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Abstract: The aim of this study is to examine the level of understanding of the principle of fair play
by secondary school pupils (n = 827) from the Polish province of Wielkopolska, physical education
(PE) students from Poznan University of Physical Education (n = 437), and PE teachers (n = 130).
Two structured survey questionnaires were used, namely: The three-level scale known as the Fair
Play Moral Dimensions Concept Scale and a Factors of Moral Influence Scale. There were observed
differences between male and female students in their comprehension of the principle of fair play
regarding the category of sporting activity practiced. The female teachers’ amateur training group
more frequently identified the highest level of fair play (32.1% of the examined female teachers) in
comparison with their male colleagues. Moreover, differences were noted between boys and girls
at the secondary school level. Boys rated the influence of PE teachers and coaches higher, while
girls declared that they were more influenced by media and education. For both boys and girls,
parents constituted the highest-rated factor of the influence on their moral development. Students
also indicated the influence of parents as the highest-rated factor. Among PE teachers, school, as a
source of influence on one’s moral development, was awarded higher rates by female than by male
teachers. It was observed that parents constituted the highest-rated factor of influence for PE teachers.

Keywords: fair play; physical education; moral development; sporting ethics

1. Introduction

Since ancient times and through the ages, a crucial part of all attempts to organize sporting life
along the concept of the ancient Olympic Games has been focusing attention on competitive ethics
(from the Greek ‘ethikos’), which today has come to be identified with the British concept of fair
play [1]. Although the founders of the ancient games then were not familiar with the concept of
fair play, they required athletes taking part in the Greek games to follow generally accepted ethical
norms (in Greek, ‘kalos kagathos’ and ‘arete’). Among various historical sources and in information
concerning the concept which today we define by the term ‘fair play’, we may find certain common
elements characteristic of the ancient Greek term ‘arete’, symbolizing a quest for clarity and honesty
which simultaneously signified a person’s perfection and good character [2–4]. An important factor
influencing the later concept of fair play in the British Isles was the earlier Celtic culture, in which the
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rule of ‘behavior’ (‘fir fér’) was in force [5]. The noble ideal and that of conducting a fair fight was
gradually taken on by the Anglo-Saxons following their conquest of Britain in the Early Middle Ages.
The meaning of this concept was later transferred to the term ‘fair play’ in sporting competitions, a
concept which was accepted in continental Europe from the late 18th century, having previously been
accepted in English-speaking countries. The idea of British fair play from the 19th century onwards,
which one could find in the British public school system (with an emphasis on sports and rules such as
rugby, cricket, and boxing, the latter governed by the ‘Queensbury rules’), was eventually recognized
as a fundamental principle of the modern Olympic Games [1]. Although it is true to say that the idea
may sound quite British, it is based on generally accepted ethical norms (so-called universal values),
and there are clearly compatible concepts elsewhere in the world, albeit less recognized as of yet,
labeled accordingly as local cultural or religious norms.

Almost all behavior with regards to the theme of sports is regulated by ethical codes that must be
followed by athletes and sportspersons in general. Therefore, the will to win may exceed the limits of
what is permitted in fair play and can lead to poor ethical practices among athletes [2]. In modern
sport, the main regulators of behavior aimed at achieving individual and team goals are the rules of the
game. This is the lowest (technical) level of regulation of mutual interpersonal relations in a sporting
competition. Unfortunately, despite clear (codified) rules of the game and an expectation that these
will be accepted by the competing sides as a basis for entering a given competition, their conscious
violation is an all-too-often-observed phenomenon in today’s world (e.g., fixing results before the game,
consciously breaking the rules during the game, as well as the taking back of medals, the nullifying
of records, results, and the imposition of punishments, etc. after the game) [6,7]. Just to give a few
of the most recent examples: The case of Lance Armstrong’s confession of using pharmacological
doping in most of his Tour de France victories [8], Steve Smith’s suspension from international cricket
for ball-tampering—which was a clear violation of the rules of the game and of those concerning
sportsmanship [9]—or the threatened exclusion of the entire Russian athletics team from the Olympic
Games by WADA (the World Anti-Doping Agency) for manipulation concerning internationally
accepted ethics and sport rules at the governmental level [10]. Thus, the evidence indicates that
participation in sports does not fulfill its function in the transmission of positive values (such as fair
play and sportsmanship). On the contrary, antisocial behaviors (cheating, gamesmanship, doping)
violating the rules or the spirit of the game have become a part of the game [11], with athletes using
various forms of moral disengagement to differentiate between deception and ‘clever’ play, or which
can lead to other unwanted antisocial behaviors in school, such as bullying or cheating (as well as
beyond the school gym in examples of plagiarism or exam cheating).

Thus, behaviors as defined by the term ‘fair play’ must be something more than just following
the regulations outlined by the rules of the game. They involve additionally following unwritten
rules governing a given sport discipline, as well as presenting this behavior in a wider dimension in
life outside sport [12]. Here one may pose a question, and indeed voice a concern, as to what extent
physical education (PE) in school plays a role in the overall sound development of a young person
that goes beyond the school gym. In most PE curricula, the sustainability of the subject is associated
with the development of health-related behaviors and attitudes for maintaining an active lifestyle
throughout one’s life. However, the question remains as to whether moral development is equally
stressed in PE teaching, given that this should also be a life-long learning outcome.

Nowadays, the education of children is very much focused on sustainable development, which
has become a key issue for the educational system as a whole. This idea is based primarily on meeting
the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs [13]. Currently, it is highly important to be able to act sustainably to change recent patterns of
action by making value judgements about different ways to act. One of the examples of sustainable
living might concern the health of human populations in the long-term perspective [14–17], also in
terms of sound personal development, including both physical and moral virtues.
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Today, fair play is the main principle of sports ethics. It outlines the course of competition
according to strictly defined rules which may exist in two ways. The first of these is formal—through a
top-down external order prohibiting winning in a dishonest or improper manner, since this is a radical
contradiction of the concept of fairness [18]. The second is informal—much more important, but also
more difficult to implement; it is one in which a huge role is played by the participant’s individual
level of moral competence, based on a formulated (or unformulated) system of values, determining
their behavior in a real-life situation.

There are many terms referring to human morality, very often going beyond the boundaries
of sporting competitiveness or the concept of fair play. Young people define their understanding
of morality through the content of expressed judgments and assessments, and then on behavior in
accordance with moral rules or principles which are natural for their cultural codes and considered to
be fundamental or universal in their social and environmental contexts. However, moral development
does not always go hand in hand with moral progress. Krawczyk [19] actually perceives fair play as a
potential value which every person possesses if they are only willing and able to act in accordance
with an ethical code, but not as something that is given or taken for granted.

A valuable tool aiding the introduction of children and teenagers to the world of values turns
out to be an Olympic education which, along with the principle of fair play, makes it possible to
merge with trends concerning modern theories of education [20,21]. As part of alternative education,
it may appear as an integral part of teaching programs at various stages of schooling, proving
its educational effectiveness [22,23]. Research on the effectiveness of the moral program based on
Olympism contained in the Fair Play for Kids program introduced by Gibbons et al. in Canada shows
that ‘moral development is not automatically derived from participating in physical education (PE)
classes, and specially prepared teaching programs with regard to issues concerning moral development
may supplement the development process’ [24] (p. 253). In an intervention program on prosocial
attitudes and behaviors of coaches and adolescent players, Cruz et al. [25] pointed to the quality of adult
(sport coach) leadership as a crucial factor in the development and promotion of sportsmanship and
fair play. Similar findings are reported by Garcia-Mas et al. [26], who found that a psychoeducational
program for sport coaches based on the concept of positive training promotes attitudes of change and
stimulates the personal and social development of coaches, endorsing their own competences towards
promoting fair play and fighting against violence and discrimination among players. Hodge and
Lonsdale [27] found that sport coaches who tend to supervise athletes in a very controlled way elicit a
higher level of moral disengagement, increasing antisocial behaviors towards their opponents as well
as teammates, while a supportive coaching style is more effective in developing contrary behaviors.
Moreover, in their study, Shu, Gino, and Bezerman [28] found that moral disengagement mediates
the relationship between cheating and forgetting moral rules. Moreover, Mallia et al. [29] pointed to
the roles of task and ego orientation as predictors of moral disengagement and antisocial attitudes in
young athletes.

By promoting the values of fair play wisely, it is possible to support the moral development
and social upbringing of children. It may help in facilitating getting to know the world and oneself,
especially since these values are well understood and appreciated by children and teenagers, and are
highly placed in the hierarchy of moral values [30]. Particular attention should be focused here on the
social perception of the principles of fair play in sport and life in all its aspects [31]. In this regard,
the philosophy of Olympism, which aspires to promote virtuous behaviors in order to contribute
to building a more peaceful and better world through the ethical practice of PE and sport, has a
useful legitimacy. Fostering education that focuses on Olympism would need to adopt a pedagogy
that is emancipatory in nature and socially transformative in action if it is to be effective. Although
the adoption of a critical thinking via Olympic education and through a PE setting is a complex
arrangement, it sometimes does not have the capacity to facilitate the confrontation of moral dilemmas
within a legitimate learning context [32,33].
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Unfortunately, sport today is undergoing a crisis of values. With fouling now so fashionable, in
the last twenty years, vicious and rule-breaking behavior has become something not just visible and
tolerated, but in fact, something to be shown off [34]. Thus, that which is attractive, spectacular, and
easy is destroying sport, while being honest and playing by the rules of the game has recently become
neither simple nor easy, especially since the stakes of victory mean not only glory and medals but also,
maybe above all, increasing financial benefits. Therefore, in an age of the commercialization of sport, it
seems essential to find new formulas for promoting fair play [35].

In order to change the picture and to put potential interventions into practice, it is first necessary
to check what the level of knowledge and the attitude of pupils (including those practicing sport
competitively), students, and teachers of PE to these principles are, both in the context of obeying
sports rules and the application of these principles to everyday life.

At the same time, the role of the principle of fair play is crucial from the perspective of the future,
not only in terms of school PE or competitive sport, but also in the world beyond, as it is treated
as a source of values in the modern educational process [35–37]. Also of importance is research on
the relationship between PE and moral education [38,39], in which the principle of fair play actually
constitutes the main support of one’s sound development [40–45].

In the Polish education system, starting at the primary level and finishing with higher education,
the ideals of Olympism based on the principle of fair play are currently put into practice, although this
occurs to a minimal degree [46–48]. This is despite the fact that according to the general curriculum, as
part of their social competence, a pupil finishing primary school should acquire the ability to adapt
themselves to the principle of playing a ‘clean game’, and within that, respect their opponents, the rules
of the game, and decisions of the referee. Moreover, they should possess the ability to behave properly
in winning and losing situations. At the secondary school level, however, the pupil should be able
identify the relationship between the values of Olympic ethics and life outside sport [49], which seems
to be a minimal ethical requirement, considering the 12-year period of education involved. This is
also where the knowledge of fair play, especially among children, is rather incidental and related with
their own experiences and level of engagement in programs by extramural institutions promoting
this principle, such as Olympic Committees or academic initiatives [47,50]. In order for the concept of
fair play to serve the principle of moral perfection in sport well, participation in the process of sports
education among the young should take place not only in an atmosphere of sports competitions but,
above all, in the context of the personal and social qualities of PE teachers and coaches, as well as
those cooperating with them on other terms (including families, school administration, peer groups,
extracurricular sports, and recreation institutions). Although all of these are educational entities with
similar responsibilities in the sound development of young people, PE teachers and coaches have been
granted a leading role in promoting the values of fair play [51]. It seems that teachers and coaches, as
well as students, should be aware of their social obligations to show and teach moral values to their
students [52–54] through the educational process, where teacher–student relationships play a crucial
role in students’ holistic development, including their moral capabilities [53,55,56].

From this perspective, gaining an understanding of the principles of fair play by pupils—as well
as by PE students and PE teachers—as a group theoretically most be closely related with the Olympic
philosophy and its key principle of fair play, which seems to be a task which is both interesting and
worth researching [57]. Although diagnosing selected external factors (such as the influence of school
education, religion, or media) influencing the development of moral competence in certain groups of
respondents also seems important, one needs to keep in mind that there is not just one pattern of this
influence that may be considered correct.

With the aim of analyzing the current situation, we conducted research concerning the level of
understanding of the principle of fair play by pupils, PE students, and PE teachers. In addition, an
analysis of factors which may influence the level of moral competence in each of the researched groups
was carried out.
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2. Materials and Methods

This research study was conducted during the period 2017–2018. It included 827 secondary
school pupils from the province of Wielkopolska (comprised of 45.4% boys and 54.6% girls aged
16.5 ± 0.6 years), 437 students studying for a degree in physical education at Poznan University of
Physical Education (comprised of 49.4% male and 50.6% female, aged 21.5 ± 1.85 years, ranging from
56% to 76% of the entire student population for each year), and 130 teachers of physical education
(comprised of 37.7% male and 62.3% female aged 44.1± 9.5 years, with an average length of professional
career of 19.3 ± 9.7 years).

Due to the lack of a normal distribution in the analyzed groups, non-parametric statistical tools
were employed. The chi-squared test was used in order to research the independence of the qualitative
factors from the type of group being analyzed, namely those not practicing sport and those practicing
sport at an amateur or professional level. The percentage distribution of indicators in the groups
presented in Table 1 also contains chi-squared statistical values and probability. If p < 0.05, the
distribution of a given factor was dependent on the group, with it then becoming interesting in which
categories a clear difference in the observed percentages would appear. Then, in order to describe
differences related to angular velocities, the effect size values were calculated as the differences between
the means divided by a pooled standard deviation. Using Cohen’s criteria [58], an effect size ≥0.20 and
≤0.50 was considered small, ≥0.50 and <0.80 was considered medium, and ≥0.80 was considered large.
To examine the relationships between variables, Spearman’s correlation test was used with the value
of correlation strength set at: ≤0.39 weak, 0.40–0.59 moderate, and ≥0.60 strong. The existence of a
statistical difference was defined at a level of p < 0.05.

All statistical analyses were conducted with the aid of the version 13 Statistica program.

2.1. Tools

This research study was conducted by the diagnostic survey method with the use of a structured
survey questionnaire previously prepared, tested, and assessed by competent judges.

One of the tools used to conduct the research was the three-level scale known as the Fair Play
Moral Dimensions Concept Scale, previously developed by Parry [32] as three basic dimensions or
levels of comprehension of fair play. The scale contains three statements referring to the levels (P1, P2,
P3). The first level of the fair play principle (P1) is limited to the application of previously set/codified
sporting rules during a sports competition. Another level of the fair play principle (P2) refers not only
to the application of codified sporting rules during a competition, but also to the employment of a
code of behavior resulting from the professional etiquette of those participating in competitive sport.
The third level in the application of the principle of fair play (P3) defines all the desired behaviors of
the sportspersons by which they will stand out, not only in their sporting life but in their everyday
life, and the reverse. Those surveyed were asked to mark one of the levels in accordance with their
understanding of the principle of fair play based on their own knowledge and previous experience.
A conducted test–retest (following a two-week break) indicated a level of reliability of 0.78. The internal
consistency from Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient value score was 0.66.

With the aim of validating the research tools applied, a procedure of explaining and assessing the
psychometric properties of a translated text was employed. The aim of these actions was the possibility
of comparing the results gained on an international plane. Cultural adaptation was also an element
of validation, one which allowed for intercultural comparison and the practical application of the
questionnaire. The co-validity of the tool adapted from the original version was aimed at five equally
valid categories, namely: Superficial (uniform graphic appearance and questionnaire instructions),
psychometric (correlation between the versions of the questionnaire), functionality (usefulness for
identical aims), explanatory (content and degree of difficulty of vocabulary), and reconstruction
(ways for measuring reliability and accuracy).

The research study also employed a tool proposed by the authors, namely the Factors of
Moral Influence Scale [59], among which the following factors deemed to have a significance in the
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development of one’s moral competence were distinguished, particularly: Religion, school, education,
parents, Physical Education teacher, sport coach, peers, and media. This tool was constructed on the
basis of the 5-point Likert scale of the following ranking, where 1 means ‘not important’ and 5 means
‘very important’, and concerned the question ‘Who/what has the greatest influence on your moral
competence?’ A test–retest (on the same group after a two-week break) was conducted for these same
factors, resulting in a range of 0.66–0.88. The value scores, whose internal consistency was measured
with Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient, ranged from 0.60 to 0.67 for the pupils’ sample, 0.62 to 0.071 in
the PE students’ sample, and 0.62 to 0.74 in the PE teachers’ sample. In addition, information was
gathered on the types and modes (amateur/professional) of sports practiced, as well as the periods of
participation (in years) in situations in which such a declaration was made.

2.2. Ethics

All respondents were informed that their participation would be anonymous, along with the
aim of the research and the manner in which the results gained would only be used for scientific
purposes. It was additionally checked that the pupils and their legal guardians had granted their
permission (confirmed in writing) concerning their voluntary participation in the research. Permission
for carrying out the research was secured separately and granted by the directors of the institutions
concerned. Furthermore, the respondents were informed of the possibility of withdrawing in cases
where they felt the need not to answer certain questions included in the questionnaire. Before research
was commenced, approval (no. 893/18) was received from the Bioethics Committee of the Karol
Marcinkowski Medical University, Poznan for it to be conducted.

3. Results

Table 1 presents, in turn, the differences between the levels of comprehension of the phenomenon
of fair play among pupils, students, and teachers with regard to their involvement in sports training
(no training; amateur training; professional training).
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Table 1. Analysis of differences between the sexes in answers to questions concerning comprehension of the phenomenon of fair play among pupils, PE students, and
PE teachers (in %).

Fair Play Level 1 Fair Play Level 2 Fair Play Level 3

Subjects/Sex/No. No Training Amateur Professional No Training Amateur Professional No Training Amateur Professional

Pupils/M/375 2.1 9.3 10.1 1.9 26.9 17.6 2.4 18.9 10.7
Pupils/F/452 2 15.3 8.4 2 24.3 15.2 3.5 16.8 12.4

Chi-squared (χ2) χ2 = 210.5 df = 196 p = 0.23 χ2 = 404.0 df = 361 p = 0.06 χ2 = 267.0 df = 267 p = 0.50
Students/M/216 0.5 6 7.4 1.9 28.2 16.7 1 19.4 19
Students/F/221 0.5 8.6 7.2 0 19.9 13.6 4.1 24.4 21.7

Chi-squared (χ2) χ2 = 85.5 df = 65 p = 0.04 * χ2 = 220.00 df = 174 p = 0.01 * χ2 = 254.5 df = 145 p = 0.02 *
Teachers/M/50 2 4 8 0 20 10 2 18 19
Teachers/F/81 2.5 2.5 3.7 3.7 9.9 6.2 8.6 32.1 30.9

Chi-squared (χ2) χ2 = 19.50 df = 12 p = 0.80 χ2 = 34.00 df = 30 p = 0.30 χ2 = 97.00 df = 85 p = 0.21

Note: M—male, F—female. * Statistical difference at the level of p ≤ 0.05.
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An analysis of the research results in the pupils’ group does not indicate clear differences in any of
the levels of understanding of the principle of fair play in the categorized groups. At all levels, however,
a large difference in the understanding of the principle of fair play may be noticed between adolescent
boys and girls who do not practice sport and those who have taken up sport in an active manner.

At the same time, in the group of tested PE students, a clear difference is visible in the distribution
of answers at each of the levels of one’s understanding of the principle of fair play. At the first level,
this comes to p = 0.04; it is greatest at the second level, and comes to p = 0.01. However, a slightly
weaker difference between the sexes is displayed by the group situated in the highest field, particularly
in the third level of one’s understanding of the principle of fair play (p = 0.02). Here, one can also
clearly see differences between male and female students in their comprehension of the principle of fair
play according to the category of sporting activity practiced. Although in the PE student group, the
second level was more frequently indicated by amateur sportsmen (28.2%) and professional sportsmen
(16.7%) than by amateur sportswomen (19.9%) and professional sportswomen (13.6%), this was the
reverse in the third level.

Among the PE teachers surveyed, similarly to the pupils, there was no clear statistical difference
observed between the sexes in the comprehension of the principle of fair play among the categories
concerning involvement in sporting activities (no training; amateur; professional). All that was noticed
was that the female PE teachers’ amateur training group more frequently identified the third level of
comprehension of the principle of fair play (32.1%) than their male colleagues.

A further step was analysis of the level of clear differences regarding particular external factors
which were of significance for the three groups of respondents being researched (Table 2), divided
along gender lines (male, female).
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Table 2. Most important factors influencing moral values as identified by respondents.

Factors Pupils PE Students PE Teachers

M(n = 375)
M ± SD

F(n = 452)
M ± SD p M(n = 216)

M ± SD
F(n = 221)
M ± SD p M(n = 49)

M ± SD
F(n = 81)
M ± SD p

Religion 2.6 ± 1.50 2.5 ± 1.46 Ns 3.2 ± 1.35 3.2 ± 1.35 Ns 3.1 ± 1.46 3.4 ± 1.45 Ns
School 2.7 ± 1.22 2.9 ± 1.20 Ns 2.9 ± 1.10 3.2 ± 1.01 0.0003 3.2 ± 1.23 3.8 ± 0.98 0.0128
Parents 3.9 ± 1.18 3.9 ± 1.15 Ns 4.0 ± 1.04 4.3 ± 0.88 0.0009 4.6 ± 1.16 4.5 ± 0.98 Ns
PE Teachers 2.2 ± 1.26 1.7 ± 1.05 0.0002 2.7 ± 1.20 2.7 ± 1.07 Ns 3.1 ± 1.42 3.1 ± 1.29 Ns
Coach 2.6 ± 1.43 2.2 ± 1.39 0.0065 3.3 ± 1.22 3.3 ± 1.08 Ns 3.3 ± 1.33 2.9 ± 1.48 Ns
Peers 3.1 ± 1.31 3.2 ± 1.14 Ns 2.9 ± 1.04 2.8 ± 0.98 Ns 2.8 ± 1.16 2.6 ± 1.21 Ns
Media 2.5 ± 1.28 2.8 ± 1.16 0.0018 2.2 ± 1.06 2.3 ± 1.02 Ns 2.2 ± 1.30 2.2 ± 1.15 Ns
Education 1.9 ± 1.26 2.2 ± 1.37 0.0003 2.8 ± 1.12 3.2 ± 1.05 0.0023 3.3 ± 1.32 3.2 ± 1.24 Ns

Note: M—male, F—female. Ns: Lack of statistical relationship at a level of p ≤ 0.05.
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From the analysis of tests between boys and girls at the secondary school level, clear differences
in terms of effect size criteria were noted in the following factors: PE teacher (d = 0.43), education
(d = 0.23), media influence (d = 0.25), and coach (d = 0.28), all as small. Here, one should notice that
adolescent boys rated the influence of PE teachers and coaches on their moral development higher,
while girls were influenced more by media and education. It is worth emphasizing that, among the
remaining factors, parents constituted the highest-scored factor of influence on moral development for
both boys (M ± SD 3.9 ± 1.18) and girls (M ± SD 3.9 ± 1.15).

Although male PE students also indicated the influence of parents on their moral development t
as the highest factor, female PE students scored this even higher (d = 0.31). Although clear differences
were also noticed regarding such factors as school (d = 0.28) and education (d = 0.37), both of which
were scored higher by female PE students, the effect size was considered to be small.

Among PE teachers, the factor of school was clearly equated with the noticeably higher score
awarded by female teachers (M ± SD 3.8 ± 0.98) than by male teachers (M ± SD 3.2 ± 1.23), which is
seen as medium (d = 0.54) according to Cohen’s criteria. Similar to both of the above-described groups
(pupils and students), it was observed that parents constituted the highest-scored factor of influence
on moral development, with average values of M ± SD 4.6 ± 1.16 for male PE teachers and M ± SD
4.5 ± 0.98 among female PE teachers.

A correlation analysis indicated that there was no statistically significant relationship between fair
play and individual factors from the Moral Influence Scale in secondary school pupils. In PE students,
a positive but weak correlation was found in the case of the PE teacher factor (0.11), while among PE
teachers, fair play was associated with the factors of the school (0.20) and parents (0.18).

4. Discussion

Although the principle of fair play constitutes the most important element of sports ethics, it
does not mean it is easier to find more morally sound reasoning regarding those who are physically
active. Despite originating in sport, it has been transferred to other areas of everyday life, at least
being considered desirable from an educational and social perspective. The International Olympic
Committee (IOC) as well as the World Health Organization (WHO) have shown that a significant
decline in the level of physical activity has occurred in every corner of the world. In stressing the
serious consequences for one’s physical, emotional, and economic development, proposals for carrying
out educational programs employing Olympic ideals are simultaneously presented [60], underpinning
that the two spheres (physical and moral) need to be combined for the sustainability of the sound
development of young people. Sustainable development in the case of PE can be seen as an interactive
and interdisciplinary approach employing cognitive processing not just to understand, but to act
accordingly, also in the future. For this, a certain emotional relationship with the values taught needs to
be developed, based on personal experiences. Comprehension and extension in that development may
help in the change from temporary to sustainable understanding and motivation [61] to incorporate
fair play in the context of sport and beyond.

Evidence suggests that sporting activity may not only have an influence on one’s physical
development, but also moral development, both in positive and a negative way [7]. People progress
through different developmental stages (physically and cognitively) in life, and various factors may
influence their moral reasoning and disengagement, also beyond sport-related contexts. Therefore,
when analyzing behaviors related with the effects of one’s moral conduct both within or outside the
context of sporting and physical activity, it is important to consider the environmental circumstances
in which the process of upbringing took place and, which, in a certain sense, are determined
by a socio-economic context [62]. An impoverished neighborhood is a strong predictor of moral
disengagement at the age of 15 [63]; high dispositional moral disengagement will amplify unethical
behavior in and beyond a sport setting [64]. Individuals high in moral disengagement also had lower
levels of self-control in various daily situations [65]. Moreover, the type of sport may play a critical
role in stimulating some forms of moral behaviors [66].
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The biological conditions of certain behaviors are also not without significance, with psychological
phenotypes such as aggression in sport constituting just one example [67]. This may also be associated
with the developing brains of young adolescents—information processing capacity and working
memory can be disturbed by a growing reward and control system, leading to risk-taking or unethical
behaviors [68]. These limitations have not always been considered or challenged effectively, particularly
in terms of sport education.

Educating one to practice a behavior of fair play as one of the most universal principles in sport
and that goes beyond sport is, or at least should be, one of the most fundamental duties of modern
education, not just through school PE classes, but throughout the schooling system. Its significance
and influence on the moral development of its participants have been confirmed by research [25,69].
Positive changes in the attitudes of the young regarding sport and everyday life situations have been
confirmed earlier by Kowalska [70]. In our own research, the highest percentage indicator across the
groups referred to the second level of the understanding of fair play (concerning rules of the game and
etiquette). However, a considerable percentage of adolescents, students, and teachers of both sexes,
training as amateurs and professionals, declared their understanding of fair play as going beyond the
sporting context (level 3). Similar results have been gained in research concerning young people in
England [71], in which 71.4% of research participants acknowledged that they associated fair play with
sport, while for 52.4%, it was the conduct of every person in their daily life, regardless of whether they
practiced sport or not. In the English study, however, for 31%, there was no link between everyday
life and sport. In addition, in our study, the percentages across the groups of those seeing fair play
as something to be used just in the sporting context were much smaller and ranged between 2.5%
and 15%.

The results presented in this study also indicate that young people practicing physical activity had
a decidedly higher level of understanding of the principle of fair play. Previous research on a different
group of adolescents showed that young people need a sense of understanding and a suitable level of
awareness in order to get involved in undertaking a life-long physical activity [72]. Unfortunately,
recent research has indicated that the majority (70%) of examined pre-service PE and sport students
were classified on the basis of Lind’s Moral Competence Test criteria [73] as presenting a low level
of moral competence [74]. Findings from another study by Cummings et al. [52] indicate that it is a
wider problem—moral reasoning levels of pre-service and in-service teachers are generally relatively
low. It has been suggested that student-teachers’ generally low levels of moral reasoning may be
explained by the tendency for teacher education curricula to focus mainly on knowledge and their
subsequent neglect of ethical issues [75]. In the case of PE students, the problem may be rooted in a
still-present misconception in understanding the modern paradigm of PE, namely in that a traditional
physical sport-centered approach is still more present than a holistic approach, which would focus
on enhancing social attitudes, moral development, and life-long learning skills in PE [74]. Such an
educated level of awareness is also comprised of their conscious participation in sporting activity
outside school, even though differences between the sexes frequently appear. In a study concerning
teaching the values of sportsmanship in Spanish youth, Lequin and Oliden [76] found that the least
important value was that of winning the game (for both genders), whereas the most important one
differed for boys, who valued having fun, and girls, who considered playing fair as the most important
factor. In turn, Sáenz Ibáñez et al. [77] indicated that schoolchildren playing competitive football
displayed a higher level of understanding of fair play among those taking part in sports lessons than
their non-physically active peers. Conversely, the culture of hegemonic performativity of school sport,
which strongly emphasizes winning at all costs, may cause several problems. In another study on a
Spanish population of competitive adolescent athletes, Palou et al. [11] found that the task climate was
negatively related to the acceptance of gamesmanship and cheating, while the ego climate led to higher
acceptance. In another study, Cruz et al. [26] observed that antisocial behavior in sport is related both to
the type of sport practiced and the players’ sex. Research studies have found that performance-oriented
goals (i.e., goals focused on normative competences) were positively related with several moral
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variables, such as the legitimacy of committing injurious acts, approval of unsportsmanlike behavior,
verbal/physical aggression, along with antisocial judgments and behavior [78,79]. In contrast, mastery
goals (i.e., those focused on task-based or interpersonal competence) are linked to sportsmanship,
less tolerance for aggression and cheating, respect for social conventions, rules, and officials, and
pro-social judgments [79]. In a study by Hodge and Lonsdale [28], an autonomy-supportive coaching
style was associated with prosocial behavior toward teammates, which was mediated by autonomous
motivation. On the other hand, controlled motivation was linked with antisocial behavior (towards
both teammates and opponents), with these relationships being mediated by moral disengagement.
This is in accordance with the results of earlier studies which also examined the development of moral
reasoning [6].

In research conducted by Stoll [80], it was noticed that participation in competitive sport may
sometimes cause the disruption of the proper moral development of young people. Shields’ and
Bredemeier’s [76] findings in a study on school youth indicate that cheating was approved by 14% of
the teenagers concerned, 32% thought it was fine to argue with officials, 22% accepted trash-talking as
simply part of the game, 29% approved booing, 12% agreed that faking an injury is acceptable, and
41% accepted flashy, egotistical celebration.

Comparing our own results of PE students with professional volleyball and handball players
who were students at the same time, one may observe that ‘just’ PE students are characterized by
a higher level of understanding of fair play than those with professional sporting experience [81].
According to the latter, for a decided majority, fair play refers to conduct related exclusively with
sporting activity. Few of them link this concept with everyday life. In turn, Shields and Bredemeier [82],
in their comparative study on groups of students, did not observe a significant difference between
professional players in college basketball games and those not practicing sport, although, generally
speaking, there was a higher level of moral development and reasoning in female members of both
groups over males. Lyons and Turner [44] found similar results when comparing levels of moral
reasoning of intercollegiate athletes and students. Although there was no confirmation of a clear
difference in the level of moral understanding between athletes and students, it was noticed that the
moral development of women was clearly higher than that of men.

It seems that the most crucial moment for the moral development of young adolescents may be
the moment of transition between the stages of secondary and tertiary education. In a study on a
large cohort of students from the Millennial generation, Stephens [83] found that moral competency
and autonomy in 18–19 year old adolescents was associated with parental support, specifically in
sophomore students. Indeed, once young freshman students had separated from parents and began
fostering autonomy, they needed some support from other sources such as university programs in
helping them gain more independence from their parents.

Regarding the factors influencing moral development in our own research, secondary school
pupils indicated that parents were the people who had the greatest influence on their value system. In
another study in England [71], for 38% of pupils, parents also constituted the basic source of knowledge
on the subject of fair play, as well as in shaping their moral development. Of interest is the fact that
in England, the person second in importance for the young people surveyed was their PE teacher
(identified by 28.6%), which was not the case in our own study.

At the teachers’ level, an international comparative study revealed that for PE teachers and
coaches from five countries (Greece, Romania, Bulgaria, Latvia, Italy), a basic source of values was
the family [84]. In their view, 70% of pupils expect to be presented with models of behavior to be
imitated. Comparable findings were observed in our study. Parents were rated the strongest source of
influence on moral development by PE teachers of both sexes. A similar situation was noticed among
PE students and school pupils.

Physical education pupils’ moral behavior in school is also shaped by the principles and values
that they share with their PE teacher and their classmates [85]. In relation to lessons in other subjects,
although PE lessons offer more opportunities for pupil–teacher and pupil–pupil interactions, the
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implications of this go far beyond the sport gym—an ethical person in sport will restrain themselves
from unethical behaviors in situations of daily life (no cheating in tests, no plagiarism, no violence, etc.).
This is one of the main reasons that research studies have endorsed PE as the most satisfactory
environment for conducting sociomoral education [82,86,87]. Morally developed and sound teachers
seem to be more aware of the moral aspects of teaching and take more responsibility for them [52].
However, the moral development of pre-service and in-service teachers is still relatively low, again
contradicting the moral nature of their profession [53].

At the same time, it is fundamental to introduce the principle of fair play with an Olympic
education as early as possible in the educational process. Research concerning moral development
shows that PE classes may have a positive influence on the development of young people in this
area [69]. Moreover, there is a social imperative for PE to teach life skills essential to functioning
in everyday life outside of the sport setting [88]. The best solution is to create situations during PE
classes in which pupils must manage to solve problems and conflict situations, including solving
moral dilemmas. Thanks to this, with the support of the teacher, pupils have the possibility of testing
out various solutions, as well as observing the consequences of their own decisions, all of which
influence their moral comprehension. PE classes taught properly with regard to fair play also facilitate
the development of empathy among young people [89]. As various research studies conducted
in secondary schools indicate, it is in schools in which an Olympic educational program has been
implemented that pupils more willingly talk about Olympic values and present such attitudes in
everyday situations [90,91]. This need has been confirmed by many researchers [25,37,47,70,92–98].

5. Conclusions

Based on the results of this study, we may say that although a substantial percentage of adolescents,
PE students, and PE teachers have recognized the value of fair play beyond the field of sports and
the rules of the game, it is still important to promote the idea of fair play via Olympic education in
schools. This calls also for adjustments in curricula aimed at suitably preparing future teachers for
the proper implementation of this ideal in the school environment, where the sensitization of young
people to the concept of a ‘clean game’ during school studies will hopefully shape their moral outlooks
and have an impact on their adult lives in a fundamental manner. Priority must be emphasized on
the phenomenon of fair play in school sports, while having clear links to a context beyond the rules
and setting of a sport gym [99]. Indeed, this should be a combined effort of all those involved—from
parents, coaches, and sporting activists, through PE teachers and academic teachers, as otherwise,
introduction of the idealistic values of fairness will be considered a utopia while our contemporary
lifestyle will become the governing principle of sporting ethics. According to our findings, parents
have been acknowledged as the main ally in this quest. The question remains as to why PE teachers or
sport coaches have been given so little credit in this endeavor, a phenomenon which was visible across
the examined groups and levels.

6. Limitations

Although one of the limitations of our study may be its cross-sectional design, its relatively
large sample size may be viewed as a strength. We could have also engaged more in conducting
qualitative analyses, adding a section of open questions in addition to the survey itself in order to give
participants an opportunity to outline their own definition/understanding of the concept of fair play.
While this would certainly have added some more impact to the findings, it creates an interesting
path for further research. Such research should not only examine teachers, students, and pupils of all
levels of education, but parents, sport coaches, organizers, officials, and referees, in order to obtain a
broader picture of understanding the idea of fair play in society, as well as to potentially widen its
social influence via specifically designed educational initiatives.
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