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Andrew Scattergood

PURPOSE AND CONCERNS
Whilst versions of the game of cricket aimed at primary-
aged pupils that utilise a softer ball appear to be flourishing 
in many schools and clubs, available evidence increasingly 
suggests that levels of participation and interest in the 
hardball version of the game in state secondary schools is 
on a downward spiral. As primary schools use Kwik Cricket 
and cricket clubs access the ECB initiatives All Stars and 
Dynamos to introduce large numbers of young children 
to the game, concerns have been raised that these levels 
and types of participation are not being capitalised on in 
physical education (PE) and extra-curricular activities in 
many state secondary schools to facilitate male pupils’ 
transition into the hardball game. When this issue is viewed 
and examined in relation to the opportunities afforded 
to privately educated pupils, it is not surprising that ever-
increasing numbers of young males attending fee-paying 
schools are more likely to play the hardball game but also 
form part of elite county talent pathways. 

IS HARDBALL CRICKET 
IN A SPIN?

It is within this context that I sought to explore the state 
and status of cricket in working-class state secondary 
schools by examining the PE and extra-curricular provision 
of cricket in schools across the north of England as well 
as gathering the views of PE staff attempting  to promote 
the sport of cricket in school. Focusing specifically on 
state secondary schools with free school meal (FSM) 
eligibility above 25 per cent in the north of England, the 
research initially utilised an online survey to gain data 
on PE curriculum hours for cricket, type and amount of 
equipment and facilities, extra-curricular participation, 
number of inter-school fixtures, number of pupils 
participating in cricket outside of school, and the number 
of cricket-related trips (e.g. The Hundred) organised by 
the school. This was supplemented by semi-structured 
interviews with PE staff to explore and examine their views 
and experiences of delivering cricket in lessons and as part 
of extra-curricular provision.  
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HEADLINE DATA
l	 62% of staff agreed or strongly agreed with the 

statement ‘cricket is becoming less popular for pupils at 
this school’ (19% neither).

l	 41% of staff agreed or strongly agreed with the 
statement ‘cricket is a socially acceptable game to play 
or be interested in at this school’ (23% neither).

l	 84% of staff agreed or strongly agreed with the 
statement ‘family members have a significant impact on 
pupils’ interest and participation in cricket’ (13% neither).

l	 78% of staff agreed or strongly agreed with the 
statement ‘the PE department plans and delivers 
effective cricket lessons at this school (10% neither).

l	 There is an average of 7.12 hours of cricket on the PE 
curriculum for Year 7 boys and 3.8 hours for Year 9 boys.

l	 9% of schools that responded to the survey offered no 
cricket within their PE curriculum for any year group.

l	 Just six schools stated that they had access to a grass 
cricket wicket.

l	 On average, schools responding to the survey owned 
five sets of cricket pads with 24% of schools stating that 
they did not own a single pair.

l	 32% of schools responding to the survey did not offer 
any extra-curricular cricket provision (club or fixtures).

l	 33% of schools stated that they did not participate in a 
single inter-school cricket fixture last year.  

CRICKET IN PE
Whilst some schools offered no cricket in the curriculum, 
the majority offered at least a half term of cricket in the 
curriculum throughout Key Stage (KS) 3. Whilst the average 
number of hours delivered decreased as pupils progressed 
through school, PE departments indicated that cricket-
specific schemes of work were in place in the majority of 
cases and that some key skills linked to fielding and batting 
were introduced and developed in these lessons. However, 
due to the diverse range of ability, experience and need in 
many groups, PE staff stated that lessons were generally 
planned and delivered to maximise participation and 
physical activity via fast-paced, active and non-traditional 
activities that use a tennis or wind ball. 

“We try and keep pupils as interested as possible so it’s 
not uncommon for us to predominantly play diamond 
cricket and Kwik Cricket. Basically, any way to keep them 
all involved really.” (James: Barlow Academy)

There was a sense of positivity in that PE staff thought that 
the majority of pupils actively enjoyed these lessons at KS3, 
especially given that most appeared to build upon the 
positive experiences of pupils at primary school. However, 
it was the transition into the hardball version of the game 
that proved to be a significant challenge for almost all 
schools engaged in the research. Whilst effective delivery 
of structured lessons was constrained by the availability 
of appropriate equipment and facilities, it was less-
tangible issues that appeared to limit the likelihood of 
more technical, skill-based lessons aimed at introducing 
and increasing the confidence of male pupils to play the 
hard ball. There was a great deal of evidence to suggest 
that many pupils attending these state secondary schools 
within working-class communities did not see the hardball 
version of the game as something ‘for the likes of them’ 
and that they were consistently turned off from using the 
harder ball and protective equipment. 

“The minute we even mention hardball cricket they just 
don’t want to know. They see it as a completely different 
game to the wind ball stuff.” (Jim: Durton Academy)

“They just see the hardball version of the game as 
something completely different and they are just not 
interested. They don’t see the game as a realistic option 
for them.” (Lewis: Fordham Academy)

In many cases, staff suggested that this lack of interest in 
hardball cricket was accentuated by the prominence, and 
even dominance, of football in the lives of many working-
class males. Where once a move from traditional winter 
sports into the summer might have involved a break from 
sports like football in favour of athletics and cricket, this 
seems to be increasingly unlikely for many young males 
who enjoying participating in sport.

“The lads who have the sporting potential to do it are 
just football, football, football.” (Dave: Bridge Academy)

“The mentality is not great. They’re not really geared up 
towards cricket. It’s the dominance of football...they won’t 
consider coming to cricket fixtures or practices because 
they have football training.” (Andy: Doveside College)

Another significant influence on the lack of hardball 
cricket in these schools is the lack of PE staff expertise and 
confidence to deliver lessons that involve the hardball. A 
lack of cricket during their own PE experiences, as well low 
levels of support during teacher training, had seemingly led 
to a reluctance and/or apprehension amongst many PE 
staff to deliver cricket lessons using the hard ball. 

“I think most staff lose all confidence to teach cricket 
once the hardball comes out…I think it comes down to 
staff just not wanting to teach it because they don’t 
really know how to.” (Ryan: Gillthorpe Academy)

EXTRA-CURRICULAR AND INTER-
SCHOOL FIXTURES
In relation to extra-curricular cricket sessions and inter-
school fixtures, there was evidence that some state 
secondary schools in working-class communities were able 
to offer extra-curricular practices as well as inter-school 
fixtures. Indeed, over half of the schools involved in the 

Due to the diverse range of 
ability, experience and need in 

many groups, PE staff stated that 
lessons were generally planned 

and delivered to maximise 
participation and physical 

activity via fast-paced, active 
and non-traditional activities 
that use a tennis or wind ball.
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study offered some form of after-school cricket practice 
to Year 7 or 8 boys and data indicated that 46 per cent of 
all schools in the study had been able to offer at least one 
inter-school fixture. However, data also highlighted that 33 
per cent of schools had not played a single competitive 
cricket fixture in the previous year and, for those that did, a 
range of challenges and constraints had to be considered 
and overcome. The lack of facilities and access to transport 
proved to be a great challenge: even when schools could 
field a team, finding a safe and suitable wicket or getting to 
a local club that may offer facilities was a real challenge.

“The biggest frustration is when we do manage to get 
enough boys together for a game, we can’t find a safe 
and suitable wicket to play on. We can sometimes use 
the local club but we often can’t find a way of getting 
there since we got rid of the minibuses.” (Rich: Cramlin 
Academy)

The availability of staff was also a challenge.

“Our staff are pulled all over the place. 
I think it’s often the same in many 
schools where the PE staff become 
senior or pastoral leaders so they 
just can’t really commit to anything 
after school, let alone fixtures that 
are going to last for three or four 
hours.” (Liam: Ushington College)

There was also consistent mention of 
the fact that when schools were able 
to get teams out for fixtures it was a 
challenge to find suitable opposition 
in relation to either proximity to school 
or level of opponents.

“The big problem for us is that even 
if we can get teams out – and we 
generally can at Years 7 and 8 – there 
are no schools playing it near us.” (Karl: 
Tonbridge Academy)

“Once we’ve battled to get teams out at KS3, the next 
challenge is to find teams at the right level to play 
against.” (Rich: Cramlin Academy)

In relation to the overall impact of school PE provision and 
extra-curricular opportunities, the starkest issue highlighted 
by all staff involved in the interview phase of the project 
was the fact that clubs and fixtures were almost exclusively 
made up of pupils who already play cricket outside of 
school and who, in many cases, had done so before 
attending secondary school. Comments linked to pupil 
make-up of extra-curricular clubs were common.

“We get a group of about 20 lads that come on a Friday 
lunchtime but most of them are already playing and 
really just  fancy an opportunity to play some more 
cricket.” (Jim: Durton Academy)

It’s mainly the lads that already love it and play outside 
of school. They are really nice sessions with great lads 
coming but it’s just another net session for most of them 
rather than an opportunity to introduce new kids to the 
game.” (Craig: Woodlane Academy)

There was a similar theme relating to male pupil involvement 
in competitive, inter-school fixtures.

“Our teams that we do get out to play in the summer 
are almost always made up of the lads in each 

year group that already play. That probably 
accounts for two thirds of every side and 

then the rest are their mates who just 
don’t want to miss out.” (Ryan: Gillthorpe 

High)

Overall, therefore, there was very little 
evidence that PE and school sport 
experiences had led to a long-term 
positive impact on participation 
in cricket. Whilst several schools 
in the study highlighted positive 
participation and outcomes related 
to clubs and fixtures, the majority 

of PE staff involved in the study 
indicated that the influence of school 

had led to very few, if any, pupils taking 
up the hardball game having never 

previously played it.

“Players leaving this school playing hardball 
with a club who weren’t playing before they 

arrived? I’ve been here 16 years now and I can count 
them on one hand. We just don’t have that kind of 
impact here, I’m sad to say.” (Jack: Ridgeway Academy)

Some of this had been associated with poor links to local 
clubs and inconsistent or lack of support from local county 
cricket boards.

“I have contacted the county to see what they had 
by way of staff training or even lesson resources that 
I could use within the department, and it was like I 
was speaking another language.” (Chris: Moorham 
Academy)

Overall, therefore, it does seem that a question needs to 
be asked about the role of secondary state schools’ PE 
and sport provision in introducing and developing the 
hardball version of the game amongst male pupils with 
no previous knowledge or experience of cricket. Might it be 
that the process of promoting and enabling the transition 
from wind ball cricket into the hardball game needs to 
relate more to local clubs? What can we learn from those 
secondary schools that are still able to facilitate this 
transition?

The lack of facilities and access 
to transport proved to be a great 

challenge: even when schools 
could field a team, finding a safe 

and suitable wicket or getting 
to a local club that may offer 

facilities was a real challenge.
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CASE STUDY 
One school indirectly involved in the research did appear to 
be having some success by planning and delivering focused 
and progressive PE lessons during the summer term with 
the primary aim being to develop key skills, knowledge and 
experience within and across the game of cricket. 

“Rather than playing quick and fun games or pushing 
fielding, we mainly focus more on bowling and some of 
the key shots in the sports hall.” (Alex)

“We teach hooks, defensive shots, drives and bowling 
[and] they can umpire and assess each other’s 
performance too.” (Richard)

This six-week term was followed by a game-based scheme 
of work where pupils played games of paired cricket with a 
wind ball to allow them to apply their newly developed skills 
and techniques into a game scenario as well as furthering 
their knowledge of the game through umpiring, scoring and 
coaching peers. When pupils moved into Year 8, several 
‘revision’ weeks were utilised to recap batting and bowling 
skills and reassert confidence before a measured transition 
towards the use of the hard ball in nets inside the sports 
hall. This was for higher ability pupils in the first instance. 
Not only were these nets differentiated by staff based 
on confidence and ability, but guidance and feedback 
focused primarily on new but able players of the game.

“We have four nets and even with the top-set lads 
there is a lot of difference in ability in cricket as you can 
imagine. We do split the nets though and work with 
them accordingly. In some lessons we get the better 
lads to run a net, but we need to be careful to keep 
them playing and progressing too – not just doing our 
job for us!” (Paul)

For extra-curricular provision, there was a concerted effort 
to ensure that any interest and/or ability that emerged in 
PE lessons was built upon with differentiated, year-specific 
practices taking place at lunchtimes, where pupils could 
choose between the use of a harder or softer ball. Regular 
inter-school fixtures were also played, with the nature 
of these games led by their own pupils as well as by the 
nature of the opposition and available facilities.  

“We are pretty good at knowing our own teams and 
also communicating with other schools to see where we 
can play and how strong they are. The type and level of 
fixture can change week on week but we’re happy with 
that as it provides lots of different opportunities to build 
the confidence and ability of the range of lads we have 
in our teams.” (Paul)

Finally, the link with the local cricket club proved to be 
invaluable, not only in supporting and further promoting 
pupils’ ability and opportunity to play hardball cricket, but 
also in creating social links with the club to promote longer-
term engagement with the game.

“The link (with the local club) is massive to us even 
though it’s really an official or formal one as such. All our 
teams are made up of lads that play their cricket down 
there…we can also use the ground at times too when 
we are struggling or we need a grass wicket for a cup 
game.” (Paul)

SUMMARY
There is clear evidence that the PE staff at this school 
had built on initial engagement and enjoyment of soft 
ball versions of the game, as well as some skills and 
knowledge, to build gradually yet effectively towards the 
goal of getting as many pupils as possible playing the 
hardball version. By extension, the PE staff also enabled 
pupils to build upon the knowledge and skills introduced 
in lessons with effective support and guidance during 
extra-curricular sessions and inter-school fixtures. Finally, 
it was also clear that opportunities had been taken to 
further promote the game through strong links with the 
local cricket club. This provided a close and consistent 
opportunity to make an initial then longer-term transition 
towards participation in the hardball version of the game. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
The report suggests that a significant financial, 
professional and cultural investment is required to 
address the apparent decline in working-class male 
pupils actively engaging and participating in the more 
traditional, hardball version of cricket. This should involve 
greater funding for improved and accessible cricket 
facilities and equipment in state schools as well as the 
development and implementation of a transitional form 
of the game (played at the age of 12 or 13) that uses a 
hybrid ball and limited protective equipment to increase 
experience and confidence with more technical aspects 
of the game and bridge the gap between softball 
and traditional hard ball cricket. In addition, greater 
numbers of current and future PE teachers should be 
provided with support and guidance to plan and deliver 
more technically based lessons through bespoke, 
accessible and affordable cricket teaching courses and 
qualifications. Finally, the report recommends the creation 
of local cricket network hubs that are overseen and 
supported by the ECB. These would create clearer and 
more effective links between state primary and secondary 
schools, local cricket clubs, county cricket clubs, and 
families and communities as a way to provide more 
consistent and effective opportunities for young people 
from working-class backgrounds to make a transition to 
playing the hard ball version of the game. ■

Dr Andrew Scattergood is Senior Lecturer and 
Course Leader for PE and Sports Coaching at 
York St John University.  

Read the full report at: https://www.yorksj.ac.uk/
news/2025/cricket-over-and-out/ 

Listen to an interview on the topic on BBC Radio York The 
Cricket Show: https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/
p0llhqhx

Read the related BBC News article: https://www.bbc.co.uk/
news/articles/cm2z4901ryno
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