring och utbildning – samt hur de utförs och upplevs ge-

nom idrottspedagogiska praktiker. Den tredje artikeln undersöker hur maskuliniteter på-

verkar idrotten på dessa mansdominerade institutioner. Studien visar hur ett genus-

kritiskt perspektiv ger en viktig lins för idrottspedagogik på särskilda ungdomshem, en 

lins kan användas för att diskutera implikationer vid arbetet med tvångsomhändertagna 

och marginaliserade unga män genom idrott. 

 Avhandlingens huvudsakliga bidrag är att visa hur olika sätt att genomföra idrott 

fungerar för att utbilda och vägleda placerade ungdomar, men att idrott också kan an-

vändas i syfte att kontrollera, straffa och begränsa ungdomar. Avhandlingen illustrerar 

hur önskvärda fördelar med idrott på ungdomshem är beroende av en pedagogisk prak-

tik. Genom pedagogiska och normkritiska perspektiv, identifierar avhandlingen utma-

ningar och brister samt pedagogiska möjligheter med idrott på ungdomshem. En strävan 

efter att genomföra idrott på ungdomshem ska syfta till ungdomarnas bästa samt kunna 

bidra till ett säkert och rättvist samhälle. Men det kräver navigering kring frågor om pe-

dagogik, genus och filosofiska dilemman, samt motstridiga uppdrag som samtidigt 

handlar om utbildning och straff. För att förbättra resultaten för dessa ungdomar genom 

idrott, krävs taktfulla pedagogiska åtgärder som är följsamma angående ungdomars be-

hov, intressen och livsvärldar. 

Artikel 1 – Ringar på vattnet 

Roe, Daniel, Martin Hugo, and Håkan Larsson. 2019. “Rings on the water”: Examining 

the pedagogical approach at a football program for detained youth in Sweden. Sport 

in Society 22, no. 6: 919-934. 

 

Bakgrund och syfte: Forskning belyser många fördelar med att idrotta på ungdoms-

hem, vilket indikerar en betydande potential att rehabilitera placerade ungdomar 

(Andrews & Andrews, 2003; Meek, 2014; Parker et al., 2014). Dock har tidigare studier 

fokuserat primärt på resultat eller effekter av idrottsbaserade interventioner. Det finns 

alltså ett behov av forskning med fokus på idrottspedagogik, som beskriver hur idrott 

kan arrangeras och genomföras på ett sätt som är fördelaktigt samt meningsfullt för pla-

cerade ungdomar. Syftet med artikeln var därför att öka förståelsen för det pedagogiska 
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tillvägagångssättet på ett idrottsprogram för placerade ungdomar. Studien genomfördes 

genom att ta del av elever och personals erfarenheter av att ingå i ett fotbollsprogram för 

pojkar på ett ungdomshem i Sverige. Hur upplever pojkarna och personalen fotbollspro-

grammet? Vad karakteriserar den pedagogik som implementeras i programmet? 

 

Metod och teoretiskt perspektiv: Premissen för studien är att de potentiella fördelarna 

med idrott på ungdomshem måste förstås i form av hur den arrangeras och upplevs. Vi-

dare beskrivs att idrottsutövande på särskilda ungdomshem kan förstås som ”pedago-

giska praktiker,” med andra ord att ungdomshem kan ha ett syfte att utbilda istället för 

att korrigera eller straffa. Idén hämtas från svensk forskning (t.ex. Gerrevall & Jenner, 

2001) och ställs i kontrast till ansatser i idrottsinterventioner där unga betraktas som 

problematiska (Ekholm, 2016; Kelly, 2013). Ett nyckelbegrepp i analysen är pedagogisk 

takt (van Manen, 2015), en dynamisk mellanmänsklig förmåga att kunna känna och 

möta behov, intressen samt potential hos eleverna.  

 Artikeln är baserad på en fallstudie på fotbollsprogrammet vid Capeview genomförd 

våren 2015. Data samlades in genom semistrukturerade intervjuer med elever (n=5) och 

personal (n=7) involverade i programmet. Elevurvalet representerade alla ungdomar 

som deltog i föreningsfotboll i det närliggande samhället. Data analyserades genom 

kontinuerlig hermeneutisk tolkning. Tolkningen av det pedagogiska tillvägagångssättet 

ger en empirinära beskrivning (Bengtsson, 2005), vilket innebär att tolkningen uttrycks 

så mycket som möjligt med respondenternas egna ord. Dessutom presenteras resultaten 

på ett dialogiskt sätt (dvs. mellan elever och personal) för att återspegla pedagogikens 

samkonstruktiva, interaktiva och ”reversibla” natur (van Manen, 2015). På detta sätt be-

kräftas elevernas beskrivningar och ger mening till de beskrivningar som personalen 

tillhandahåller.  

 

Resultat och slutsatser: I linje med tidigare studier beskriver studenterna som intervju-

ades positiva erfarenheter av idrott. Studenterna beskrev dessa erfarenheter i sekvenser 

med hänvisning till en process av tillväxt, förändring och/eller att (åter)upptäcka ett in-

tresse för sport. Dessa sekvenser kan relateras till specifika pedagogiska aspekter av 

programmet. Utifrån de fynd som gjordes skapades fyra teman: att bygga en pedagogisk 

plattform, att ”se” och möta eleverna, att skapa en stöttande miljö och att tänka bortom 

institutionen.  
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 Att bygga en pedagogisk plattform innebär att erkänna ett ömsesidigt intresse för id-

rott, liksom en synlighet för den pedagogiska potentialen i det delade intresset. På detta 

sätt sågs fotboll som ett tillfälle att initiera pedagogiska processer: att bygga relationer 

och lära ungdomar om ”andra saker än bara fotboll.” Viktigt är att detta varken un-

derskattade idrottens potential som ett utvecklingsmässigt sammanhang (dvs. ”sparka 

bollen men inget annat”) eller överskattade den (som en universallösning för ungdoms-

vård). 

 Att ”se” och möta eleverna beskriver hur pedagogiska möten eller interaktioner 

tycktes bjuda in eleverna att delta och lära sig på fotbollsprogrammet. Eleverna beskrev 

vikten av att "ses från sin bästa sida,” ömsesidig respekt och autentiska relationer samt 

lärarnas genuina intresse för elevernas bästa i åtanke. Dessa erfarenheter och relationer 

underlättades av personalens förhållningssätt att ”se” eleverna och en dynamisk förmåga 

att göra idrott meningsfullt för dem. 

 Den tredje aspekten av programmets pedagogik var att skapa en stöttande omgiv-

ning. Deltagarna beskrev engagemang i programmet med hänvisning till en social miljö 

som motiverade och utmanade studenter att lära sig, men som också var ”rolig,” ”väl-

komnande” och ”säker.” Den sociala miljön vid fotbollsprogrammet stod i kontrast till 

andra aspekter av det institutionella livet, särskilt fångenskap på avdelningarna. Medan 

eleverna uppskattade att spela autentisk, konkurrenskraftig fotboll, upplevde personalen 

en pedagogisk spänning mellan att förhindra ungdomar från att uppleva misslyckande 

eller exkludering, samtidigt som de pressade dem att växa och umgås med andra.  

 I det fjärde och sista temat illustreras vikten av att tänka bortom institutionen för ele-

verna och personalen. Att tänka bortom institutionen representerar hur fotbollsprogram-

met skulle kunna utvidga elevernas möjligheter. Att utvidga deras perspektiv på livet, 

dvs. hjälpa eleverna att ”komma tillbaka till livet” från extremt utsatta och kaotiska livs-

situationer. Alla elever var hoppfulla inför sin framtid, de uttryckte ett intresse för att 

fortsätta med idrott som visade en latent potential att skapa positiva sportupplevelser. 

Men elevernas framtida förväntningar väcker också viktiga frågor om hur de kommer 

att uppleva idrott när de lämnat ungdomshemmet. 

 Många av de erfarenheter som studenterna har beskrivit i denna studie - såsom att 

(åter) upptäcka ett intresse för idrott, utveckla nya färdigheter och optimism för framti-

den - finns beskrivet i tidigare studier (Meek & Lewis, 2014b; Parker et al., 2014; Van 
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Hout & Phelan, 2014). Bidraget med denna artikel är att koppla ihop sådana erfaren-

heter med det specifika pedagogiska tillvägagångssätt som genomförts vid fotbollspro-

grammet. Tillsammans beskrivs dessa fyra teman som ”ringar på vattnet,” en modell för 

att arrangera sport på ungdomshem, även om ingen sådan modell uttryckligen har for-

mulerats vid fotbollsprogrammet. Dessutom lyfter resultaten fram vikten av pedagogisk 

takt (van Manen, 2015) för att anta detta tillvägagångssätt. I artikeln dras slutsatsen att 

det som beskrivs som ”ringar på vattnet” kan ge en användbar ram för att arrangera och 

genomföra idrott på ett sätt som kan gynna ungdomar på särskilda ungdomshem. 

Artikel 2 – Tre olika idrottspedagogiker 

Roe, Daniel. 2021. Pedagogies of sport in youth detention: Withholding, developing, or 

just “busying the youth”? Journal of Contemporary Ethnography 50, no. 2: 261–88. 

 

Bakgrund och syfte: Artikeln undersöker olika sätt att förhålla sig till idrottspedagogik 

på två ungdomshem för pojkar. Tidigare forskning har beskrivit institutionsvård av unga 

som en ”balansgång” eller ”ett gränsland” som har två olika uppdrag i form av att korri-

gera men också att utbilda placerade ungdomar (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2013; Kal-

lenberg, 2016). För många av dessa ungdomar upplevs livet på ungdomshem som 

”mixed messages” (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2013). Institutionsvård har ofta en be-

straffande funktion där ungdomar ska kontrolleras och förvaras. Men institutionsvården 

har också ett pedagogiskt uppdrag som innebär att fostra och utveckla ungdomarna i 

syfte att skapa ett mer säkert och rättvist samhälle. 

 På samma sätt argumenterar Meek (2014) att idrott i fängelse kan betraktas som en 

praktik som existerar mellan de konkurrerande, överlappande funktionerna att straffa, 

förvara och rehabilitera. En växande mängd forskning har undersökt och ifrågasatt hur 

idrott fungerar i fängelsemiljöer. Att notera är att idrott kan vara ett framträdande inslag 

för dem som placeras i en fängelsemiljö, inklusive placerade på särskilda ungdomshem 

(jfr Meek, 2014; Parker et al., 2014; Roe, Hugo & Larsson 2019). Forskningen har även 

uppmärksammat och ifrågasatt idrott som ett sätt att rehabilitera eller utbilda fångar. 
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Meek (2014) identifierar ett behov av forskning för att nyansera idrottens olika betydel-

ser och konkurrerande praktiker i institutionsmiljöer. Syftet med studien är att under-

söka pedagogiken bakom idrotten som bedrivs vid två ungdomshem för pojkar (16-20 

år) i Sverige. Forskningsfrågan är: Hur arrangeras, genomförs och upplevs idrott? 

  

Metod och teoretiskt perspektiv: Den teoretiska utgångspunkten är att pedagogik kan 

bestå av olika konstellationer av diskurser (idéer som strukturerar och guidar våra prak-

tiker), praktiker (pedagogiska aktioner) samt levda erfarenheter (ungdomars upplevelser 

och vad det betyder i deras unika livsvärldar). En styrka med denna studie är att den 

kopplar samman olika pedagogiska utgångspunkter från ungdomsvård med erfarenhet-

erna från placerade ungdomar själva. Jag ramar in forskningen som beskriver en kamp 

av motstridiga filosofier: mellan korrigerande och utbildande. Analysen innehåller såle-

des begrepp från Foucault (1979) och Goffman (1991) för att förstå idrottens roll som 

en korrigeringsteknik, kontextualiserad inom institutionens rutiner och rytmer. Jag an-

vänder mig också av svensk forskning (Gerrevall & Jenner, 2001; Hugo, 2013) och den 

pedagogiska filosofin hos Max van Manen (2015), för att understryka att ungdomshem 

även har en ”pedagogisk kallelse.” 

 Studien följer ett etnografiskt tillvägagångssätt (Hugo, 2013; van Manen, 1990) där 

jag deltar aktivt och delar den sociala värld som studeras med ungdomar och personal 

för att få en närmare förståelse för deras levda upplevelser. En viktig del av det etiska 

metodologiska tillvägagångssättet är att upprätthålla ett pedagogiskt fokus på deltagar-

nas livsvärldar. Vilket kräver att forskaren måste ha en känslighet för deltagarnas situat-

ion och erfarenheter (van Manen 1990, 2015). Data samlades in via observationer och 

intervjuer. Under 14 månader var 25 vuxna och 34 ungdomar (16-20 år) engagerade i 

studien. Platserna för studien - två ungdomshem i Sverige - skiljer sig åt på flera viktiga 

sätt och leder till en mängd observerbara sportarrangemang. 

Resultat och slutsatser: Resultaten börjar med en kontextualisering av hur idrott arran-

geras på Capeview och Summerholm. Idrott vid båda institutionerna ägde generellt rum 

i fem nyckelformat: som en del av skolämnet idrott och hälsa (IH), som speciella evene-

mang, som regelbundet schemalagd idrott och fysisk aktivitet (utanför skolan), som 

spontana aktiviteter och som idrott med utomstående. Därefter beskriver jag olika peda-
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gogiska förhållningssätt – dvs. pedagogiker – som resulterade i ungdomarnas erfaren-

heter av ”mixed messages”: att hålla tillbaka idrott, att sysselsätta med idrott och idrott 

som utvecklingsarena. 

 Den första pedagogiken, att hålla tillbaka idrott, innebär att man håller tillbaka till-

gången till sportaktiviteter och kvalitén av idrottsupplevelsen för att ”lära dem en läxa.” 

Det genomfördes i form av mikrostraff där sportaktiviteter inramades som privilegier, 

som kunde tas bort om ungdomarna inte följde vissa regler eller normer.  Ungdomarna 

upplevde straff i form av tristess (eller medelmåttig sport), där kvaliteten på aktiviteten 

hölls tillbaka. Denna pedagogik kan kopplas till en diskurs som ifrågasätter värdet av att 

arrangera idrott i ett sammanhang som bör avskräcka ungdomar från brottslighet: ”de är 

dömda till straff, hur bra ska de ha det?” 

 Den andra pedagogiken, att sysselsätta med idrott, beskriver en praktik som helt en-

kelt syftar till att ”sysselsätta ungdomar och personal” eller ”göra det bästa med tiden.” 

Att sysselsätta med idrott kan karakteriseras som en förvaringspedagogik, ”byråkratisk 

ritualism” (Fader & Dum, 2013) och ”fylla tiden” (Martos-García et al., 2009b). Denna 

pedagogik präglades av frånvarande eller svaga ambitioner att utbilda eller utveckla ge-

nom idrott. Personalens ambitioner var främst att ”sysselsätta ungdomarna” eller att 

hålla dem ”lugna,” medan ungdomarna deltog i idrott för att ”känna sig fria” och (tillfäl-

ligt) lindra upplevelsen av att vara inlåsta. Idrott spelade således en roll i att ”slussa” 

ungdomarna genom dagarna i syfte att undvika konflikter. Både ungdomarna och perso-

nalen blev frustrerade över, och motstod denna pedagogik och sökte andra sätt att id-

rotta. Alternativa tillvägagångssätt var dock svåra att uttrycka eller på annat sätt för-

verkliga. Vilket tyder på hur ungdomshem kan ha en institutionaliserande effekt (Goff-

man, 1991) på pedagogik.  

 Den tredje pedagogiken som beskrivs i denna studie var idrott som utvecklingsarena, 

där idrottspraktiken syftade till att vara en plattform för att skapa möjligheter för ungdo-

marna. Till skillnad från de andra pedagogikerna, förmedlade denna pedagogik till ung-

domarna att ”du kan göra det här, du har möjligheter här,” ett budskap i linje med ett pe-

dagogiskt eller rehabiliterande förhållningssätt till idrott. Begreppsmässigt kan idrott 

som utvecklingsarena liknas med att skapa ”sfärer” (Wright & Gehring, 2008b) eller 

”frizoner” (Hugo, 2013) - utrymmen som står i kontrast till institutionsupplevelsen. Id-

rott som utvecklingsarena involverade idrott med utomstående men också ett ”utanför” 
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eller alternativt perspektiv. Dessutom kännetecknades denna pedagogik av dynamiskt 

arrangerande av idrott, ett uttryck för "det finns så mycket man kan göra.” 

 Studien illustrerar hur konkurrerande funktioner för ungdomsvård - straff, förvaring 

och utveckling, utförs och upplevs genom (idrotts) pedagogiska praktiker. 

Artikel 3 – Idrott och maskuliniteter 

Roe, Daniel and Håkan Larsson. Sport and masculinities in youth detention: In the gym 

and at a football program with detained youth. Submitted manuscript.  

 

Bakgrund och syfte: Denna artikel ger en etnografisk redogörelse av idrott och mas-

kulinitet på särskilda ungdomshem. En viktig del av datainsamlingen var att spendera 

tid i ett fotbollsprogram och i gymmiljön på två ungdomshem för pojkar i åldrarna 16-

20. Ungdomshem kan betraktas som framträdande platser för ”att göra maskulinitet” 

(Abrams et al., 2008), och forskare har visat hur könsnormer påverkar strukturer, meto-

der och ungdomars upplevelser av livet i tvångsvård (Henriksen, 2018; Vogel & Gru-

ber, 2018). Trots att idrott kan vara en viktig del av livet i mansdominerade institutioner 

(Meek, 2014; Meek & Lewis, 2014b; Roe, Hugo & Larsson, 2019; Sabo, 2001), har det 

funnits lite empirisk forskning som specifikt fokuserar på frågor om kön (maskulinitet) 

och sport i samband med ungdomsvård. Syftet med artikeln är att undersöka hur mas-

kulinitet påverkar genomföranden och upplevelsen av idrott på ungdomshem. 

 

Metod och teoretiskt perspektiv: Ett särskilt intresse i denna artikel riktar sig mot 

marginaliserade maskuliniteter och hur de visar sig (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; se 

även Müller & Mutz, 2019), till exempel etniskt marginaliserade unga män, som ofta 

saknar ekonomisk och institutionell makt. Den pedagogiska strävan på ungdomshem 

måste beakta effekterna av maskulinitet, och den relationella sammansättningen av olika 

maskuliniteter (Abrams et al., 2008; Bengtsson, 2016) för att inte ytterligare marginali-

sera pojkarna. Artikeln bygger på etnografi vid två ungdomshem i Sverige: Capeview 

och Summerholm.  
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 Dessa två institutioner har olika fysiska kulturer. Fotboll är en central del av kulturen 

på Capeview, medan tyngdlyftning är den dominerande fysiska aktiviteten på Summer-

holm. Med tanke på att olika maskuliniteter är relationsmässigt, kontextuellt och inter-

aktivt definierade, strukturerar vi vår analys i form av att återspegla ”dynamiken i den 

upplevda upplevelsen” (Hopkins & Noble, 2009), tyngdlyftning på Summerholm (i 

gymmet) och fotboll på Capeview (på fotbollsprogrammet). 

 

Resultat och slutsatser: I gymmet beskrivs elevernas hypermaskulina förväntningar 

och beteenden relaterade till tyngdlyftning, där de pratar om och konstituerar hypermas-

kuliniteter relaterade till brottslighet och våld. För vissa av eleverna uttrycktes hyper-

maskulinitet i gymmet i form av föreställningen om att bli ”stabil,” som att bygga en 

hård muskulös kropp men också att kunna bruka våld samt vara pålitlig kriminellt. Även 

om personalen ofta identifierade och betraktade pojkarnas föreställningar om gymkultur 

som problematisk, fanns det lite uppmuntran till alternativ. I ett undantag från detta 

lyckades en i personalen att engagera pojkarna i en annan, inte så hypermaskulin prak-

tik. Denna praktik främjade lärandet av att träna och uppmuntrade elevernas framsteg i 

viktlyftning, med avvikelse från uppenbara normer för kriminalitet och våld. Nyckeln 

till denna ganska annorlunda scen var hur en behandlingsassistent kunde ”förebilda” 

olika sätt att vara i gymmet, delvis på grund av hans maskulina tillgångar (muskulös 

kropp och atletiskt kapital) men också förmågan ”att vara pedagogisk” (att kunna 

lyssna, vissa omsorg samt använda icke-hotande kroppsspråk). Medan elevernas entusi-

asm över denna mer inkluderande gympraktik är anmärkningsvärd, var det pedagogiska 

synsättet begränsat till en minsta-vi-kan-göra-ambition, dvs. att hjälpa eleverna att 

bygga muskler så att de åtminstone kan ”visa något” från sin tid på institutionen. Detta 

illustrerade begränsningarna med ett ”förebildande” tillvägagångssätt för att störa mas-

kulinitetsnormer i gymmet, det verkade inte meningsfullt kunna ta itu med pojkarnas 

marginaliserade positioner. 

 På fotbollsprogrammet betraktades klubbfotboll som en ”social arena” där pojkarna 

från institutionen (Capeview) kunde ”öva” sociala färdigheter och ”testa” medlemskap i 

klubben, och på så sätt lära sig så kallad ”normal” eller ”svensk” medelklass maskulini-

tet. Att integreras i det etablerade fotbollssamhället sågs till stor del som fördelaktigt för 

pojkarna. De fick en paus från besvärliga kamrater, lärde sig regler och normer, samt 

fick långsiktigt socialt stöd. Trots ansträngningar och starka önskningar att inkluderas, 
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kämpade de flesta av dem för att anpassa sig eller integrera sig i klubbfotbollen. De be-

tonade hur arrangemanget utgick från hur deras maskuliniteter (inklusive spelstil) sågs 

som problematisk, något som måste korrigeras, eller på annat sätt integreras i "deras 

spel.” Några av pojkarna kämpade med klubbfotbollen, men blomstrade istället under 

fritidsfotbollen på kvällarna på Capeview. Detta fotbollsarrangemang återspeglade poj-

karnas maskulinitetsnormer och förväntningar av att spela fotboll ”på gatan.” Samtidigt 

var kvällsfotboll en sorts ”frizon” (Hugo, 2013) som skiljde sig ifrån den allmänt hyper-

maskulina miljön på ungdomshemmet (Bengtsson, 2016). Pojkarna deltog i olika inklu-

deringspraktiker, t.ex. att rekrytera andra att spela, för att kunna främja kvällsfotbollen.     

 Studien visar hur ett könsperspektiv ger en viktig ”alternativ lins” (Abrams et al., 

2008) för idrottspedagogik på ungdomshem. Det kan hjälpa till i att klargöra utma-

ningar, potentiellt skadliga aspekter och möjligheten att ändra normer. Till exempel, om 

man ser över effekterna av pojkarnas marginaliserade maskulinitet och att se på deras 

sätt att spela fotboll som problematiskt, missar man ett meningsfullt tillfälle för (åter)in-

tegration vid fotbollsprogrammet. Resultaten pekar dock på pedagogiska möjligheter 

när man försöker förändra situationen snarare än att använda snäva metoder för att ”fö-

rebilda” eller korrigera maskulina normer. Resultatet visar några idéer för att eventuellt 

ändra sportarrangemanget och därmed även maskulinitetsnormerna. Ett exempel är att 

skapa ett futsal-lag på Capeview, där man införlivar önskvärda element från klubbfot-

boll (t.ex. att lära sig andra normer och tillhandahålla ett socialt stödjande nätverk) i 

ungdomarnas ”på gatan” -stil (t.ex. att centrera pojkarnas spel och inkludera fler elever). 

Således visar studien nyttan av normkritisk pedagogik för att samtidigt leverera me-

ningsfull sport och störa hypermaskulina normer på särskilda ungdomshem. 
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Appendix A. Overview of interviews, sub-study 1 

 

 

  

Educators 

 

(sport pedagogy) 

• Background (previous sports experiences, teach-

ing/coaching qualifications, working with youth in 

compulsory care) 

• Teaching methods (a typical day, planning, activities, 

objectives for lessons) 

• Comparing settings (school vs. club) 

• Pedagogical strategies (long-term objectives, coach-

ing or teaching philosophy, what makes a good 

coach?) 

• Contact with students (relationships, setting bounda-

ries) 

• Negative and positive aspects of sports (perceived 

benefits, challenges, and limitations) 

• Skills (sport-specific and life skills) 

• Recommendations for other teachers/coaches 

Students 

 

(learning experiences) 

• Background (experiences before and at institution, ex-

pectations) 

• Contact with coaches and teacher 

• Sports activities, learning in sports 

• What makes a good coach (or bad coach) 

• The meanings of sport in your life 

• Sports and future selves, exit strategies 

• Recommendations for teachers/coaches 

Stakeholders  

 

(values, objectives and 

outcomes)  

• History and background of institution/program 

• Short and long-term objectives, outcomes 

• Success factors, challenges and limitations 

• Comparing settings (school vs. club) 

• What makes a good coach? 

• Systematization of sports-based approach  

• Recommendations 
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Appendix B. Interviews from sub-study 2   

 

Institution Student/staff Duration 

Capeview Student 50 min. 

Capeview Student 33 min. 

Capeview Student 26 min. 

Capeview Student 55 min. 

Capeview Student 54 min. 

Capeview Student 35 min 

Capeview Student 29 min. 

Capeview Teacher 1 hour 11 min. 

Capeview Teacher 54 min. 

Capeview Administrator 40 min. 

Capeview Unit staff 23 min. 

Capeview Unit staff 41 min. 

Capeview* Unit staff* ca 15 min* 

Capeview* Unit staff* ca 25 min* 

Summerholm Student 41 min. 

Summerholm Student 1 hour 9 min. 

Summerholm Student 28 min. 

Summerholm Student 31 min. 

Summerholm Student 53 min. 

Summerholm Teacher 52 min. 

Summerholm Teacher 1 hour 34 min.  

Summerholm Unit staff 37 min. 

*interview not recorded 
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Appendix C. Interview guides, sub-study 2 

 

Intervjuguide November 2017 

Intervjuerna i delstudie 2 utgör ett komplement till observationerna. De flesta av de frå-

gor som kommer att ställas, utformas utifrån de aktiviteter som jag själv deltagit i (de är 

alltså situationsbundna). Det är därför svårt att exakt delge innehållet i intervjufrågorna. 

Intervjuerna kommer att se olika ut i olika grupper och frågor kommer inte att ställas i 

en viss ordning. Frågorna som ställs till lärare och annan personal (t.ex. behandlingsas-

sistenter) ska reflektera deras yrkesroll. Frågorna är av samma karaktär som ovan, men 

ord som ”undervisning” ersätts med t.ex. ”behandling,” ”vård,” eller ”ledning/förvalt-

ning” i syftet att motsvara individens yrkesroll i verksamheten. Här följer exempel på 

mer övergripande frågor som kommer att ställas till lärare, personal och ungdomar: 

 

Frågeguide till idrotts lärare eller annan personal: 

Vad innebär det för dig att vara lärare på SiS (läraruppdraget)? Vad innebär det för dig att 

vara behandlingsassistent?  

Berätta om dina erfarenheter av att vara lärare på SiS skolor (hinder, möjligheter, positivt, 

negativt)? 

Vad har du för syfte/mål/visioner med din undervisning/behandling (Kortsiktigt? Långsik-

tigt? För individerna? För hela gruppen)? 

Hur planerar du undervisningen eller idrott och FA? 

Hur beskriver du din undervisningsmetod?   

Kan du beskriver en ”vanlig” dag i skolan (eller i avdelningen eller under fritid)? 

Hur ser samarbetet ut med den övriga verksamheten (lärare, behandlings del, fritids del/för-

eningar)? 

Vad tror du är mest avgörande för att eleverna kommer till din undervisning? 

Vilka möjligheter / hinder ser du i idrott och fysisk aktivitet? 

Vad anser du är det viktigaste att ungdomarna lär sig i idrott och hälsa eller fysisk akti-

viteter? 

 

Frågeguide till eleverna: 

Hur upplever du idrott och fysisk aktivitet på SiS ungdomshem (trivsel, undervisnings-

gruppen, lärare, innehåll, schema, positivt/negativt)? 
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När är idrott och fysisk aktiviteter mest meningsfullt för dig? (vilka aktiviteter?)  

Vad lär du dig under eller från idrott och fysisk aktivitet? 

Vad tror du är viktigast för att idrott FA blir roligt eller meningsfullt? 

Vad/ När är det roligt/intressant på idrott och FA? Vad/ När är det tråkigt/ointressant på 

idrott och FA? Vad är det som påverkar detta? 

Kan du berätta för mig om din tidigare erfarenheter av idrott och FA? 

Jämför idrott och FA här på SiS med tidigare erfarenheter? 

Beskriv hur du tycker att en bra idrottskultur ska se ut. Hur skapar man den? 

Beskriv hur en bra lärare eller tränare ska vara.  

Vad tror du att idrott och FA har för betydelse för dig, om 5 år? 10 år? 

 

…Updated student interview guide, March 2018 

 

Before coming to institution 

Life situation 

School? Family? Peers? 

Sport? Describe experiences, coaches, settings, friends… 

Do you have a positive sport experience that sticks out in your memory? 

 

At institution 

Describe life at institution 

At the units 

School? 

Sports? How do you do sports here? In what ways do you take part?  

Positive, negative? Favorite, least favorite? 

Recommendations? What can be done differently?  

 

After institution 

Life afterwards? In 5, 10 years? 

School, family, peers, work?  

Sport?  

What kind of sport arrangement would suit you?  

Me and you start a sport program at youth home from the ground, what would it be 

like? What tips do you have?  
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Appendix D. Information letter to youth  

Till dig som är elev på ett av SiS särskilda ungdomshem 

 

Hej! 

Jag heter Daniel Roe och är doktorand vid Gymnastik- och idrottshögskolan (GIH). Jag forskar 

om hur idrott och fysisk aktivitet går till på särskilda ungdomshem. I projektet hoppas jag kunna 

delta i idrott och fysisk aktivitet tillsammans med ungdomar och personal på ditt ungdomshem. 

Nu undrar jag om du vill delta i projektet? Det är frivilligt att delta och du kan avsluta din med-

verkan när du vill, utan att förklara varför. Nedan finns mer information om projektet. 

Bakgrund och syfte 

Syftet med projektet är att utveckla kunskap om idrottspedagogik inom ungdomsvård. Idrottspe-

dagogik handlar om påverkans- och lärprocesser inom idrott och syftar till att skapa underlag för 

utveckling av idrottsverksamheter. Forskningen visar många positiva fördelar med idrott och fy-

sisk aktivitet, till exempel förbättrad hälsa, bättre sociala färdigheter och, helt enkelt, att idrott är 

en meningsfull sysselsättning för många. Men det finns även forskning som påvisar problem. Den 

idrottspedagogiska forskningen syftar då till att hjälpa till i utvecklingen av idrottsverksamheter. 

Då är det viktigt att deltagarnas uppfattningar och erfarenheter uppmärksammas. I det här pro-

jektet kommer deltagarnas, såväl ungdomarnas som personalens, uppfattningar och erfarenheter 

av idrottsverksamheten att stå i fokus. 

 

Förfrågan om deltagande 

Jag kommer att besöka skolor och avdelningar på några olika ungdomshem inom SiS. Du får frå-

gan om att delta eftersom du bor på ett ungdomshem där det finns idrottsverksamheter och som 

har visat intresse för att delta i projektet. 

 

Hur går studien till? 

Om du godkänner deltagande i projektet så händer följande: 

1) Jag kommer under ca två veckor under en tremånadersperiod att delta i aktiviteter där 

även du deltar. Jag är främst intresserad av att delta i idrotts- och andra fysiska aktivite-

ter. 

2) Jag kommer att fråga dig om du vill delta i en intervju. Intervjun är frivillig och tar 

cirka en timme. Den kommer att handla om dina idrottserfarenheter. Vid intervjun kom-

mer jag också att fråga om jag får spela in samtalet. Det finns även möjlighet delta i in-

tervjun utan att den spelas in. Du kan även delta i projektet utan att intervjuas. 

 

3) Det jag ser och det som berättas för mig kommer att skrivas ned som fältanteckningar 

och intervjuutskrifter. Materialet kommer att kodas och behandlas konfidentiellt så att 

inga obehöriga kan ta del av dem. Forskningens resultatet kommer att presenteras i ar-

tiklar i vetenskapliga tidskrifter samt vid forskningskonferenser. I slutet av projektet 

kommer det att presenteras i en doktorandavhandling. När jag skriver eller presenterar 

så kommer jag inte att nämna några namn på varken ungdomar, anställda eller ung-

domshem. 
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Vilka är riskerna? 

Projektet innebär inga förändringar av den ordinarie verksamheten på ungdomshemmet. Min be-

dömning är att det finns få risker med att delta i projektet. En risk som kan finnas är att du upple-

ver situationer i samband med forskningen (t.ex. intervjuer eller när jag deltar i verksamheter) 

som obekväma. I så fall kan du när som helst att avbryta och avböja fortsatt deltagande. Du behö-

ver inte förklara varför du vill avbryta deltagandet. Det material jag samlat in om dig kommer då 

att tas bort. Jag kommer inte att använda videofilmning. 

 

Finns det några fördelar? 

Min erfarenhet av tidigare besök på ungdomshem är att det kan ske mycket positivt när någon in-

tresserad utomstående person kommer in i verksamheten. Jag genomförde i samband med min 

masteruppsats vid Stockholms universitet en fallstudie om idrottspedagogik på ett SiS ungdoms-

hem våren 2015. I detta projekt besökte jag deras idrottsprogram och intervjuade ungdomar och 

personal. Min bedömning är att detta var en positiv upplevelse för både elever och personal. Ung-

domarna var glada över att få berätta om sina idrottsupplevelser. Efter studien har jag varit inbju-

den till det aktuella ungdomshemmet vid några tillfällen. 

 

Hantering av data och sekretess 

Data kommer att kodas och behandlas konfidentiellt så att inga obehöriga kan ta del av dem. 

Materialet kommer under projekttiden att förvaras i ett låst brandsäkert skåp på GIH. Efter pro-

jekttiden kommer materialet att diarieföras och arkiveras på GIH enligt sedvanlig rutin. När jag 

skriver om eller presenterar min forskning så kommer jag inte att nämna ungdomshem eller forsk-

ningsdeltagare vid namn.   

 

Frivillighet 

Det är helt frivilligt att delta i studien. Om du väljer att inte delta så kommer det inte att innebära 

något särskilt för dig. Om du väljer att delta så kan du ändå avbryta när du vill om du så skulle 

önska. Ingen kommer då att fråga dig varför och det jag skrivit om dig kommer att tas bort från 

det material jag samlat in. 

 

Ansvariga 

Det är jag som ska genomföra forskningen, men ansvarig för projektet är min handledare, profes-

sor Håkan Larsson vid GIH. Om du vill veta mer eller om du har några frågor så kan du skriva, 

ringa eller maila till mig (Daniel Roe) eller till Håkan Larsson: 

 

Daniel Roe          Håkan Larsson 

Doktorand i idrottsvetenskap     Professor i idrott, inr. Utbildnings vetenskap 

Gymnastik- och idrottshögskolan, GIH  Gymnastik- och idrottshögskolan, GIH   
           

Box 5626          Box 5626 

SE-114 86 Stockholm       SE-114 86 Stockholm 

daniel.roe@gih.se        hakan.larsson@gih.semailto:hakan.lars-

son@gih.se 

             Telefon: 08-120 538 28  

Mobil: 076 294 55 25       Mobil: 070-147 31 10 

 

  

mailto:daniel.roe@gih.se
mailto:hakan.larsson@gih.se
mailto:hakan.larsson@gih.se
mailto:hakan.larsson@gih.se
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Samtyckesblankett  

 

Jag har tagit del av ovanstående information och också av den information som jag 

meddelats muntligen. 

Jag har beretts tillfälle att ställa frågor om medverkan i studien. 

Jag är medveten om att jag närhelst jag önskar och utan att behöva meddela orsak därtill 

kan avbryta deltagandet. 

  

[   ] Ja, jag vill delta i projektet 

  

[   ] Nej, jag vill inte delta i projektet 

  

 

  

Signatur: ____________________________________ Datum:_________________ 

  

      

Namnförtydligande: _________________________________________ 

 




