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ABSTRACT

Abandonment from sports activities is a significant and increasing process in adolescence, with several negative
involvements at multiple levels, such as the acquisition of an unhealthy lifestyle. The decision of dropping out of
sporting activity may be linked to sport and non-sport aspects in various domains. Interestingly, the search of
personal skills related to dropout rates that are operative in performance and other settings different from sport
(such as school) is still understudied. This study examined the association between different types of quitting
sports and strategic learning skills in the affective-motivational and cognitive-metacognitive dimensions.
These skills, learned in the school context, are functional to academic careers, sports, and the wider fields of
life. Sampling included 2,391 Italian and Spanish upper secondary students aged 14-18 years. They filled out
two self-assessment questionnaires regarding workout and sporting routines and the affective-motivational and
cognitive-metacognitive learning strategies. The search assumption was explored using the descriptive research
method. The results revealed that strategic affective-motivational learning skills are linked with definitive and
not-definitive sports dropout rates. These skills may have a crucial influence on making young people’s physical
exercise maintenance last in time and reduce the risk of maladaptive behavior in different areas of life. An early
learning of these skills, starting as soon as children enter school, would allow young people to invest in their own
health immediately.

La funcion de las habilidades estratégicas de aprendizaje en el abandono
deportivo en la adolescencia

RESUMEN

El abandono del deporte es un proceso significativo y creciente en la adolescencia que conlleva varias
implicaciones negativas a multiples niveles, como adquirir un estilo de vida poco saludable. Abandonar el deporte
puede estar vinculado a aspectos deportivos y no deportivos en diversos ambitos. Curiosamente, la busqueda
de habilidades personales relacionadas con el abandono que sean operativas en el rendimiento y en entornos
diferentes del deporte sigue siendo poco estudiada. Este estudio examino la relacion entre diferentes tipos de
abandono deportivo y habilidades estratégicas de aprendizaje afectivo-motivacional y cognitivo-metacognitivas,
aprendidas en el contexto escolar y funcionales para las carreras académicas, el deporte y los varios ambitos de
la vida. El muestreo incluyo a 2,391 estudiantes italianos y espafioles de secundaria superior entre 14 y 18 afios.
Estos rellenaron dos cuestionarios de autoevaluacion sobre las rutinas de entrenamiento y deporte y las estrategias
de aprendizaje. La hipotesis de busqueda se explord con el método de investigacion descriptivo. Los resultados
revelaron que las habilidades afectivo-motivacional se asocian con el abandono definitivo y no definitivo del
deporte. Estas habilidades pueden influenciar crucialmente los jovenes a mantener el ejercicio fisico en el tiempo
y reducir el riesgo de conductas desadaptativas en diferentes ambitos de la vida. Aprender estas habilidades desde
el principio de la escuela permitiria a los jovenes invertir en su propia salud inmediatamente.
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Abandonment of sports activities in young people is a
noteworthy event with important consequences at more levels,
such as being physically inactive over time and acquiring an
unhealthy lifestyle (Logan et al., 2020). On the other hand, the
teenage years are rich in modifications at psychological, phy-
siological, and social-environmental ranks. These processes of
change that mark the passage from adolescence to adult age in
different areas of life such as school, sports, and work (Cor-
der et al., 2019) could represent difficult situations to manage.
To this end, it is determining to improve and develop coping
strategies and personal skills that are functional for handling
changes, challenges, and choices, particularly in young people.

Given that sport dropout rates increase in adolescence
(Eime et al., 2019; Rullestad et al., 2021), working on a per-
son’s self-fulfillment and ability to achieve personal goals in
both sports and life is crucial. Van Houten (2019) affirmed that
not knowing how to deal with critical situations at a psychologi-
cal and emotional level could influence the regularity of spor-
ting habits and the participation in/abandonment of organized
sports. However, adolescents who have an adequate configu-
ration of psychosocial resources and action planning skills are
more inclined to practice physical exercise and not quit sports
(Schmid et al., 2019). On the other hand, other scholars, such as
Sorkkila et al. (2019), observed that school and sports are inte-
rrelated domains and this can have a meaningful effect on ado-
lescents’ lives. Indeed, Aquilina (2013) states that major critical
events lived in a school setting and not well managed can deve-
lop attrition factors toward sports participation in the develop-
mental age period. Thus, low perception of competence, critical
social relationships, difficulty in handling different tasks due to
lack of time, socioeconomic inequalities, and relevant life chan-
ges (Battaglia et.al., 2021; Espedalen & Seippel, 2022; Moulds
et al.,, 2022; Saez et al., 2021) may negatively affect sports
persistence. Moreover, Garcia-Gonzalez et al. (2022) suggest
a motivational reference model that is able to identify factors
and processes that can improve learning and transfer motiva-
tion from sports to other extracurricular domains and promote
adaptive behavior in students in multiple learning contexts.

In summary, to be equipped with personal resources functio-
nal to widen an adaptive capacity may assist the person to deal
with challenges in various settings and to improve the approach
to well-being for a lifetime (Barrington-Leigh, 2021). Further-
more, Stambulova et al. (2021) affirmed that for student-athlete
engaged in the dual career (DC), the development of transfera-
ble and functional skills to direct their career, plan their life and
DC, and acquire self-emotional awareness is considered crucial
to successfully manage both academic and athletic obligations.
Conversely, the inability to cope with these demands can lead
the student-athlete to burnout and abandonment from sports.
These skills have been revealed themselves as the main resour-
ces of athletes for maintaining their sports career over time.
Additionally, Kendellen and Camiré (2015) observed that there
is a direct link between sports and skills needed for the self-rea-
lization and self-determination of the person and their transfer
to other settings and domains. Besides, skills that are transfe-
rable to other settings and domains than sports present greater
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requirements to influence positively an excellent performance
(Pierce et al., 2016). On the contrary, the impact and influence
of similar skills learned in other contexts, such as school, and
connected to participation and abandonment of sports fields
is still partially explored. These competencies have primarily
been investigated with a focus on the favorable effect of phy-
sical exercise on other life domains and educational outcomes
(Garcia-Gonzalez et al., 2022). Hence, the reported scientific
evidence fosters the study of fundamental skills and personal
resources in the individual, as these could be supporting factors
in maintaining sporting career over time. This process may start
from sports and head to other contexts and vice versa. A recent
study revealed that strategic learning skills, in the affective-mo-
tivational domain, are associated with sports dropout rates in
Italian and Spanish students (Consoni et al., 2021). These skills
concern the framework of the soft skills and refer to the capa-
city of self-determination and self-regulation. They identify the
main cognitive-metacognitive and affective-motivational com-
petencies related to study tasks and learning strategies imple-
mented mostly in the school domain (Pellerey, 2017). Promoting
behaviors aimed at acquiring cognitive, metacognitive, motiva-
tional, affective, and volitional skills in the school processes of
learning may help the student to capitalize on these functional
skills in multiple domains.

The present study

Considering that school portrays a central and irreplaceable
developmental experience in young people, the study presented
three objectives: 1) to identify different level of strategic lear-
ning skills learned in the school setting associated with sport
dropout rates (definitive/not definitive); 2) to explore the diffe-
rent type of dropout from sport connected to the critical values
categories in the affective-motivational strategic learning skills;
and 3) to analyze the same association as a function of gender,
age, and nationality.

Some hypotheses were stablished based on previous litera-
ture. Therefore, some studies (Ahmed et al., 2019; Furley et al.,
2023) affirmed that the correlation between sports participa-
tion and academic success is due to a connection in the general
domain of functional skills that depend on high-level cognitive
functions. There is indirect evidence of fragmentary associa-
tions among strategic learning skills, sports participation and
academic success (Chen et al., 2021). The first hypothesis esta-
blished that these competencies, that are deemed functional to
learning processes and mostly observed in academic achieve-
ment studies (Muijs & Bokhove, 2020), may be associated with
sports practice as well and affect the sport persistence/dropout.
These skills, that are cross-boundary in other domains such as
sports, can assist students and athletes in facing critical situa-
tions and stages of change in both school and sports careers,
since a high level of self-regulation skills can have long-term
positive effects on persistence in sports practice and health
(Balk & Englert, 2020). The second hypothesis expected that
a low level of strategic learning skills may influence the pre-
mature sport abandonment and, on the contrary, a high level of
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these competencies may sustain the sport engagement. Addi-
tionally, precocious sports abandonment seems to be affected,
at individual level, by non-psychological factors (Zhang et al.,
2024) such as demographic variables (Bann et al., 2019; Eime
et al., 2016; Monteiro et al., 2018). The third hypothesis esta-
blished that age, gender, and nationality may be connected to
the association of sports dropout rates and different level of the
strategic learning skills.

Method
Participants

Sampling was performed in a stratified manner in the
schools of Rome, Frosinone, and Viterbo in Italy and Madrid
and Murcia in Spain. The sampling stratified criteria for all
participants were age (14-18 years), high school students, and
eligible curriculum. Italian students attended high schools
with traditional curricula (such as high school science, applied
science, linguistics) and other senior high schools with diffe-
rent curricula in technical fields (such as computer technician
and telecommunications, tourism, electronic) and senior high
schools with reinforced sports curriculum (senior high school
sports). The Spanish ones attended mandatory high school
(ESO) and non-mandatory high school with different curricula,
such as Science and Technology, Humanities, and Social Scien-
ces (Bachillerato).

The Italian sample was distributed in seven schools in the
city of Rome (19 classrooms of sports high school, 21 of scien-
tific one, 2 of linguistic one, 8 of applied sciences one, and 36
of technical institutes), one school in Viterbo (9 classrooms of
sports high school), and one school in Frosinone (6 classrooms
of sports high school). The Spanish sample was distributed in
two schools in Madrid (11 classrooms of ESO and 7 of Bachi-
llerato) and two schools in Murcia (8 classrooms of ESO and 5
of Bachillerato). The number of participants for each classroom
could range from 15 to 24/25 students both in Italian and Spa-
nish schools. The total sample consisted of 2,391 students: it was
composed of 545 Spanish (53.9% male, 46.1% female) and 1,846
Italian participants (68.7% male, 31.3% female) aged between
14-18 years, (M = 15.6 years; SD = 1.3 for Spanish students and
M =157 years; SD = 1.3 for Italian students). The distribution
of participants by school year in each country consisted of the
Italian students who attended the first year of high school were
583 (24.4%), the ones who attended the second year were 424
(17.7%), the ones who attended the third year were 412 (17.2%),
and the ones who attended the fourth year were 427 (17.8%)).
The Spanish students who attended the third year of ESO were
144 (6%), the ones who attended the fourth year of ESO were
224 (9.4%), the ones who attended the first year of Bachillerato
were 118 (4.9%), and the ones who attended the second year of
Bachillerato were 42 (1.8%).

Potential influences joined to the socio-economic status of
the participants, were limited through the selection of schools
located in neighborhoods marked predominantly by middle
social status.
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Instruments

Two self-assessment questionnaires were selected. They
proved themselves to be suitable for collecting data after a
forward-backward translation process. The Questionnaire
Jfor the Analysis of the Practice of Physical-Sports Activities,
CAPAFD (Hellin et al., 2004), gathered information concer-
ning demographic variables and sport habits, such as dropout
from sport, sport persistence and background variables perti-
nent to the study (e.g., “When did you start playing sports?”,
“Have you dropped out of sports?”). The original version of the
questionnaire (targeted at people aged 15-64 years) was adap-
ted and focused on adolescents. It assembled expository data
on sports behaviors related to several socio-demographic varia-
bles in young people. This information was collected through
17 items composed of open/closed-ended questions. Responses
involved dichotomous (Yes/No) and multiple-choice with three
to six answers (e.g., “How many days a week do you do sports,
in addition to Physical Education class?”, “In which season of
the year are you most involved in your sports activities?”’).

The main variable was classified in three clusters: 1 = Defini-
tive sport dropout (general dropout from all sports); 2 = No-dro-
pout; 3 = Not-definitive sport dropout (dropout from sport-speci-
fic with continuation in another sport/physical activity).

The Learning Strategies Questionnaire (reduced version)
(QSA-R; Margottini, 2018) concerned the self-assessment of
eight strategic learning skills functional to study routines and/or
criticality faced in school and homework by students (like diffi-
culty organizing and completing study assignments). The ques-
tionnaire evaluates the self-perception of these skills clustered
into two dimensions of four scales each: cognitive/metacognitive
(Cl1, C2, C3, C4) and affective/motivational (Al, A2, A3, A4).
Each factor-scale refers to a particular competence: Cl (e.g., “To
remember better when I study, try to connect the various ideas
together”); C2 (e.g., “Before studying, I check what I have to
do”); C3 (e.g., “I build diagrams, graphs, or summary tables to
summarize what I study”); C4 (e.g., “While studying, I happen
to think about something else”) for the cognitive-metacognitive
dimension; Al (e.g., “When I get a bad mark I get discouraged”);
A2 (e.g., “Even if a task seems boring to me, I still try to finish
it”); A3 (e.g., “When I do well in an exam I think I did well to
study so hard”); A4 (e.g., “I feel confident I will be able to get
good grades”), for the affective-motivational dimension. The
questionnaire consists of 46 questions: 21 items are clustered in
the four cognitive—metacognitive scales, C1 (n=6), C2 (n="17),
C3 (n=15), C4 (n=3) and 25 items are clustered in the four affec-
tive/motivational scales, Al (n=06), A2 (n=06), A3 (n=38), A4
(n=15). A four-point Likert-type scale from 1 = Never or almost
never to 4 = Always or almost always performed the answers of
the students. The students’ final profile was supplied on a nine-
point standard Stanine scale (Margottini, 2018) by the formula
{2*[(sum raw score-average)/standard deviation] + 5} from the
raw scores for each of the eight subscales. For the subscales Cl1,
C2, C3 and A2, A3, A4, a higher scoring corresponded to posi-
tive outcome. In opposite, only for the factor-scales C4 and Al a
lower scoring corresponded to positive outcome. Therefore, the
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scores for C4 and Al subscales were inverted to perform simi-
lar corresponding scores consistently across scales. Conforming
to normative data (Margottini, 2018), the points from 1 to 3 on
a nine-point Stanine scale refer to a below-average competence
score; from 4 to 6 refer to an average ability range, and from 7
to 9 refer to an above-average skill score. For data analysis, all
stanine-transported scores of the eight subscales (C and A, 1- 4)
were further processing into dichotomous variables. The no-cri-
ticality value (0 = No CL) in the skills above critical level (with
score from 4 to 9) and criticality value (1 = CL) in the skills with
value from 1 to 3 were attributed to the dichotomous variables
(Margottini, 2018). In this study, overall Cronbach’s alpha was
76, and in the subscales: C1 =.74, C2 = .64, C3 =71, C4 = .63,
Al=.79,A2=74,A3=.52, A4 = T72.

Procedure

All participants received instructions for compiling the two
questionnaires, which were administered jointly and anony-
mously during school time by a print version of the forms in
one session (about 20 minutes). The informed parental consent
was obtained to participate in the study, and it was signed by all
participants over 18 years old. The same document was signed
by parents or guardians of the students under 18 years old. The
Institutional Ethics Committee of Catholic University of Mur-
cia in Spain, UCAM (CE102012) approved the study.

Data analysis

The research hypotheses were performed in an explorative
way, through descriptive research method. Frequency analyses

Table 1
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were conducted to explore the distribution of the sample across
different categories of sports dropout (definitive/not definitive)
and critical values in the strategic learning skills. The cross-sec-
tional study was conducted on Italian and Spanish adolescents to
make a comparison between countries and to broaden the gene-
ralizability of the results (Bann et al., 2019). Students (rn = 61)
who did not complete the QSA-R questionnaire were excluded
from the sample, as their data could not contribute to the study
of the sport dropout rates associated with learning skills.

The critical level emerged in the affective/motivational
subscales (from Al to A4) and the cognitive/metacognitive
ones (from Cl to C4) were summarized for each student. So,
the student could get from 0 = No critical values to 4 = Critical
values in all four subscales. Therefore, students were cluste-
red in five categories of criticality (0, 1, 2, 3, and 4) in the two
dimensions of strategic learning skills. Additionally, the sport
dropout rates were compared with the strategic skills criticality
classifications (from 0 to 4) and as function gender and natio-
nality by frequency analyses. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test
(p <.001) analyzed the non-normality of all the observed varia-
bles (p <.001). Bivariate analysis with contingency tables and
the chi-square test (y?) computed the results. Effect sizes were
also estimated with Cramer’s V. SPSS Statistics software (25.0;
IBM, Armonk, NY, USA) processed data.

Results

Table 1 reports a significantly important effect of the distri-
bution of the sports dropout rates (definitive and not-definitive)
associated with affective-motivational learning skills. Diffe-
rently, in the cognitive-metacognitive dimension, only the C4

The absolute frequencies and percentages of the critical/no critical values for each scale-factor in relation to the three categories of sport

abandonment are reported

Not-definitive

DefinitivenS(;())/ort Dropout No—SportoDropout Sport dropout ¥ (df2) Cramer’s
0) n (%) n (%) 14
No CL CL No CL CL No CL CL

Strategic learning skills

Cognitive/Metacognitive

C1 276 (22.1) 258 (22.5) 872 (69.9) 790 (69) 99 (7.9) 96 (8.3) 0.26 .877 .01
C2 360 (21) 174 (25.7)  1.213(70.7) 449 (66.4) 142 (8.2) 53 (7.8) 6.3 .043 .05
C3 370 (23) 164 (20.9)  1.100 (68.4) 562 (71.8) 138 (8.5) 57(7.2) 2.95 228 .04
C4 211 (18.3) 323 (26) 855 (74.4) 807 (65) 83(7.2) 112 (9) 2561 <001 1

Affective/Motivational

Al 393 (20.2) 141 (31.2) 1.387 (71.4) 275 (61) 160 (8.2) 35(7.8) 2577 <001 1

A2 191 (18.4) 343 (25.3) 768 (74) 894 (66) 79 (7.6) 116 (8.5) 18.66  <.001 .09
A3 130 (19.8) 404 (23.2) 478 (72.7) 1.184 (68.2) 49 (7.4) 146 (8.4) 4.54 .103 .04
A4 369 (20.7) 165 (27) 1.266 (71.2) 396 (64.6) 143 (8) 52 (8.4) 10.72 .005 .07

Note. No CL = No criticality; CL = Criticality; C1 = Processing strategies for understanding and remembering; C2 = Self-regulation strategies;
C3 = Graphic strategies to understand, summarize, and memorize; C4 = Attention control strategies; A1 = Emotion management strategies;
A2 = Volition; A3 = Causal attribution-Locus of control; A4 = Perception of competence.

44



Consoni

factor-scale showed a significant effect in association with both
definitive and not-definitive dropout rates. Furthermore, the
distribution of the sample across the no-sport dropout category
linked with strategic learning skills revealed higher frequencies
of students comparing to the definitive and not definitive sport
dropout categories.

Further analysis was performed to examine a different level
of strategic learning skills associated with sports dropout rates.
The overall distribution of the frequencies in the criticality clus-
ters categorized from O to 4 revealed that the higher the number
of critical values in affective-motivational strategic skills, the
higher the frequency of students with definitive sport dropout
rates (y>=42.29, p <.001, Cramer’s V'=.09), in comparison
to less pronounced effect of the not-definitive sports dropout
(Figure 1).

Moreover, additional analysis was conducted to investi-
gate the influence of demographic variables on the association

Figure 1
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between sports dropout rates and different level of the strate-
gic learning skills. On the one hand, it was founded that the
distribution of the frequencies in the categories of criticality of
the skills in the cognitive-metacognitive dimension linked to
overall sport dropout rates was non-significant for both gen-
ders (male: p = .138; female: p =.223) and for both countries
(Spain: p = .777; Italy: p = .049). And on the other hand, that the
critical values categories in the affective-motivational compe-
tencies are connected to both definitive and not-definitive sport
dropout rates and gender and nationality. Age is connected nor
to the affective-motivational (y3*=25.51, p=.061, Cramer’s
V= 11) neither to cognitive-metacognitive (x> = 11.79, p = .758,
Cramer’s V'=.75) dimension. The pattern presented in Table
2 revealed that Italian and Spanish male students displayed a
significant progressive increase in definitive sports dropout
rates associated with a higher number of critical values from 0
to 4 in affective-motivational learning skills. Nevertheless, in

Percentages of definitive and not-definitive sport dropout rates distributed across the critical values categories in affective-motivational stra-

tegic skills (A)

*p<.05.
Table 2

Definitive and not-definitive dropout rates from sport associated with Classification of A_critical values as a function of gender and nationality

Definitive_ Sport Dropout N (%)

Not-definitive_Sport dropout N (%)

Total

Total

Number of 0 1 2 3 4 0 1 2 3 4 > g Cramer’s
critical values  p (%) n (%) n%) n%) n%) 1% n®%) n%) 0% 0% n(%) n%) r@s p 14
Gender

Male 11(8) 90(16.9) 111 (20.1) 82(28.2) 16 (30.1) 310 (19.8) 9 (6.5) 34(6.3) 44(8) 22(7.5) 5(9.4) 114(7.2) 3503 <.001 .11
Female 15(18.5) 64(21.6) 88(33) 39(29.1) 18(35.2) 224 (27) 5(6.1) 32(10.8) 27 (10.1) 13 (9.7) 4(7.8) 81 (9.8) 17.03 .03 1
Nationality

Italian 159.2) 107 (16.5) 141 (23.3) 95 (27.8) 28 (31.1) 386 (20.9) 8 (4.9) 55(8.4) 59 (9.8) 33(9.6) 9(10) 164 (8.8) 47.84 <.001 11
Spanish 11(20) 47@26) 58(27.2) 26 (31.7) 6(42.8) 148 (27.1) 6(10.9) 11(6) 12(56) 2(24) O 31(56) 83 404 .09
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not-definitive sport dropout rates, the effect that emerged did
not show the same incremental progression. Unlike, female stu-
dents revealed a less remarkable and non-significant outcome
both in definitive and not-definitive sports dropout rates.

Discussion

This study explored the association between dropout rates
from sports and learning skills crucial to both sports and
schooling performance in Italian and Spanish students atten-
ding upper secondary education. The hypotheses defined were
the following: (1) to investigate the association between dro-
pout from sports and strategic learning skills, (2) to examine a
different level of strategic learning skills associated with sports
dropout rates, and (3) to evaluate the impact of demographic
variables on the association between sports dropout rates and
different level of the strategic learning skills.

The results revealed the distribution of the sample in the
categories of definitive (22.3%), not-definitive sports dropout
(8.2%), and no-sports dropout rates (69.5%). These last ones
were mainly associated with affective-motivational learning
skills and in a limited manner with the cognitive-metacognitive
ones. Thus, the first hypothesis was partially confirmed.

Although cognitive-metacognitive skills were only associa-
ted in part with dropout rates from sports, the results of this
study are in line with the research of Goudas et al. (2017). They
affirmed that students’ achievements may be influenced by
self-regulatory cognitive, metacognitive, affective, and moti-
vational skills. Since the reference literature, especially among
metacognitive processes learned in school and functional to
sports practice is limited, it can be indirectly hypothesized that
the minor effect of cognitive-metacognitive skills on abandon-
ment from sport is due to a lack of ability to control study tasks
and, more generally, learning action processes themselves,
implemented during school work (Ottone, 2014). Being aware of
the strategies and the processes implemented during one’s study
actions can be functional to learn further tasks in other con-
texts. Moreover, self-regulated students demonstrate awareness
of their strengths and weaknesses and of the personal resour-
ces. They also know how to manage their behaviors in different
contexts to optimize learning strategies (Young et al., 2023).
On the contrary, a low self-awareness of one’s learning actions
does not trigger the monitoring and the control in the self-regu-
lation processes that are functional to achieve objectives (Gou-
das et al., 2017). Nevertheless, only the C4 factor-scale showed
a significant effect in the cognitive-metacognitive dimension
associated with sports dropout rates. This finding is partially
consistent with a recent study (Consoni et al., 2021) where none
of the factor-scales of the cognitive-metacognitive dimension
were associated with sport dropout rates, although this study
considered only the definitive sports dropout ones. However,
recent searches (Kim et al., 2024; Lee et al., 2023) observed
the attention control strategies, although they were focused on
the role and influence of attention management processes used
by individuals in their past and adopted during cognitive pro-
cesses, even when such strategies do not produce suboptimal
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performance. Further studies should be encouraged to deepen
the effectiveness of the attention control strategies, especially
in young people.

The positive association between learning competencies,
academic achievement, and persistence in sports participation
highlighted in this study could be confirmed by the cross-bor-
der and transferable nature of self-regulation processes from
one field to the other one. This is consistent with Pierce et al.
(2016), which affirmed that skills are functional when they can
be developed through the experiences and transferred from one
domain to other. Also transfer contexts fulfill an important
environmental function, since they must implement optimal
conditions that can foster or hinder the transfer of life skills
(Allen & Rhind, 2018).

In addition, Zimmermann (1998) maintains that self-regu-
lation mechanisms, even if learnt in formal study contexts, can
be transversal in more settings, informal and non-formal (such
as sports, music, and writing), because they displayed commo-
nalities. This assumption allows the self-regulation process to
be available in various situations throughout life, where people
live different experiences. This linkage displays that the skills
enhanced in the school setting and functional to the academic
career may be also operational and applicable in the sports con-
text for fulfilling sports career. Therefore, the enhancement
of study and learning competencies during school fosters the
acquisition of self-regulation processes (Zimmerman & Schunk,
2001). In the same way, self-regulation processes (based on the
potential of personal resources) support the management of the
dynamics and criticality related to sports practice and can sus-
tain the sports persistence over time. Furthermore, these perso-
nal resources enable the person to self-direct and self-orient in
the achievement of their own objectives, as they are a strategic
component of the action planning (Nota et al., 2004).

The second hypothesis of the study was confirmed. The
results revealed that the higher the number of critical values in
affective motivational skills, the higher the number of students
who dropped out of sports. A low level of these skills may nega-
tively affect sports participation.

Since the study of the association between strategic learning
skills and sports dropout rates is still poorly investigated, it can
be indirectly hypothesized that students with a higher value of
learning skills in the affective-motivational dimension are able
to perform a not-definitive dropout from sports and continue in
another sport/physical activity their sports career and redirect the
one’s personal choices by selecting a new sporting activity and
persist in it. These skills refer to a wide range of self-regulation
skills and their management can help the person to give purpose,
direction, and perspective to their own actions (Pellerey, 2017).
This suggests that, during adolescence, the lack of self-regula-
tion strategies and the difficulty of managing personal dynamics,
such as anxiety, emotional control, and self-efficacy, as well as
the lack of motivation and perseverance, may be connected with
abandonment from sports (Zhang et al., 2022). Therefore, it is
thinkable that the competencies addressed in this study might
have a connection in this association and affect the choice to
abandon sports definitively/not definitively and/or to support per-



Consoni

sistence in sport practice over time (Zhang et al., 2024). This is
consistent with Young et al. (2023), who affirmed that self-regu-
lated behaviors might affect the sport practice persistence. Fur-
thermore, a reasonable similarity of the skills related to sports
burnout processes with those ones explored in this study could
allow to frame the latter in a reference theory (Morano et al.,
2022). Therefore, people who display an internal locus of con-
trol are more incline to adopt health behavior and be persistent
in practicing sport (Kesavayuth et al., 2020) and perceive their
skill level as suitable and recognize themselves motivated. On the
contrary, a low level of resilience-related skills (Sorkkila et al.,
2019) —comparable to the volition-competence examined in this
research—, high level of anxiety (Morano et al., 2022), and low
perception of competence (Nicolosi et al., 2021) may represent
friction factors in the process of dropout from sport. The deficit
in these skills highlighted in the literature could correspond to
the criticality level of the strategic learning skills in the affecti-
ve-motivational dimension found in this research.

Additional outcomes revealed that the association between
sports dropout rates and strategic learning skills was associated
to nationality and gender, but not to age. Thus, the third hypo-
thesis was partially confirmed. This suggests that additional
elements of personal, cultural, and socio-environmental nature
might be attrition factors and affect sport persistence/quitting.
This is in accordance with the latest studies, which state that
the development of a group of soft skills, like those addressed
in this study (e.g., to be oriented to action, to be resilient, and
to be assertive), may be affected by geographical and cultural
context, cultural factors, such as scholastic curriculum/cultural
background (Nasheeda et al., 2019; Ragusa et al., 2022). Besi-
des the effect that emerged in the association between affecti-
ve-motivational skills and dropout rates as a function of natio-
nality, there were few comparable studies in the literature on
this association. Fernandez-Sanz et al. (2017) state that the eth-
nic minorities examined in their study, compared to the domi-
nant ethnic groups, had less possibilities to develop soft skills,
because they were economically and culturally disadvantaged.
This may confirm that different cultural factors and contexts
(e.g., socioeconomic disparities) could influence the develop-
ment of strategic learning skills, since they are mainly acquired
in the school context (Bann et al., 2019; Hippe et al., 2018). Fur-
ther research is required to deep this assumption.

Additionally, Ariany et al. (2021) investigated the role pla-
yed by age in the development of soft skills in high school and
university students. From this study emerged that the mastery
of soft skills increased in proportion to participants’ age and
this strengthened the self-efficacy.

Although the sample examined in this study did not reveal
an association between age and learning skills, this outcome
is in line with the study of Kirchhoff and Keller (2021). They
stated that the development of a broad range of self-regulatory
skills begins in childhood and continues throughout life. The
onset of this process generally starts with entering school in
most cultures (Sameroff, 2010). However, during adolescence, it
is crucial to promote the learning of these self-regulating skills
due to the multifaceted developmental dynamics that also con-
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cern the adoption of correct and healthy lifestyles. Therefore,
age is not a discriminating factor in the development of these
skills because their improvement is a gradual and continuous
process over time (Unicef, 2019).

Further outcomes revealed a gender effect in males. This
is consistent with a recent study which declared that males are
more likely to develop soft skills, as they are more engaged
in extracurricular activities (Siddiky, 2020). On the contrary,
females showed a lower level of soft skills and this was related
to gender stereotypes (Ladron de G. R. et al., 2023).

The large size of the sample (N = 2,391), the sampling stra-
tified procedure, and the similarity of the socio-economic level
of the city territory where the selected institutes are placed
enhanced the extensibility of the results, limiting the influence
of other potential covariation factors. However, a more balanced
sample between Italian/Spanish, male/female, including other
students with low socioeconomic backgrounds, could ensure a
stronger cross-country interpretation of the data. These results
call for other research that can further analyze the strategic role
of functional skills in multiple domains as mediating factors
in the prevention of the dropout phenomenon, even in multiple
socio-cultural contexts.

Practical implications

The observed evidence encourages the deepening of lear-
ning practices and method systems focused on the acquirement
of self-regulating competencies, such as strategic learning skills
in the school context. School curricula should involve also a
focus on these skills in wider areas of schooling, in addition to
the specific aims of individual school subjects.

Hence, according to the literature (Chiappetta Cajola et
al., 2020; Ottone, 2014), schools may implement specific and
calibrated work plans to their educational reality. General
directions to enact practical interventions aimed at improving
self-perception, self-reflection, self-awareness, and comparison
between equals about the study routines and/or the criticality
events related to school assignments may be systematized. To
this end, teachers could perform target strategies during tea-
ching and/or training processes based on processes and situa-
tions common to athletes, such as goal achievement, motiva-
tion and volition, perceived competence, anxiety state, time
management, self-monitoring/evaluation, etc. (Zimmermann,
1998). Since these self-regulation mechanisms present simila-
rities both in school and in sports settings, developing strategic
learning skills during education may foster adherence in sports
practice.

Conclusions

The development of strategic learning skills during schoo-
ling can be a support for improving the internal potential of the
person. This becomes the fundamental prerequisite for a produc-
tive management of one’s abilities aimed at self-realization and
well-being of the person. This process increases knowledge and
awareness of one’s skills related to cognitive, meta-cognitive,
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affective, and motivational processes. Moreover, the school role
may improve these skills in students as they progress through
school, which is essential and crucial and can create the basis for
a healthy lifestyle (Kirchhoff & Keller, 2021; Singla et al., 2020).
Therefore, the improvement of this internal potential becomes the
fundamental prerequisite for the productive management of one’s
abilities aimed at self-realization and well-being of the person.
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