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ABSTRACT 

 

Aim: This study aims to examine in which historical periods, for what purposes, and in what ways sportive recreation 

functioned as an educational tool. 

Material and Method: This study is a literature-based theoretical review. This study is a literature-based theoretical review. 

This study was shaped by the question of how sportive recreation has been used throughout history as an educational tool, for 

what purposes, and in what forms. 

The educational function of sportive recreation was examined within the framework of historical periods. In this context, a 

periodization was established including Antiquity and the Ancient Period, the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, the 

Enlightenment, the Victorian Period, and the Contemporary Period. The review was based on studies accessed through relevant 

academic databases and open-access academic sources using keywords related to sportive recreation, education, physical 

education, moral education, and fair play. Sources were selected according to their relevance to the educational functions and 

forms of sportive recreation across historical periods, and the relevant literature was evaluated from historical and theoretical 

perspectives.  

Results: The evaluation showed that sportive recreation served different educational purposes across historical periods. In 

Antiquity, it fostered virtuous citizenship and the unity of body and soul; in the Middle Ages, it supported military preparation 

and chivalric training. During the Renaissance and Enlightenment, it promoted holistic intellectual, moral, and physical 

development. In the Victorian period, it was integrated into the education system to promote character education, discipline, 

and moral conduct. In the Contemporary period, it supported physical development, social integration, psychological well-

being, and lifelong learning. These historical transformations indicate that the educational use of sportive recreation did not 

remain fixed, but gradually expanded from relatively specific and period-bound functions to broader and more 

multidimensional roles in contemporary education. 

Conclusion: Sportive recreation served as an educational tool for different reasons in line with changing educational 

understandings throughout the historical process; in this context, its role in education took on a dynamic character shaped by 

the values and perspectives of each period. 

 

Keywords: Moral Education, Philosophy of Sport, Physical Education, Recreation, Sportive Recreation. 

 

ÖZET  

 

Amaç: Bu çalışmanın amacı, sportif rekreasyonun tarihsel süreç içerisinde hangi dönemlerde, hangi amaçlarla ve nasıl bir 

eğitim aracı olarak kullanıldığını incelemektir. 

Materyal ve Metod: Bu çalışma, literatür temelli kuramsal bir incelemedir. Bu çalışma, sportif rekreasyonun bir eğitim aracı 

olarak tarih boyunca hangi amaçlarla ve hangi biçimlerde kullanıldığı sorusundan hareketle şekillenmiştir. Sportif 

rekreasyonun eğitimsel işlevi tarihsel dönemler çerçevesinde incelenmiştir. Bu kapsamda İlkçağ ve Antik Dönem, Orta Çağ, 

Rönesans, Aydınlanma Çağı, Viktorya Dönemi ve Çağdaş Dönem olmak üzere bir dönemlendirme yapılmıştır. İnceleme, 

sportif rekreasyon, eğitim, beden eğitimi, ahlak eğitimi ve fair play ile ilgili anahtar kelimeler kullanılarak ilgili akademik veri 

tabanları ve açık erişimli akademik kaynaklar aracılığıyla ulaşılan çalışmalara dayanmaktadır. Kaynaklar, sportif rekreasyonun 

tarihsel dönemler boyunca üstlendiği eğitimsel işlev ve biçimlerle ilişkilerine göre seçilmiş; ilgili literatür tarihsel ve kuramsal 

perspektiflerden değerlendirilmiştir. 

Bulgular: Yapılan değerlendirme sonucunda sportif rekreasyonun her tarihsel dönemde farklı eğitimsel amaçlarla kullanıldığı 

görülmüştür. Antik dönemde erdemli yurttaş yetiştirme ve beden–ruh bütünlüğünü sağlama amacıyla öne çıkmıştır. Orta 

Çağ’da askerî hazırlık ve şövalyelik eğitimi kapsamında değerlendirilmiştir. Rönesans ve Aydınlanma dönemlerinde zihinsel, 

ahlaki ve bedensel gelişimi bütüncül biçimde destekleyen bir araç olarak konumlandırılmıştır. Viktorya döneminde karakter 

eğitimi, disiplin ve ahlaki davranışların kazandırılması amacıyla eğitim sistemine entegre edilmiştir. Çağdaş dönemde ise 

fiziksel gelişim, sosyal uyum, psikolojik iyi oluş ve yaşam boyu öğrenme hedefleriyle ilişkilendirilmiştir. Bu tarihsel 

dönüşümler, sportif rekreasyonun eğitimsel kullanımının sabit kalmadığını; görece daha belirli ve döneme bağlı işlevlerden 

çağdaş eğitim içinde daha geniş ve çok boyutlu rollere doğru kademeli olarak genişlediğini göstermektedir 

Sonuç: Sportif rekreasyon, tarihsel süreç boyunca değişen eğitim anlayışlarına bağlı olarak farklı gerekçelerle bir eğitim aracı 

olarak değerlendirilmiş; bu süreçte eğitimdeki rolü dönemin değer ve anlayışlarına göre şekillenen dinamik bir yapı 

kazanmıştır. 

 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Ahlak Eğitimi, Beden Eğitimi, Rekreasyon, Spor Felsefesi, Sportif Rekreasyon. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Education is not preparation for life; education itself is life (Dewey, 1938). From this perspective, 

education gains meaning according to the type of knowledge, understanding, or skills to be taught, the 

tools employed as educational instruments, and the environments in which it is carried out. Within this 

broad educational diversity, this study focuses on how and in what ways sport, particularly recreational 

sport, is used as an educational tool. 

The multidimensional nature of the educational process implies diversity not only in methods but 

also in the tools and practices used in education. Therefore, it is necessary to examine how teaching and 

learning take place through different educational tools and practices. In this context, recreational sport 

emerges as one of these educational tools and practices.  

Within this conceptual framework, education is a broad concept that can be examined in its formal, 

non-formal, and informal dimensions; therefore, individuals’ cognitive skills, knowledge levels, 

intellectual capacities, characters, and behaviors develop through both school-based and out-of-school 

educational processes. In this context, when historical examples of sports recreation are examined, it is 

seen that it is not limited to a single educational example, but has served education many times from the 

past to the present, and has been used as a functional educational tool in formal, informal, and non-

formal learning processes. 

Through appropriate strategies, the learning process within sport and physical activity settings can 

be aligned with learning principles such as trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, fairness, caring, and 

good citizenship (Arizona Sports Summit Accord, 1999, as cited in Omar-Fauzee et al., 2012). From 

this perspective, the use of sport as an educational tool to instill values and competencies essential for 

humanity can be considered an important and meaningful educational approach. 

When the relevant literature is examined, it is evident that there is a substantial body of research 

addressing the relationship between sport and education. Within this body of literature, some studies 

consist of empirical field research that examines the sport–education relationship across different sport 

branches or age groups and aims to develop specific educational methods, while others are theoretical 

studies that discuss the sport–education relationship on various conceptual grounds. 

On the other hand, it is evident that the issue of how sport, in its recreational form, functions as an 

educational tool has been largely neglected; and even when it is addressed, it is mostly confined to a 

single historical context. This situation necessitates a holistic examination of how sportive recreation, 

as a form of sport, has been used as an educational tool for different purposes, and in what ways and 

forms, across different historical periods from past to present. 

In line with this objective, the study examines the influence of Plato and Aristotle within the 

educational philosophy aimed at cultivating the ideal human being in Antiquity; the decisive role of 

wars and military requirements in shaping the aims of education during the Middle Ages; the re-

emergence of the human body as an educational value and the formation of an educational philosophy 

based on the unity of body and mind during the Renaissance and Enlightenment periods; the contribution 

of this philosophical background to the emergence of a sport-based educational model in Victorian 

England; and finally, how sport has become an educational tool in the contemporary world. In 

conclusion, this study did not aim to design a sports education tool or to present a purely historical 
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overview of educational philosophy. Rather, it sought to reveal the purposes, needs, and justifications 

for using recreation, an element of sports, as an educational tool throughout the history of education. 

MATERIAL AND METHOD  

This study is a literature-based theoretical review. The educational function of sportive recreation 

was examined within the framework of historical periods. In this context, a periodization was established 

including Antiquity and the Ancient Period, the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, the 

Victorian Period, and the Contemporary Period. The review was based on studies accessed through 

relevant academic databases and open-access academic sources using keywords related to sportive 

recreation, education, physical education, moral education, and fair play. Sources were selected 

according to their relevance to the educational functions and forms of sportive recreation across 

historical periods, and the relevant literature was evaluated from historical and theoretical perspectives. 

Sportive Recreation in Education: A Conceptual Framework 

Considering that education has various types, the educational process can be defined through 

different forms such as formal, non-formal, and informal education. Firstly, formal education is defined 

as “the highly institutionalized, chronologically graded and hierarchically structured ‘education system,’ 

spanning lower primary school and the upper reaches of the university” (Coombs & Ahmed, 1974). 

Secondly, non-formal education is defined as “any organized, systematic, educational activity carried 

on outside the framework of the formal system to provide selected types of learning to particular 

subgroups in the population, adults as well as children” (Coombs & Ahmed, 1974). In this sense, non-

formal learning can be understood as a comprehensive type of education that takes place outside the 

formal education system, addresses people of all ages, and can occur in broad and diverse settings. 

Finally, informal education, generally described as an unorganized and often unsystematic form of 

learning, is a lifelong process through which individuals acquire knowledge, skills, attitudes, and 

insights through daily experiences and exposure to the environment (Coombs & Ahmed, 1974).  

In this context, if non-formal education is treated as a residual category of formal education, then 

informal learning may also be understood as a residual category of non-formal learning (Schugurensky, 

2000). However, although these three types of learning possess distinct characteristics, education should 

not be regarded as a one-dimensional structure but rather as a multidimensional process in which these 

forms complement one another. Schools can be regarded as important centres of recreation education, 

with the capacity to introduce, guide, teach, and implement recreational activities for students 

(Karaküçük, 2014). Nevertheless, the use of schools for leisure purposes has also been subject to debate.  

According to Tezcan’s (2019) account of Hutchinson’s Principles of Recreation (1951), although 

this approach has been supported because schools possess the necessary resources, occupy a central 

position within communities, and serve aims compatible with leisure education, it has also been 

criticised on the grounds that the primary function of schools is education, that teachers may not be 

suitable for leisure leadership, and that schools may lack the financial resources to sustain such a dual 

role (Tezcan, 2019). Despite these criticisms, the role of schools extends beyond merely providing 

activities within the school setting. As Tezcan (2019) emphasises, schools should mobilise and 

coordinate all community resources in terms of leisure education, cooperate with various institutions in 

planning in this field, and conduct research on these issues. 
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Recreational sports are those activities where the primary purpose of the activity is participation, 

with the related goals of improved physical fitness, fun, and social involvement often prominent 

(Recreational sports, n.d., retrieved February 2, 2026). In this sense, when referring to recreation, the 

main focus is not on the criteria of “professionalism” such as the professionalization of sports, 

professional competition, or the life of a professional athlete, but rather on the ability of sports to 

improve human well-being.  Within this framework, based on the concept of “a healthy mind in a healthy 

body,” it can be understood that human well-being involves not only physical development but also 

mental and spiritual development. From this perspective, the feature of promoting physical fitness, 

defined as one of the fundamental functions of recreational sports, also supports mental fitness, thereby 

enabling recreational sports to be considered an educational tool. 

Moreover, the concept of recreation is addressed in the literature through multiple designations and 

is employed with different conceptual formulations. Within this educational framework, various terms 

are used to describe recreation, such as recreation of the sport, physical recreation, physical training, 

movement recreation, leisure tourism, health recreation, recreation kinesiology or simply “recreate” 

(Caushi, 2011). Accordingly, this study focuses on the use of recreational sport as an educational tool, 

that is, the phenomenon of recreation as the “recreation of the sport.” These conceptual definitions 

provide a framework for examining how sportive recreation has been positioned across different 

educational contexts throughout historical periods. 

Sportive Recreation as an Educational Tool: Ancient Foundations 

The understanding of recreational sport as a component of education, and of educating individuals 

through sport, can be traced back to Antiquity, particularly to Ancient Greece. The physical training–

based Athenian school system included music and sporting activities; these activities aimed to develop 

the physical, mental, and moral attributes of the citizens of the city-state (Yıldıran, 2005a; Demirel & 

Yıldıran, 2013). Within this educational framework, the educational ideal in Ancient Greek aimed, 

through gymnastics, at the harmonious development of body and spirit and, accordingly, at enabling 

individuals to attain a beautiful body and moral excellence (Demirel & Yıldıran, 2013). This educational 

orientation can be clearly observed in Plato’s educational thought. In this context, according to Reid, 

Plato’s discussion of gymnastikê in the Republic, within the education of the guardians, may be regarded 

as the origin of the belief that “sport builds character” (Reid, 2007). Moreover, according to Plato, sport 

serves educational objectives such as the cultivation of personal virtue, intellectual achievement, and 

political harmony (Reid, 2007). 

Reid states that in Plato’s Republic, what is referred to as gymnastikê is not limited to the scope of 

a “physical education” course as understood today within formal education; rather, as Plato explicitly 

indicates, it encompasses various bodily activities such as dancing, hunting, athletic contests, and horse 

racing. In this context, it is clear that Plato considered rigorous training and athletic competition as parts 

of gymnastikê, although Plato clearly is not calling for his Republic to become an Olympic training 

center (Reid, 2007). Of course, it is clear that Plato’s use of sport is not based on professional athletics, 

because for sport to be “professional” it tends to lose its purpose as a recreational activity, but rather 

becomes a way of life solely for the sake of sport, evaluated solely in terms of winning and losing.  

In fact, the source of Plato’s ideas on the use of sport as an educational tool is the development of 

the concept of “arete.” To say that sport builds character is simply to say that it cultivates aretê (Reid, 

2007). Because Plato thought that aretê was the quality that made humans both good and happy, and 
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therefore the purpose of all education, what distinguished Plato was the thought that sport might actually 

cultivate aretê in the soul (Reid, 2007). It can be understood here that a form of education that includes 

sportive recreation is a form of education that encourages the individual’s spirit and, consequently, their 

moral development. Therefore, the sporting activity discussed here is not solely about developing the 

body, as a professional athlete does to achieve victory in professional competitions or as a bodybuilder 

does by spending hours in the gym to achieve visual perfection. Rather, it is primarily an educational 

tool used to develop the body alongside personality, character, behavior, and spirit. 

When the reduction of sport from its educational purpose to a one-dimensional bodily activity and 

its transformation into an athletic lifestyle based on excessive specialization are regarded as defining 

characteristics of professional sport, it can be argued that Plato opposed an understanding that 

foregrounds sport solely in these terms. Although he regarded athletic competition as important, his 

resistance to such an understanding, by situating sport within educational boundaries, prioritizing the 

individual’s holistic development through sport, and conceiving sport in the form of sportive recreation 

as an educational tool, can be considered as an early intellectual example of how sportive recreation can 

be approached within education. Here, holistic development is understood to involve physical, moral, 

spiritual, and character formation. 

Another approach to the use of sportive recreation as an educational tool in Ancient Greece is 

Aristotle’s ideal of kalokagathia. Meaning “beautiful goodness,” this ideal is based on the combination 

of deliberate character education (ethos) and the intellectual apprehension of the beautiful (kalon); when 

properly understood, it reveals the potential of sport to function, even today, as a means of moral and 

civic education (Reid, 2020). In line with this view, Aristotle also considers sport, when practiced in a 

moderate form, as a suitable educational tool that prepares citizens for public and contemplative life 

(Mareš, 2022). The educational function of sport is grounded not only in moral ideals and the formation 

of civic identity, but also in Aristotle’s pedagogical principles concerning how education should be 

structured. Mareš (2022), drawing on Barnes’s (1995) The Complete Works of Aristotle: The Revised 

Oxford Translation, notes that Aristotle argues that, in education, practice should precede theory and the 

body should be trained before the mind; accordingly, gymnastics is presented as an educational tool. 

This is because, like other Greek thinkers such as Socrates and Plato, Aristotle also believed that a good 

and well-trained soul is manifested in a beautiful body (Reid, 2012; Mareš, 2022). In this context, as in 

Plato, Aristotle also conceives sport as an educational tool employed within a recreational framework 

for the formation of the good citizen. 

In conclusion, Dewey’s idea that “Education is not preparation for life; education itself is life” 

(Dewey, 1938) can be seen in the educational models of Plato and Aristotle in Ancient Greece. Both 

thinkers define education as a continuous process that aims to develop the moral, physical, mental, and 

civic qualities of individuals who actively participate in life. It is understood that this desired 

development is intended to be achieved through sports recreation, in line with the idea that sports have 

the capacity to develop both the body and morality. The preference for the term “sport recreation” when 

explaining the role of sport in education is also important in this regard, because when sport is used in 

the sense of an educational activity, rather than as a means of becoming a professional athlete, it 

functions as an educational tool that enables citizens to develop in a desirable way. 

The educational philosophy of Ancient Greece cannot be reduced to a single type of education. The 

conscious and purposeful use of sports in line with fundamental goals such as moral development, 

character development, physical development, and civic awareness demonstrates that the Ancient Greek 
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educational philosophy possessed characteristics similar to formal education. On the other hand, the fact 

that this education was not carried out within an institutionalized school system in the modern sense, 

but rather as a continuous practice within life itself, shows that this educational approach bears traces of 

informal and non-formal education. However, regardless of which type of education it is closer to, the 

important point here is that in Ancient Greece, sport was a powerful educational tool used to consciously 

train individuals in various ways according to a curriculum. Therefore, it is clear that the relationship 

between sport and education does not mean training professional athletes or merely developing the body. 

This brings the “recreational” aspect of sport to the fore as a tool used in education. 

The Role of Sportive Recreation in Medieval Education: The Primacy of Military Training 

The idea of using the recreational form of sport as an educational tool for moral and character 

education, in addition to physical education, dates back to ancient times. However, the use of sport for 

this purpose is not a concept unique to the ancient world. On the contrary, this understanding has 

consistently emerged in different periods.  

For example, with the spread of Christianity, the Medieval period developed an educational 

structure dominated by scholastic thought, in which religious and intellectual instruction occupied the 

centre of education (Aytaç, 1992). From this, it can also be understood that the education of the body 

remained relatively in the background during this period. In Medieval thought, material things and minds 

(or souls) were thought to be far apart on the great chain of being, so matter was considered to be lower 

on this chain than the mind or the soul (Lagerlund, 2007). However, even though the body was seen as 

a lower category than the spirit in this era, it still needed to be trained. The main motivation for using 

sports as an educational tool during this period was not, as in ancient times, various pedagogical 

developments, but rather to survive in battle and gain military competence through physical strength. 

Given the characteristics of the period, it was necessary to train the institution that would protect people 

and the church in the best possible way (Demiriz, 2014; Akkurt & Şinoforoğlu, 2020). This institution 

was chivalry. In line with this purpose, knightly education included training in seven fundamental skills: 

horseback riding, swimming, archery, swordsmanship, hunting, chess, and the art of writing good poetry 

(Alpman, 1972; Aytaç, 1992; Akkurt & Şinoforoğlu, 2020). 

Knight training can be considered as an example of the use of sportive recreation as an educational 

tool in the Middle Ages. When examining the training required for someone wishing to become a knight, 

it can be seen that various types of sportive recreation, along with other types of recreation, were 

included in this training. In this context, Cartwright (2018) notes that knight candidates, in order to 

become true knights, were trained from a young age in sports, starting with basic horsemanship and 

weapon skills, followed by personal development through music and dance knowledge, reading and 

writing skills, chess playing, hunting skills, and, in addition to these, lance and sword training aimed at 

strengthening muscles and preparing for real battles (Cartwright, 2018). In addition, people used sports 

not only for entertainment but also to demonstrate how strong their bodies were. For this reason, sports 

such as archery and early versions of football and golf had become exercises for soldiers in the army 

(Wu, 2023). Therefore, it is understood that during this period, the recreational forms of sport were used 

as an educational tool, particularly in military training programs, with the aim of strengthening the body.  

As a result, it can be seen that examples of sporting recreation in the Medieval period were used as 

an educational tool for a specific purpose, namely to strengthen the body for military purposes. 

Especially when considering the model of knightly education, it can be said that it bears traces of formal 
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education because it was not random but rather a conscious and systematic type of education. On the 

other hand, even if it was limited to a specific class, due to its integration with the realities of life, its 

planned, purposeful, and practical nature, and its absence from a formal school system, it can be argued 

that it is closer to non-formal education. 

From the Renaissance to the Enlightenment: The Reconfiguration of Body, Mind, and 

Institutionalization of Sport in Education 

Another historical milestone in the use of sports in education is the historical phenomenon we call 

the Renaissance: the emergence of individualism, the awakening of the urge for beauty, the triumph of 

worldliness and joie de vivre, the mind’s dominance over worldly reality, the revival of the will to live, 

and the developing awareness of what personality is in its natural relationship with the world (Huizinga, 

2005; Akkurt & Şinoforoğlu, 2020). For this reason, the importance attributed to the body increased 

during this period, and education through sport, along with physical activity also gained greater 

significance accordingly. Additionally, this period, for example in France, emerged as a time when 

bloody and violent representations disappeared, replaced by the development of games focused on skill 

and dexterity (Akkurt & Şinoforoğlu, 2020). Meanwhile, in Italy, humanists admired the educational 

systems of the ancient period and valued the balanced education of mind and body that was part of the 

educational philosophy of that era; thus, physical education, one of the fundamental elements of 

kalokagathia, regained importance as a means of achieving the ideal human being (Akkurt & 

Şinoforoğlu, 2020). Therefore, it can be understood that during this period, while the human body was 

being trained, the aim was also to educate the individual in terms of features such as mind, morality, and 

citizenship, just as in ancient times. 

Consequently, the medieval understanding that sport was merely a means to develop the body for 

strength and survival in war changed with the Renaissance. This is because the idea that had been 

neglected in the Middle Ages, namely that human beings are valuable in themselves and are free 

creatures with a rational mind and the ability to do various things, began to take center stage as an 

understanding that regained importance with the Renaissance. The product of this intellectual 

transformation is the idea of using sport as an educational tool to develop the human being not only 

physically, but also in various ways that highlight the role and importance of the human being in life, 

just as in ancient times. This idea reemerged with the Renaissance and subsequently took shape as an 

educational method during the Enlightenment. Indeed, since humans are beings that create culture, 

movement and sports education are also a path to physical culture (Yazıcı, 2014; Akkurt & Şinoforoğlu, 

2020).  

In England, one of the starting points of the Enlightenment, John Locke, a representative of the 

English Enlightenment, saw the path to the healthy functioning of the mind as having a healthy body 

(Keleş, 2013; Akkurt & Şinoforoğlu, 2020). Locke argues that in order to achieve a strong, robust, and 

healthy body, certain concrete and practical measures must be taken regarding issues such as health, 

swimming, sleep, eating and drinking, habits, rewards, and punishments, maintaining that all of these 

contribute to a person’s physical and mental well-being (Cihan, 2006; Akkurt & Şinoforoğlu, 2020). 

Thus, the expected benefit of the concept of learning through sport, which was integrated into the 

educational philosophy of the period, can be considered to be keeping people physically and mentally 

fit through sporting activities, as well as keeping them intellectually, spiritually, and morally fit through 

the processes of carrying out these activities. 
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According to Locke, the human mind is like a blank slate (tabula rasa) at birth, and humans acquire 

all their knowledge through subsequent experience (Locke, 1992; Cihan, 2006). Therefore, Locke 

believed that the human mind is blank at birth and that all knowledge is the result of external influences 

(Cihan, 2006). Meanwhile, Locke believed that success in the art of raising people could be achieved 

by combining moral, mental, and physical education (Sena, 1976; Cihan, 2006). Thus, according to him, 

what was important in education was not passive learning but always active experience, which is why 

he attached great importance to all kinds of physical education (Cihan, 2006). Based on this idea, the 

mind, which is a blank slate, learns whatever it learns by doing and experiencing through an active body, 

and every piece of knowledge it acquires is also thanks to this activity. This demonstrates the underlying 

logic behind the use of sport as a useful and functional educational tool in its “sportive recreation” 

version. On the basis of the view that developing a strong character is directly linked to developing a 

strong body, it can be argued that the idea that sport can be used not only for physical development but 

also to educate and develop a person’s personality, behavior, and morals began to be included in official 

education plans and curricula starting from the Enlightenment period. 

Cihan (2006) states that Locke, in Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1992), argued that the 

body should be strengthened through training and experience and that moral education should be 

included in education and teaching. These ideas of Locke had a significant impact on educational 

approaches, particularly in European countries, especially in his home country of England (Cihan, 

2006). As a result, examples can be found where the recreational version of sports is used as an 

educational tool in formal education to cultivate virtuous individuals. 

As an example of this effect, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, one of the most important representatives of 

the French Enlightenment, presents in Emile the child as a being who is constantly in motion, learns 

through observation and experience, acquires knowledge from nature, and develops body and soul 

simultaneously in this process (Rousseau, 2009). In Emile, Rousseau also suggests that age-appropriate 

bodily activity supports the development of thought, since the child’s intellectual capacities develop 

more naturally and effectively through movement, direct experience, and active engagement with the 

environment (Rousseau, 2009). In the same work, Rousseau’s Emile exercised in the early hours of the 

morning through activities such as running barefoot, high jumping, and climbing walls and trees; 

because he needed strength, and a strong body was seen as a fundamental condition for a healthy mind 

(Demirel & Yıldıran, 2013). In this context, Rousseau wanted to convey the following message to us 

through Emile: “If the body must be strengthened, it is because nature is harsh and full of dangers but 

also because of the link between the physical and the moral: If the body is strong, the soul will be, too” 

(Tosato-Rigo, 2012). Similarly, in another example, one of the fundamental principles of education at 

the Philanthropinum, founded by the German Enlightenment thinker Johann Bernhard Basedow, was 

the idea that the cultivation and perfection of the soul depended on the body (Fináczy, 1927, as cited in 

Virág, 2019; Mihalovicsné, 2006, as cited in Virág, 2019). In Basedow’s education system, students 

spent a great deal of time outdoors; they frequently went on excursions, played in the open air, and 

engaged in controlled physical exercises with pleasure (Virág, 2019). In light of all these developments, 

it can be said that the view that sportive recreation is not only a means of developing the individual’s 

body but also an educational tool that contributes to personal and moral development is gaining 

increasing validity and acceptance within the formal education system. 
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Victorian England: Sport, Fair Play, and Moral Education 

With the expansion of physical activities in educational institutions, sport has gained greater 

acceptance as an educational tool within formal education curricula. Consequently, sportive recreation 

has become a dynamic, active, and undeniable educational element that enables students to experience 

comprehensive development in terms of physical, mental, moral, personality, and behavioral 

dimensions. In this regard, as Kaźmierczak (2018) states, “a decisive role in popularizing physical 

activity and sport emerging in the field of European culture, played in the nineteenth century English 

public schools, in which sports games belonged to the basic forms of physical activity of children and 

adolescents.” 

For example, when the demand for men to administer the British Empire led to scores of new 

foundations during the 19th century, the schools tended to adopt the more disciplined, duty-bound, and 

athletic model established at Rugby School by Dr. Thomas Arnold in the 1830s (Britannica Editors, 

2024, retrieved November 20, 2025). Therefore, during this period, education once again came to the 

fore with the motto of “raising citizens who are useful to the country,” as in previous periods, and 

education through sports recreation continued to be one of the most important educational tools used to 

achieve this goal. In this context, in the United Kingdom during the Victorian era of the 19th century, 

the Royal Schools Commission defined the educational role of sports games within school physical 

education programs in 1864 (Kaźmierczak, 2018). Accordingly, the commission stated that physical 

exercises that give health and activity to the body in English schools were based not on gymnastics, as 

on the Continent, but on sports games which, while serving well physical improvement, also served 

another purpose; namely, football and cricket were defined not only as exercise and entertainment but 

also as games that enable the acquisition of the most socially valuable traits (Wroczyński, 2003, as cited 

in Kaźmierczak, 2018). Including football and cricket, two popular sports in British society and culture, 

in education here certainly does not mean training students at schools to become footballers or cricketers. 

Thus, just as Plato’s idea of incorporating sport into the educational process in ancient Greece was not 

intended to produce professional athletes, football and cricket in the Victorian era can be defined as 

forms of sportive recreation serving certain noble purposes, provided they were not “professional” in 

nature. 

During the Victorian era, there was a drive towards a more civilized and controlled society, and 

this manifested itself in sport by shifting the emphasis from manly physical pursuits to moral and 

spiritual exercises with disciplinary value and a spirit of fair play (Perry, 2011). It is clear that the 

understanding that a popular game, such as football, should serve a higher purpose beyond physical 

fitness or bodybuilding has become deeply ingrained in formal education. This higher level is, in a sense, 

the sum of the answers that have been frequently given since the past to the question of what sport should 

develop. In other words, this higher purpose refers to qualities such as character, personality, morality, 

ethics, behavior, and citizenship that form a well-ordered society. This understanding became 

particularly evident in the Victorian era public school culture and curriculum, where football was used 

as an educational tool serving higher purposes. For instance, it is more important to behave courageously 

and fairly on a football field than to do well in other courses was placidly accepted by headmasters 

throughout the country, and sports came to dominate the life at many public schools (Haley, 1968). In 

light of these developments, it can be said that one of the greatest educational achievements of this 

period was the introduction of the concept of “fair play” into sport through the use of sportive recreation 

as an educational tool that instills appropriate behaviors in students during sportive competitions held 

within the framework of formal education in schools. 
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In conclusion, what is expected of students who engage in athletic competition through a sportive 

recreation game within a school curriculum is not to focus solely on winning at all costs, but rather to 

demonstrate fair and ethical behavior. Accordingly, the real success lies not in focusing solely on 

defeating one’s opponent out of blind ambition, but in doing so while adhering to the ethical and moral 

principles that shape society and are taught in formal education, such as fairness, honesty, civic 

responsibility, and practical wisdom, regardless of the result. 

The Role and Importance of Sportive Recreation in Education in the Contemporary World 

English school sport along with the strictly observed “principle of fair and honest play” had a 

significant and lasting educational influence, shaping the moral attitude and personality of the younger 

generation of 19th century Europe (Kaźmierczak, 2018). However, this movement was not limited to 

English culture, but spread throughout the world and brought the concept of fair play to the 

contemporary world. For instance, physical education courses included in today’s formal education 

curriculum, along with the physical activities, competitive games, and sporting environments created 

within these courses, can be considered as sportive recreation serving as a vehicle for education. 

Because, as Orhun (1992) states, developing a sense of solidarity and cooperation in children and young 

people, establishing an awareness of rules, and raising awareness about the impact and functions of sport 

in human, environmental, natural, and social spheres, together with values such as sharing, justice, 

tolerance, and benevolence, are among the main educational objectives and principles of school sports 

and formal physical education. (Orhun, 1992). In this context, efforts to raise awareness of the ethical 

values of sport and implement the necessary structural changes require that school physical education 

courses and inter-school competitions be used as an appropriate environment for instilling and 

demonstrating fair play behavior (Yıldıran 2005b). 

Furthermore, it should be noted that the idea of using sport in education in the contemporary world 

is not limited to teaching students’ specific things. Considering sports as an educational tool means 

evaluating it not only as an element of education and training, but also in terms of how students can 

continue their education through sport nowadays. In this context, there are countries that offer activities 

such as educational scholarships during undergraduate education, provided that young athletes meet 

certain conditions, such as maintaining a successful academic life during their education and not 

becoming professional athletes in exchange for a salary (Cengiz & Yıkmış, 2022). For example, the 

National College Athletic Association (NCAA) established by the United States in this regard defines 

all athletes at member universities as student-athletes and therefore requires young people to be amateur 

athletes in their sports (USLegal, n.d., retrieved June 10, 2022; Cengiz & Yıkmış, 2022). This situation 

exemplifies how, in today’s contemporary world, students can continue their education thanks to the use 

of sports as a tool that shapes education itself within a formal education model. 

Moreover, while educating students through sports recreation in 19th-century Europe was limited 

to the formal education framework, today this has expanded to encompass informal and non-formal 

education alongside formal education, and sport has become a lifelong educational tool. Karaküçük 

considers recreational activities in schools as an important part of recreation education and emphasizes 

their role in contributing to students’ personal, social, and educational development (Karaküçük, 2014). 

In other words, the use of sports recreation as an educational tool to teach people certain things through 

sports is not limited to formal education curricula today; it goes beyond the boundaries of formal schools 

and can be found wherever there is sports and education. 
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When considering the historical context of the use of sportive recreation as an educational tool, the 

individual's physical, mental, behavioral, and moral development was at the forefront. In the 

contemporary period, the individual’s psychosocial and cognitive development has been added to these 

developments. In this regard, a systematic review and meta-analysis by Moon et al. (2024) suggests that 

school-based physical activity interventions can function as promising educational tools for improving 

motor competence in elementary school children. Along with this, from a psychosocial perspective, 

numerous studies have shown that physical activity can improve self-esteem, self-efficacy, and reduce 

symptoms of anxiety and depression (Fraile-Martinez et al., 2025). Similarly, a systematic review and 

meta-analysis by Fu et al. (2025) indicates that physical activity can contribute positively to the mental 

health of typically developing children and adolescents, including anxiety, depression, stress, self-

esteem, and social competence. What this implies is that individuals who actively participate in sports-

based recreational games not only enjoy the game but also develop their social skills. Additionally, 

physical exercise has shown its capacity to enhance cognitive functions, such as processing speed, 

memory, and executive function across ages, with the most noticeable benefits seen in children, youth, 

and older adults (Erickson et al., 2019; Fraile-Martinez et al., 2025). Moreover, a meta-analysis by 

Cabral et al. (2025) indicates that cognitively engaging physical activity interventions may support 

executive functions such as working memory, inhibitory control, and cognitive flexibility in school-

aged children. These findings suggest that regardless of a person's age, engaging in physical activities 

has a positive effect on enhancing mental functions such as learning, perception, thinking, problem 

solving, evaluation, attention, memory, and decision making. 

Therefore, this educational context indicates a learning process that involves not only formal 

curricula but also non-formal and informal education models. In other words, individuals can experience 

socialization not only within the school environment but also outside of it. For example, Özdinç (2005) 

examined the relationship between sports and participation in sports and socialization and collected 

university students’ views on this subject. The data obtained revealed that even if students did not play 

sports for the purpose of socialization, they were aware of the positive effects of sports on socialization 

and stated that university students believed sports made positive contributions to interpersonal 

interaction. As another example, Kaya & Tuncel (2019) examined the socialization levels of university 

students who engage in sports and those who do not. The data obtained revealed that students from a 

faculty located near sports facilities had higher levels of socialization than students from another faculty 

located farther away from the facilities, thanks to their proximity and participation in sports activities 

during their free time. These examples demonstrate that sport and sportive recreation are effective tools 

not only in formal education but also in non-formal education contexts. 

At the same time, in a cognitive context, because individuals repeatedly encounter questions such 

as “how can I score points, how can I hit the target, how can I lift heavier weights, how can I jump 

higher, or how can I throw farther” in a sport-based recreational game, they can thereby develop 

problem-solving, decision-making, questioning, and creative thinking skills that are also applicable to 

challenges they may face in everyday life. For example, Oboeuf et al. (2020) investigated, drawing on 

a traditional team sport such as football, the influence of learning contexts within a sporting game on 

the development of creativity in young football players aged 8–9. The results showed that traditional 

sporting games can help develop players’ creative abilities. Moreover, these findings are not limited to 

game-based contexts. For instance, Steinberg et al. (1997) also investigated whether recreative exercises 

enhance creativity independently of mood. Their findings indicate that exercise, referred to as aerobic 

training or aerobic dance, improves creativity. 
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Consequently, the use of sportive recreation as an educational tool must be approached from 

multiple perspectives today. This is because, along with the use of sports as part of the educational 

curriculum, it has also become an instrument that supports and encourages the educational process itself 

by creating educational opportunities for students. 

Among the reasons for this is that, along with its use as part of the educational curriculum, it has 

become a tool that supports and encourages the educational process by creating educational 

opportunities for students. Another reason is that sports recreation has found its place as an educational 

tool not only in formal education but also in other types of education outside of formal education. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

It is evident that sportive recreation supports education in various ways and has been used as an 

educational tool from the past to the present. Serving as a tool for education does not simply mean 

teaching a desired behavior using that tool. Therefore, variables such as how the tool is used as an 

educational element, the purpose of its use, the reasons for its use, the conditions of the period in which 

it is used, the environment in which it is used, who uses it, and what type of education it is used for 

should also be considered important issues to be examined regarding the use of something as a tool. This 

also demonstrates why the use of sportive recreation as an educational tool, which is an element of 

sports, is addressed in this study under various periods and for various reasons. 

When considering the educational role and importance of sportive recreation as an educational tool, 

it becomes apparent that this is hidden in the question of what the ideal human being should be like. 

This is because, from ancient times to the contemporary world, humanity has used education to create 

individuals who are beneficial to themselves, society, and their country in various ways. When 

examining the history of education, it is also seen that sportive recreation has been used as a tool to 

create the “ideal human being” regardless of the period. 

In this context, the following conclusion can be drawn regarding the question of within which 

educational models sport has been used as an educational tool: educational models in Antiquity reveal 

traces not only of formal education but also of informal and non-formal educational practices. A similar 

diversity can also be observed in the Middle Ages, particularly in the context of knightly education. 

From the Enlightenment period onward, including the Victorian era, the boundaries of formal education 

increasingly came to be defined around experience-based and learning-by-doing approaches, within 

which sportive recreation was clearly positioned as an educational tool. In today’s contemporary world, 

however, the educational role of sport is no longer confined solely to formal education; rather, it is also 

employed as an effective educational tool within non-formal educational contexts. Moreover, it is 

evident that the recreational dimension of sport has assumed a role that goes beyond merely being an 

educational tool, by providing individuals with access to educational opportunities themselves. 

Nevertheless, these educational functions should not be interpreted in an entirely uncritical manner, 

because the use of sportive recreation in each period was shaped by the social, cultural, and institutional 

needs and limitations of its time. In Antiquity, although this use did not yet constitute an institutionalized 

and systematic educational model in the modern sense, it provided a prototypical example of the use of 

physical education and sportive activities in education for the purpose of raising the ideal citizen. In the 

Middle Ages, sportive recreation was evaluated largely within the framework of military preparation 

and chivalric education. During the Renaissance and Enlightenment periods, although the importance 
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attached to the development of body and mind increased, this approach was still shaped by a particular 

understanding of how the ideal individual should be educated. In the Victorian period, sportive 

recreation was associated with moral development and fair play, but at the same time it was also used 

as part of discipline and behaviour education aimed at raising the ideal citizen. In the contemporary 

period, sportive recreation has been regarded not only as a means of supporting physical development, 

but also as a multidimensional element contributing to psychosocial, cognitive, and educational 

development. Even in this period, however, the role and importance of sportive recreation in education 

depend not merely on its presence within education, but on how it is structured and for what purposes it 

is incorporated into the educational process. Therefore, it can be said that sportive recreation has gained 

a broader field of influence and contribution in the contemporary period compared to previous periods. 

This historical accumulation shows that today sportive recreation should be regarded not only as a means 

of physical development, but also as a contemporary educational tool serving character, value, and social 

awareness development across the formal, non-formal, and informal dimensions of education. In light 

of these historical findings, future studies may further extend this discussion by examining the effects 

of sportive recreation on educating purpose-oriented individuals in the contemporary period, how AI 

applications can be integrated into recreation environments, the educational dimension of digital 

recreation, and how the integration of e-sports into sportive recreation settings may contribute to 

students and individuals in the educational process. 

For today’s physical education teachers and recreation leaders, these historical paradigms suggest 

that sportive recreation should not be reduced merely to technical skill acquisition or physical 

performance; rather, it should be prioritized as a holistic tool that contributes to character formation. In 

this respect, considering the Ancient understanding of the “ideal human being” together with the 

Victorian emphasis on “moral attitude” within today’s contemporary educational understanding may 

help bridge the gap between performance-oriented models and a more humane, value-based educational 

approach. In light of all these assessments, this study ultimately contributes to the literature by revealing 

how and for what purposes sportive recreation has been positioned as an educational tool throughout the 

historical process.  
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