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The inaugural Youth Olympic Games (YOG) in Singapore 2010 offered young athletes
between the ages of 14 and 18 an international event that included competition in 26
sports and a comprehensive Culture and Education Programme (CEP). This paper will
focus on the concept of the CEP by offering perspectives on different forms of learning in
which on-site observations that I have made during the programme could be framed.
The CEP has received positive feedback following its introduction, and is
generally considered to be a success. Most participants whom I interviewed reported to
be very satisfied with the programme, although a few Chefs de Mission, had critical
comments about the age appropriateness of some activities. Despite the overall success of
the CEP, its actual outcomes are difficult to assess. This is because, like the YOG itself,
there is no prior CEP to which the 2010 programme could be compared.
Another reason why the CEP is difficult to assess is because of a general tendency
to think of educational merits in formal terms. This paper will thus suggest a framework
in which alternative ways of learning at the CEP can be understood. Namely, it claims
that the CEP situates education in different sites and scopes of nonformal and informal
learning. In doing so, this paper does not take a stand against formal learning. It instead
suggests looking at ways of learning at the CEP that have not yet been fully addressed.
Before defining nonformal and informal learning, this paper will first evoke education‟s
central role in Olympism in order to link its relevance to the kinds of learning found at
the CEP. The Olympic Charter begins its list of fundamental principles with the
affirmation that:
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Olympism is a philosophy of life, exalting and combining in a balanced whole the
qualities of body, will and mind. Blending sport with culture and education,
Olympism seeks to create a way of life based on the joy of effort, the educational
value of good example and respect for universal fundamental ethical principles
(IOC, 2010: 11).

The CEP is by no means the first Olympic initiative intended to promote education.
Pierre de Coubertin‟s educational philosophy was engrained in his implementation of the
modern Olympic Games. More recently, the Olympic Values Education Programme
(OVEP) has been employing a “teaching toolkit” since 2007 to reach a worldwide
network of primary and secondary schools, especially those in less developed countries
(see Binder, 2007).
The predominant sites for Olympic education have traditionally been at the
Games themselves or in educational institutions. The Olympic Games and formal school
systems are classic examples of well-defined social institutions that shape education.
Contemporary studies expand on this formal view of education by identifying different
nonformal and informal sites and scopes of learning (Bekerman et al, 2007; Neuber
2010a; Neuber et al, 2010). It is through these different sites and scopes that the CEP
offers fresh contributions to Olympism‟s advancement of educational values. The
remainder of this paper will situate the learning potential of the CEP within this
framework. This will begin by identifying different kinds of learning.

Learning and Education: Formal, Nonformal, and Informal

Although many studies claim that the classification of different forms of learning is
arbitrary, education and learning are often divided into three types: formal, nonformal,
and informal (Neuber, 2010b: pp. 12-14; Schugurensky, 2007; Livingstone, 2007).
Formal education takes place in highly institutionalised systems that rely on certified
teachers and administrators to validate student progress and their reception of diplomas or
other qualifications. It can be found in pre-schools through post-graduate studies, and is
based on a prescribed curriculum with explicit goals and evaluation methods
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(Schugurensky, 2007: 164). Formal learning did indeed take place at the CEP, but it is
only mentioned here in contrast to nonformal and informal ways of education and
learning, both of which were central to the CEP.1
I observed the YOG in Singapore with a special focus on the CEP in order to
gather educational perspectives on the programme. Education is generally comprised of
two parts: teaching and learning. While observing the teaching aspect of the CEP, I
immediately noticed that the educational booths, workshops, and activities formed an
environment that fostered approaches different from teaching methods found in
classrooms of formal school systems. The CEP displayed a kind of nonformal pedagogy,
similar to that which Richard Tinning (2010: 21) cites as:

a notion of pedagogy that allows us (professionals in the field) to interrogate and
analyze not just the pedagogical practices and devices of formal institutions like
schools, universities and sport clubs, but also those of non-formal sites such as
families, TV, video games and T-shirts. It should enable us to gain a better
understanding of the pedagogical work that is consequential to all pedagogical
encounters wherever they take place.

We can therefore define nonformal pedagogy as that which takes place at sites beyond
formal educational systems. We can think of informal pedagogy as “all pedagogical”
encounters outside of a designed curricula in which all kinds of “teachers” (who might
also be fellow learners) transmit various knowledge, skills, and competencies. In other
words, informal pedagogy is that which happens on a scope that is beyond formal
educational curricula.
Of course, education‟s necessary counterpart to pedagogy is learning. The
remainder of this paper will accordingly focus on learning at the CEP by showing how
the CEP in Singapore was a nonformal and informal learning environment. Just as with
1

The YOG and CEP had links to formal education. As part of the SYOGOC bid, Olympic education was
introduced into the school curriculum in Singapore, and scholarships to study at the Singapore Sport School
were offered to six young athletes. There was also the school “Twinning” programme called “Friends @
YOG”, in which Singaporean schools forged partnerships with schools from other countries. Furthermore,
some CEP workshops were organised as planned sessions and included official instructors.
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the different kinds of pedagogies listed above, nonformal and informal learning represent
sites and scopes of learning that are found outside of formal educational curricula and
systems. Also as with alternative kinds of pedagogies, nonformal and informal learning
are often negatively framed. Schugurensky (2007: 165) writes that nonformal and
informal learning endure negative connotations that are encoded into the prefixes of the
words themselves, which imply a second-rate education in relation to formal school
systems. However, “the full educational potential of nonformal education . . .is seldom
recognized” (Bekerman et al, 2007: 2). We should go beyond these negative
interpretations of alternative kinds of learning in order to fully realise the educational
potential found in today‟s societies. Specifically for our purposes, it is interesting to see
how a positive approach to these concepts can be applied to the CEP. The following
sections of the paper outline how nonformal and informal learning / education were
integral parts of the CEP‟s success. Although many types of learning and education are
mutually inclusive and often work in tandem, the following is separated into sections
about nonformal and informal learning / education for conceptual purposes.

Nonformal Learning and Education at the CEP

Nonformal learning and education is found outside of formal school systems, and is
generally short term or voluntary. Certificates and diplomas might be granted, but they
are not requisite. Nonformal ways of learning and education encompass a wide variety of
organised workshops, training, and development programmes (Schugurensky, 2007: 164;
Livingstone, 2007: 204). The CEP in Singapore was therefore a programme based on
nonformal learning and education, because it comprised a multitude of sites for learning
such as workshops, booths, and nonformal talks. The concept of the CEP itself was in
development for over two years before its implication. It was based on two documents,
the International Olympic Committee – Youth Olympic Games (IOC-YOG) Culture and
Education Concept (2007) and the Singapore Youth Olympic Games Organising
Committee (SYOGOC, 2008) bid document, which proposed four important areas of
“education”:
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1. Learning to know
2. Learning to do
3. Learning to be
4. Learning to live together

These areas were later reshaped by the SYOGOC into five themes, none of which were
voted to be taken away from future CEPs. They were:

1. Olympism
2. Skills development
3. Well-being and healthy lifestyle
4. Social responsibility awareness
5. Expression

The themes of the CEP were organised into seven formats:

1. World Culture Village
2. Discovery Activities
3. Chat with Champions
4. Community Project
5. Arts and Culture
6. Island Adventure
7. Exploration Journeys

Below are brief examples of how nonformal learning was found in the themes and
formats of the CEP.
The CEP featured informational booths that served as nonformal sites of learning
because they were voluntary and deliberately organised, but did not follow an official
curriculum. The “Booths of Countries”, which were part of the World Culture Village,
were accessible from morning to night, and offered open opportunities for young athletes
to learn about “typical” characteristics of specific countries. “Twinned (partnership)
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schools” had to collect information about their partner countries, which they then
presented at their own booths. This is one example how constituents of formal systems,
such as members of formal education systems, adapt to nonformal measures that amplify
the scope of their learning.
International organisations such as WADA (which focused mainly on anti-doping
prevention), the IOA (which focused mainly on Olympism), UNICEF (which focused
mainly on children‟s rights and responsibilities), UNEP (which focused mainly on
climate change and biodiversity), IFRC (which focused mainly on first aid, blood
donation, and accident prevention), CIFP (which focused mainly on fair play), UNAIDS
(which focused mainly on HIV/AIDS education and prevention), and UNEP (which
focused mainly on climate change and biodiversity) had booths at the World Culture
Village to help fulfill the CEP‟s well-rounded educational themes in nonformal ways. In
addition to walk-in activities, some organisations (such as UNAIDS and IFRC) set up
workshops in which athletes could chose to get more information and learn about current
issues relevant to well-being and healthy living. Feedback from athletes indicated that
booths with a global scope were very popular; they received frequent visits and were in
high demand. Interactive activities such as culturally specific traditional games and
puzzles were included in many cases. These booths and activities sparked a lot of interest
and were effective for learning because knowledge was acquired in a particular
interactive context. Situated learning, hands-on activity, and direct interaction with
competent, committed, and voluntary staff at these nonformal sites thus provided
alternatives to the decontextualised learning that occurs in many formal classroom
settings around the world (Schugurensky, 2007: 168).
CEP Discovery Activities also provided nonformal sites for learning and
education through various exhibitions and additional workshops. In some workshops,
participants met Athlete Role Models and learned about career planning. The Chat with
Champions format also offered dialogues with adult athletes who shared their
experiences about sport, education, and life in a nonformal setting. The Community
Project format included a variety of activities such as community drumming, and arts and
crafts. These activities created an environment that promoted cooperation and group
participation. The Island Adventure also combined teamwork and competitive elements,
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and Exploration Journeys offered chances for off-site learning. For example, athletes
visited HortPark and Marina Barrage for journeys that were focused on nature and the
environment. Young athletes were exposed to nonformal means of self-expression during
Arts and Culture events that successfully used music and dance as communication tools.
Various art installations provided additional opportunities that celebrated expression and
made personal connections. Many workshops organised language groups to facilitate
discussions, which were met with positive feedback from young athletes because of the
groups‟ concentration on issues such as leading a balanced life of sport, education, and
career. This points to Hull and Greeno‟s (2007: 81) observation that diverse languagebased programmes flourish in out-of-school environments. For example, language groups
in the “Networking” workshop ensured that those interested in effective communication
and networking skills were able to access these resources. Furthermore, some
participants reported that they learned a lot about their own strengths and capabilities. As
described in the case of the nonformal informational booths, young athletes favoured the
interactive aspects of CEP Discovery Activities, which were more successful at
generating interest than workshops that were arranged in a “classroom setting”, such as
the Digital Media Workshops.
The “classroom” set up of the Digital Media Workshops might not be the only
reason for its lack of participants. Every athlete at the YOG was issued a “Digital
Concierge” along with access to the Internet, so hands-on use of digital media was found
all throughout the YOG, and not just in classrooms. The Digital Concierge was a
telecommunications device through which athletes received updates on the latest news
and developments in both the sport arena and the Youth Olympic Village. The Digital
Concierge also notified athletes about the status of their registration for CEP activities
that were conduced outside of the YOV. This in turn provided the athletes with a way to
plan their schedules and make participatory choices. Endowing young athletes with the
choice to participate spoke to the CEP‟s voluntary aspects, which was central to the
programme‟s nonformal orientations. The relationship between the innovative Digital
Concierge and ubiquitous Internet access also indicates different kinds of not just
nonformal learning, but also informal learning at the CEP. The following section will
further develop the role of informal learning at the CEP.
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Informal Learning and Education at the CEP

Informal learning does not rely on organised teaching efforts, which also include the
kinds of nonformal organisation found at the CEP. Instead, informal learning can be
defined as “the learning that occurs outside the curricula of educational institutions, or the
courses or workshops offered by educational or social agencies (Schugurensky, 2007:
165, see also: Neuber, 2010a; Bekerman et al, 2007). Schugurensky (2007: 165) goes on
to note that informal learning does not necessarily occur outside of educational
institutions, whether formal such as school systems or nonformal such as activities and
workshops at the CEP, but it is instead found outside of planned curricula. This includes
a wide scope of learning, such as patterns of authority or democracy, dynamics of
discrimination or social relations, spatial arrangement, rituals, and routines. The scope of
informal learning also includes interactions with fellow learners who offer knowledge
that was acquired elsewhere (ibid: 165). Classic sociological insight suggests that
educational systems based on official policy, practices, and programmes are structured
“organs” of education that are comprised of innumerable “tissues” of social interaction,
which in turn produce various forms of education and learning as we know them
(Simmel, 1984 [1917]). In terms of not only the CEP and its formats, but also the entire
YOG, these social interactions mean those with other participants and volunteers, as well
as interactions with technologies that lead to social competencies, as seen in the above
example of the Digital Concierge and Internet availability. For example, aspects of
informal learning at the YOG were generated through digital media, which transfers
interest in technology “to [interest in] substance and uses, to textual and social relations”
(Drotner et al, 2008: 1-2). The transformation of media competency and digital literacy
into constructive social relations is only one indicator of informal learning at the CEP and
YOG. The remainder of this section will offer examples of competencies generated by
informal ways of learning that support the educational themes of both the CEP and
Olympism.
It is not always immediately clear which kinds of knowledge, competencies, and
values are attained during the course of informal learning. This is because informal
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learning is neither planned nor standardised. Indeed, my interviews in Singapore revealed
that many young athletes were unsure of what they had learned at the CEP, and how it
related to their lives. However, this does not mean that the CEP was irrelevant, or that
that nothing was learned. Schugurensky (2007: 177) also asked participants of a
collective project what they have learned from their experience, to which the typical
response was “nothing” or “very little”. But when he and his respondents went through
various indicators of informal learning – such as knowledge, skills, and attitudes – they
realised that significant learning had taken place. Positive responses from young athletes
at the CEP also point to potential indicators that could be used to measure the informal
scope of learning at the CEP. For example, some reported to have learned that
“conversation and interaction are very important;” “it is important to respect others and
control your life;” and “you should take care of the feelings of others”. These responses
suggest that the CEP in Singapore aligned with Olympism‟s project of encouraging
balanced education, social harmony, friendship, and understanding.
These perceptions of young athletes also align with the goals on which Olympic
education has been modeled, and the values to which the Fair Play movement is
committed (Höfer and Lämmer, 2009; Binder, 2009). Deanna Binder, a curriculum
specialist, notes the challenges of creating Olympic and Fair Play educational
programmes in official curricula that have the explicit goal of teaching values through
sport and physical activity. Binder (2009: 63) asks, “how do children and youth learn the
Olympic and Fair Play values and behaviours” and “how can sport and community
educational programmes be developed and successfully implemented to support this
learning process?” These are very valid, yet formally framed questions. It is equally valid
to suggest that programmes such as the CEP demonstrate the informal application and
learning of Olympic and Fair Play ethics and principals such as respect, responsibility,
rights, and the balance of body, will, and mind.
The informal application of these values lead to a development of competencies
for which formal educational curricula cannot plan. The voluntary aspect of the CEP was
central to informal ways of learning at the CEP, just as it was to nonformal learning. It
provided young people with the ability to make decisions. “The athletes could choose
from a large range of activities. It was excellent for them”, reported one Chef de Mission.
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The CEP provided unique spaces for identity building that is not found in typical
organisational structures, which allowed the athletes to engage with subject matter
through their own agency (Hull and Greeno, 2007: 78). The CEP was an opportunity for
its participants to internalise new dialogues and experiences. One athlete reported a
“culture shock” upon seeing the armed guards before the Youth Olympic Village.
Another mentioned how her experience at the CEP encouraged the improvement of her
language skills. These kinds of impressions were not formally learned; nonetheless they
are central to fashioning the participants‟ identities not only as athletes, but also as young
citizens of the world. The CEP‟s voluntary aspect also helped build valuable skills for
balancing sport, competition, and friendship. One Chef de Mission stated, “to combine
sport, education, and culture is excellent”. Another reflected, “it was not difficult to
balance both [sporting competitions and the CEP], because the two elements complement
each other. In competition, you meet your opponent. In the CEP, you are friends and not
„enemies‟ anymore”. These are of course not the only opinions to come from the CEP,
and they cannot be generalised to all participants in the programme. However, they do
indicate the informal merits of the CEP by framing them in a different scope.
The innumerable social interactions that comprised the informal basis of the CEP
also extended to the YOG as a whole. What the athletes have informally learned supports
multidisciplinary initiatives that promote universally accessible human values. Although
curriculum designers work with the challenges of cultural differences, curriculum
development as a deliberative guide to action does not plan for informal ways of learning.
Cultural differences are of course acknowledged while curriculums are being developed,
but key details might not be observable and situated until differences are actually played
out. For example, the timeframe of the YOG in Singapore was concurrent with
Ramadan, a time of religious observance in which Muslims fast from dawn to sunset.
Muslims athletes would sit patiently at the dinner table in the Youth Olympic Village
with their full plates before them, waiting until sundown to eat. I have witnessed how
non-Muslims were surprised to learn of this rite, and were curious to learn more about it.
Yet a few Chefs de Mission to Muslim athletes reported difficulties due to cultural
differences. For example, one mentioned that, “for different cultures and religions, it is
necessary to have assigned washrooms”. These relations have been learned informally,
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and we can now use this knowledge to help further develop the nonformal organisation of
the CEP from which more informal scopes of learning will surely come.

Suggestions for the Future

This paper has highlighted some nonformal and informal merits of the CEP. Its overall
suggestion is to recognise these ways of learning at both the CEP and the YOG as a
whole. Two further suggestions are to focus more research about the CEP on nonformal
and informal learning, and to keep the CEP moving in the direction toward digital and
interactive activities.
More empirical research, for example, could employ multi-dimensional scales of
concerns, attitudes, knowledge, skills, and competencies that can then serve as indicators
for future studies of learning at the CEP. (Space limitations preclude offering a detailed
model here, but for a similar scale, see Schugurensky, 2007). Instead of giving athletes
predetermined categories of what they liked and learned, open-ended questions could
bring to light a fuller spectrum of learning. This will require adapting the way we think
about pedagogies and forms learning to fit the social relations of today. Richard Tinning
(2010: 74-76) reviews the frustrations of generation gaps found in our so-called “New
Times” in which young people have a sense of questioning authority that is different from
preceding generations, and often expect to be included in decision-making. Tinning
(ibid: 75) also suggests that effective learning in today‟s social environment comes not
only from good pedagogical skills, but also from innovations that are “more responsive to
the ways „new kids‟ learn, what motivates them, and what turns them off”. Some young
athletes were indeed enthusiastic about how the CEP was not “boring like history
lessons” or lectures.
The XII Olympic Congress in Copenhagen 2009 (IOC: 2009) identified
“Olympism and Youth” as an area of development, and many participants of that section
of the Congress agreed that the Olympic movement needs to keep up with interests and
trends of our younger generation. The proceedings of the conference represent a sense of
urgency about the present and future relations between youth and sport. Considering
nonformal and informal education opens new ways of reaching out to young athletes
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through contextual and relevant learning experiences. The concerns about youth and the
future of sport are strongly related to another area of development identified by the IOC
and addressed at the Congress, which is the impact of the “Digital Revolution” on sport
and the Olympic movement. There is much anxiety about reduced physical activity in the
digital age, and about the challenges young people face in developing and sustaining
active lifestyles. The issuing of a Digital Concierge to every athlete at the YOG was
already a significant step in addressing these concerns; it shows potential for bridging the
gap between sport and digital media. Another step could be looking into promoting social
software that facilitates alternative forms of learning networks. Social learning networks
not only allow a personalisation and re-structuring of knowledge that fits specific
contexts, but they are also flexible enough so that learners can re-examine and update
knowledge and contexts to whatever is relevant to them (Bartlett-Bragg, 2009: 16). A
great deal has already been said about correlations between the increase of inactive
lifestyles and digital media. But the growth of digital literacy is also a chance for a
holistic re-engagement of learning and sport that targets young people‟s digital
propensities and allows them to interactively create and explore their own environments
in the process. Thinking informally about the infinite scope of learning can help fill the
gaps left by the reduction of sport and physical education programmes in schools of all
age levels.
The combination of culture, the arts, and contemporary interests and trends is
central to creating and maintaining the appeal of both sport and education. The YOG in
Singapore was a landmark event that successfully brought these elements together. The
nonformal and formal means through which learning were expressed at the CEP should
not be neglected, and different ways of learning should continue be researched and
recognised. Additional research into alternative means of learning and the merits of
interactive and informational technologies could be useful to help the CEP move toward
its highest educational potential.
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