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1

TEACHER EDUCATION

A False Introduction: Becoming a 
HPE Teacher During a Pandemic

Dan Michael, Rachel Fairchild, William Foster, and Kayla Tobin

Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted health and physical education 

(HPE) teaching, particularly for preservice and first-year teachers. This 
study explored how six HPE teachers in the Eastern U.S. adapted to 
these challenges during the pandemic. Data were collected through 
semi-structured interviews, and thematic analysis revealed five major 
themes: (a) “You want me to teach HOW?”—navigating new instruc-
tional methods, (b) “PE without equipment and six feet apart”—adjust-
ing to safety protocols, (c) “Behind the Scenes”—the hidden challenges 
of remote and hybrid models, (d) “I became a behavior management 
guru”—addressing increased behavior issues, and (e) “The Pandemic 
Crater”—the academic and developmental impacts. These findings 
highlight the profound challenges these teachers face and underscore 
the need for continued support and resources to help educators adapt 
to evolving circumstances during crises like the pandemic.

The Physical Educator 	 Vol. 83 • pp. 1–19 • 2026
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School Lockdown Protocols
COVID-19 arrived in the spring of 2020 in the US and forced 

schools around the world to adapt to new ways to deliver instruction 
to students (Meinck et al., 2022; UNESCO, 2020). In the geographic 
area of this study, “the pandemic resulted in divisions converting to 
remote learning for the second half of the 2019-20 school year and 
much of the 2020-21 school year” (LARC, 2022, p.1). At the start of 
the 2020-2021 school year, school divisions had the authority to de-
cide whether to deliver in-person instruction (LARC, 2022). At the 
beginning of 2020-2021, the majority of school divisions provided 
remote or hybrid instruction—51% used a remote model, 42% used 
a hybrid model, and 8% used a face-to-face model. By the end of 
the 2020-2021 school year, only one division remained remote, 55% 
were using a hybrid model, and 44% were fully in-person (LARC, 
2022). Senate Bill 1303 (2021) mandated school divisions “to of-
fer in-person instruction to students for the 2021-22 school year” 
School divisions were permitted exceptions that allowed for hybrid 
or remote instruction to be used by (a) schools during periods of 
high COVID-19 transmission, (b) staff who had been exposed to 
COVID-19, or (c) students with health and safety concerns related 
to in-person instruction upon request of their parent or guardian 
(SB 1303, 2021). This created a variety of experiences for pre-service 
and first-year teachers in the state. 

Loss of Student-Teaching Experience
Student teaching is a form of field experience that is an essen-

tial part of teacher education (Anderson & Stillman, 2013). Studies 
show that teacher preparation programs that offer a school-based 
student-teaching experience have a significant impact on teacher 
preparation. (Ingersoll et al., 2014; Knight et al., 2015; Leeferink et 
al., 2015; Sadler & Klosterman, 2009). Studies have also linked field 
experience placements with increased teacher efficacy (Gurvitch & 
Metzler, 2009; Ronfeldt, 2015) and teacher retention. (Ronfeldt et 
al., 2014; Whipp & Geronime, 2015). As a result, most state depart-
ments require preservice teachers to complete a designated number 
of hours or days of a field placement within a school division to ob-
tain initial state licensure (Thompson et al., 2020). The state of this 
study requires a minimum of 320 clock hours, of which 120 clock 
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hours are embedded in experiential, field-based opportunities dur-
ing coursework (Virginia Administrative Code, 2018).

First Year Teaching
The first year of teaching is widely recognized as one of the most 

challenging and formative periods in a teacher’s career. Research 
consistently highlights that new teachers often face a steep learn-
ing curve as they transition from theory to practice, navigating 
classroom management, lesson planning, and developing relation-
ships with students, colleagues, and administrators (Ingersoll, 2012; 
Veenman, 1984). First-year teachers frequently report feelings 
of isolation, stress, and overwhelm due to the complexities of the 
profession, especially in balancing the dual roles of educator and 
disciplinarian (Fantilli & McDougall, 2009). In particular, novice 
teachers often struggle to establish classroom routines and maintain 
student engagement, both critical components of effective teaching. 
The presence of a supportive environment, including mentorship 
and administrative guidance, has been shown to mitigate some of 
these challenges, aiding in teacher retention and professional growth 
(Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). However, when such support is lacking, 
new teachers are more likely to experience burnout, question their 
career choice, or leave the profession altogether. These common first-
year struggles were exacerbated during the COVID-19 pandemic, as 
many teachers had to adjust to remote and hybrid learning formats 
without the usual in-person support or traditional instructional 
methods (Kim & Asbury, 2020).

Models of Instruction
Pre-service teachers, who had been completing field placements 

during the 2019-2020 year, experienced a shorter in-person intern-
ship due to COVID-19 school closures. Not only did they have a 
reduced field experience, but they were forced to find their first job 
as a licensed teacher in a less-than-ideal situation. As mentioned 
above, the start of the 2020-2021 school year had a variety of dif-
ferent teaching formats (face-to-face, hybrid, and online) across the 
state. Ninety-three percent of them started their first year of teach-
ing in either a remote or a hybrid teaching model (LARC, 2022). 
Pressley and Croyle (2021, p.160) suggested that these teachers en-
tered teaching “with lower teacher efficacy as they enter the class-
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room compared to previous first-year teachers because of the limited 
preservice teaching internships.” 

Along with a lack of preservice internships, these teachers had 
to navigate teaching online in many instances. Online physical 
education (OLPE) classes left teachers unprepared, with little or 
no guidance on how to proceed, leading to a trial-and-error peda-
gogical approach (Jeong & So, 2020). The Society of Health and 
Physical Educators (SHAPE America) research suggests that OLPE 
is not the same as in-person PE; they often have different focuses or 
goals (Goad & Jones, 2017). Seventy percent of OLPE for secondary 
schools did not meet national guidelines of 225 minutes of PE per 
week (Daum & Buschner, 2012). Daum & Woods (2015) examined 
K-12 Physical Education Teacher Education faculty perceptions of 
OLPE and were unanimous in their belief that OLPE should not be 
designed for elementary-aged children. Which, of course, creates a 
huge problem for schools forced to administer physical education 
remotely or in hybrid models.

Purpose of the Study
Research has examined pre-service teachers’ and teachers’ per-

ceptions of the challenges of teaching in a pandemic. The current 
pandemic forced many schools to adopt different teaching methods 
or combinations of methods. This study aimed to focus on the co-
horts of teachers who experienced disruption in preservice teaching 
experiences and then started their first year teaching during pan-
demic-related teaching formats. Therefore, the purpose of this study 
was to investigate HPE teachers’ perceptions of first-year teaching 
following disruptions to student teaching caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic.

Methods

Participants
The participants in this study were six HPE teachers (n = 6; all 

females) who student taught and began their first year of teaching 
between the spring of 2020 and the fall of 2022. All six HPE teachers 
attended the same PETE program at the university. The HPE teach-
ers included elementary teachers (n = 2), middle school teachers (n 
= 2), and high school teachers (n = 2). The racial/ethnic makeup 
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of the HPE teachers was 83.3% (n = 5) White Caucasian, 16.6% (n 
= 1) African American, and 16.6%. Purposive sampling was used 
to select participants with a range of student-teaching and first-year 
experiences related to the pandemic. This sampling strategy aimed 
to provide diverse perspectives and rich insights into the research 
question. All six HPE teachers’ identities were kept confidential, 
with pseudonyms used throughout all documentation to ensure 
their privacy.

Data Sources
Before data collection, formal approval from the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) was obtained to ensure compliance with ethical 
research standards. The method employed for data collection was 
in-depth individual interviews, a well-regarded approach for delving 
into the nuanced dimensions of participants’ lived experiences and 
the meanings they attribute to them (Seidman, 2013).
Individual Interviews

 HPE teachers participated in individual interviews. Interviews 
ranged from 13 to 32 minutes (M = 23:18). The interview protocol for 
HPE teachers focused on their experiences with first-year teaching 
and student teaching during the pandemic. Specifically, questions 
focused on the format they used during both student teaching and 
their first year of teaching, the challenges and successes, and the over-
all impact of the pandemic on them as teachers. A semi-structured 
interview protocol was used for all individual interviews (Rubin & 
Rubin, 2011; Thomas et al., 2015). Semi-structured interviews facili-
tate a systematic, iterative data collection process in which questions 
are structured within a protocol to elicit comprehensive information 
while ensuring the efficiency of subsequent data analysis (Galletta, 
2013).  

Data Analysis
All interviews were audio- and video-recorded via the platform 

Zoom and transcribed verbatim for analysis. Data analysis was guid-
ed by constant comparison methods (Dey, 1993; Goetz & LeCompte, 
1984) and included an iterative procedure of reducing and triangu-
lating the data to pull out themes gathered (Patton, 2014). Data were 
initially coded line by line to identify patterns and categories. This is 



6 A False Introduction: Becoming a HPE Teacher During a Pandemic

called open coding and allows for intuitive identification of key ideas 
(Marshall et al., 2021). The researchers independently compiled 
lists of codes paired with lines of text and later met as a group to 
cross-check each other’s work, discuss any disagreements, and reach 
agreement on which codes should be used, updated, or disposed 
of. Discrepancies were resolved through discussion and consensus. 
Subsequently, the researchers clustered the initial codes into con-
ceptual categories that encapsulate shared themes among the codes, 
referred to as axial codes (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Fielding & Lee, 
1998). Axial codes were then grouped into themes and subthemes 
through an iterative process. Themes were refined through multiple 
rounds of coding and discussions among the research team. As a 
group, researchers developed themes for their corresponding code 
groups. Using a master spreadsheet, the researcher applied clustering 
to develop a diagram of relationships to identify overarching themes. 
The researchers, through discussion, came to a consensus to identify 
the overarching themes. To enhance the dependability of findings, 
participants were provided with summaries of the emergent themes. 
Participants were invited to provide feedback and clarifications, 
which were incorporated into the final analysis.

Trustworthiness was achieved in several ways, in line with es-
tablished recommendations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2014; 
Shenton, 2004). Trustworthiness is crucial in qualitative research to 
establish the credibility, transparency, dependability, and confirm-
ability of study findings (Marshall et al., 2021). First, credibility was 
established through prolonged engagement with data, crystalliza-
tion (gathering data from multiple sources), and participant review. 
Prolonged engagement allowed for a deep understanding of the 
data (Patton, 2015). Crystallization involved comparing data from 
interviews, field notes, and relevant literature (Marshall et al., 2021). 
This was accomplished by having multiple researchers review the 
findings (Patton, 2014). Participant review engages participants with 
the transcripts, seeking their reactions and insights (Marshall et al., 
2021). This ensured that participants’ voices were accurately repre-
sented and that findings resonated with their experiences (Creswell 
& Miller, 2000; Maxwell, 2012). Transparency is the use of concep-
tual and empirical literature, blended with your sense of self, abili-
ties, and intentions, that contributes to a study’s being seen as sound, 
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trustworthy, and good (Marshall et al., 2021, p. 48). Dependability 
was ensured through an audit trail that documented all stages of the 
research process, including data collection, coding, and decision-
making. The audit trail (a transparent record of data) provided 
transparency and traceability of research decisions (Marshall et 
al., 2021). Confirmability was achieved by maintaining researcher 
reflexivity. In the present research project, the researchers who en-
gaged in direct, in-person interactions with study participants had to 
contemplate how their professional backgrounds, personal experi-
ences, and preconceived notions might influence their interactions 
with the participants. The research team regularly discussed their 
assumptions, biases, and potential influence on the research process. 

Findings
Participant responses produced five themes: (a) You want me 

to teach HOW?, (b) PE without equipment and six feet apart, (c) 
Behind the Scenes, (d) I became a behavior management guru, and 
(e) The Pandemic Crater. These themes were apparent across all 
participant interviews. Several subthemes are discussed below using 
quotes from interview transcripts as evidence. Pseudonyms are used 
in place of participants’ actual names. 

You Want Me to Teach HOW?
The theme “You want me to teach HOW?” encapsulates the chal-

lenges and adaptations faced by student teachers and new teachers as 
they navigated the complexities of pedagogy during the pandemic. 
As educational institutions rapidly shifted to remote learning, edu-
cators found themselves grappling with unprecedented demands, 
prompting significant changes in their teaching practices. Two sub-
themes emerged from the data: delivery methods and virtual physi-
cal education. Together, these sub-themes illuminate the profound 
impact of the pandemic on teaching practices, offering insights into 
how educators were compelled to rethink and retool their pedagogy 
in response to the shifting educational landscape.
Delivery Methods 

Delivery methods explore how teachers adapted traditional in-
structional strategies to suit an online environment, often requiring 
innovative approaches to engage students remotely. The pandemic 
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significantly impacted teachers’ delivery methods, requiring them 
to quickly adapt to new modes of instruction. Many educators 
transitioned to fully online teaching, requiring them to reimagine 
lesson plans and instructional strategies for a digital format. This 
shift often involved mastering new technologies, creating engaging 
virtual content, and fostering student interaction and participation 
in an online environment. Some schools adopted a hybrid approach, 
blending face-to-face instruction with remote learning. In these 
settings, teachers faced the challenge of simultaneously engaging 
students in the classroom and those learning from home. This ap-
proach required flexibility and innovative strategies to ensure that 
both in-person and remote learners received equitable instruction. 
For example, Bailey said:

I was in front of a computer and also teaching the in-person 
kids as well. So, I had to make sure that the students over the 
computer, were hopefully receiving the proper information. 
Um versus the students that were in person. So, I think that 
was kind of a challenge, because, of course, the cameras were 
off. You don’t really know if they were really there, or just 
turned it on and left.

Additionally, educators had to navigate the complexities of syn-
chronous (real-time) and asynchronous (self-paced) learning, often 
employing a mix of both. Synchronous sessions provided oppor-
tunities for live interaction, while asynchronous activities allowed 
students to learn at their own pace. Morgan said:

So, the first semester of the year was all virtual. So, I was 
holding three classes a day virtually… The second semester 
was a little bit different. It was virtual and hybrid. So, some 
teachers went into the building and were completely in-
person and then held like almost like a zoom with their 
classes with health and PE.

The variety of these approaches highlighted the necessity for 
teachers to be adaptable and resourceful as they sought to maintain 
educational continuity during the pandemic.
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Virtual Physical Education
The second sub-theme, virtual physical education, delves into 

the unique challenges of teaching physical education in a virtual set-
ting, highlighting creative strategies to maintain student participa-
tion and physical activity despite the constraints of remote learning. 
Teaching physical education virtually required educators to rethink 
how they delivered instruction traditionally centered around physi-
cal space and equipment. Without access to gymnasiums, fields, or 
shared equipment, teachers had to design lessons that students could 
complete at home, often with limited space and resources. Jordan 
stated, “We were basically just all on the computer doing online 
health work or just online like quizzes about sports and just learning 
about sports. Everything was just online. So, it really did make it hard 
to like, connect with the with the virtual kids because everything at 
that point was through Google Classroom on the computer.” Tristan 
replied, “Well, I’m thinking what we did was we would just give them 
like at home challenges or posted videos and sent them like videos 
off YouTube, that they were supposed to do.”

PE Without Equipment and Six Feet Away
The theme “PE Without Equipment and Six Feet Away” reflects 

the significant shifts in physical education teaching practices brought 
about by the pandemic, focusing on the challenges of conducting 
classes under stringent safety protocols. As teachers navigated the 
complexities of ensuring student safety, three sub-themes emerged: 
equipment limitations, social distancing, and wearing masks.
Equipment Limitations

Due to heightened sanitation concerns, the use of shared equip-
ment in PE classes was largely restricted. This required teachers to 
design lessons that minimized or completely avoided the use of any 
gear. Activities that relied on bodyweight exercises, individual fitness 
routines, and movements that required no additional tools became 
central to the curriculum. Avery said: 

They couldn’t do certain activities. Um, one of my schools 
was very relaxed about it as long as we kept everything clean. 
The other one was very strict about what equipment we 
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could use, and what equipment could be shared. You know 
whether it had a porous surface or not.

Social Distancing
Maintaining a safe distance between students was another criti-

cal aspect of PE during the pandemic. Traditional team sports and 
close-contact activities were replaced with exercises that allowed 
students to stay at least six feet apart. Teachers focused on individual 
skills, non-contact games, and personal fitness challenges that could 
be conducted within a confined space, ensuring that all students re-
mained safely distanced throughout the lesson. Morgan said:

I feel like they were constantly changing based on the levels of 
how many COVID cases we had. So, I think the standard was 
they had to stay six feet apart outside, ten feet apart inside. 
So, and we only have one gym space. So that was pretty tricky. 
We were not off. We did tag or anything of that nature. They 
had to use like 20-foot noodles. It felt like it was a lot of a lot 
of space was needed. And that was probably the biggest thing 
that affected us because we had very limited space.

Masks
The requirement to wear masks during PE added another layer 

of complexity. Teachers had to consider the impact of masks on stu-
dents’ breathing and comfort, particularly during physical exertion. 
This led to a careful selection of less-intense activities, with more 
frequent breaks to ensure students could participate safely while 
wearing masks. Teachers also had to reinforce the importance of 
mask-wearing and proper mask hygiene, integrating these practices 
into their instruction. Bailey said:

At first it was kind of challenging, because we still have, like the 
mask mandate. So, being in a gym with over a hundred kids 
wearing a mask and having to yell. It was um very challenging, 
so it would kind of get annoying sometimes because I would 
have to pull my mouth down the yell directions, pull it back 
up, pull it back down, make sure somebody is doing the right 
thing, pull it back up.
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Together, these sub-themes illustrate how PE teachers had to re-
think and retool their approaches to ensure that physical education 
remained both safe and effective in a pandemic-affected environ-
ment. Despite the challenges, these adaptations allowed educators 
to continue fostering physical activity and health awareness among 
students while adhering to necessary safety protocols.

Behind the Scenes
The theme “Behind the Scenes” highlights the often-overlooked 

challenges that teachers faced outside the classroom during the 
pandemic. These challenges, while not directly related to classroom 
instruction, had a profound impact on educators’ ability to teach and 
support their students effectively. Two sub-themes emerged under 
this theme: a false introduction and a lack of support.
A False Introduction

Many teachers, especially new and student teachers, began their 
careers or took on new roles during the pandemic, experiencing 
what could be described as a “false introduction” to the profession. 
Rather than the traditional, in-person mentoring and collabora-
tive environments typically found in schools, these educators were 
introduced to a teaching landscape dominated by remote learning, 
virtual meetings, and limited face-to-face interaction. This unusual 
start often left them feeling unprepared and disconnected from the 
supportive networks that are crucial in the early stages of their ca-
reers. Jordan stated:

But it was to me like the false introduction. It was because it 
wasn’t it was nothing like what it is now. Now that we’ve kind 
of came back or found some type of normalcy and like all 
that good stuff. It was just that during when I first started that 
January 2021. Like I say, it was like ten kids in each class, and 
then there was like ten kids divided between four teachers or 
supposed to be four teachers. So, like, you didn’t even have 
really that you had behavior issues. You didn’t really have 
those things that you had control and learn how to deal with. 
And then the following year, when they came back, it was 
like, this is reality.
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Lack of Support
The lack of adequate support from administrative structures and 

in professional development was another major challenge. Teachers 
often found themselves navigating new technologies, instructional 
methods, and health protocols with minimal guidance. The absence 
of consistent and reliable support systems, such as professional de-
velopment opportunities, mental health resources, and clear com-
munication from leadership, left many educators feeling isolated and 
overwhelmed. Riley said: 

I think maybe if we spent a little less time on the COVID 
mitigation protocols and we did more training via Squeegee 
and Zoom, I think, and then having an additional training 
for the health curriculum that they were handing us, I 
think we would have been much better off if everybody 
had received those same trainings instead of being like, hey, 
here’s a YouTube link, see if you can figure it out from there. 
So, I think I think those would have probably been the best 
strategies in order to like, prepare everybody. 

Together, these sub-themes underscore the difficulties teachers 
faced beyond their immediate teaching duties. The challenges of a 
false introduction to the profession, scheduling complexities, and a 
lack of support reveal the broader impacts of the pandemic on edu-
cators, highlighting the need for more robust, responsive support 
systems to help teachers thrive in any educational environment.

I Became a Behavior Management Guru
The theme “I Became a Behavior Management Guru” captures 

the heightened challenges teachers faced in managing student be-
havior as schools reopened after prolonged periods of isolation. With 
students returning to in-person learning, many exhibited increased 
behavioral issues, stemming from the social and emotional toll of 
being separated from their peers and routine school environments. 
Two sub-themes emerged from this challenge: socialization and par-
ticipation/attendance.
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Socialization
After months of isolation and limited social interaction, many 

students struggled to reintegrate into the school community. 
Teachers observed that students had difficulty adapting to group 
activities, respecting classroom norms, and rebuilding peer relation-
ships. The lack of social engagement during the pandemic had dis-
rupted students’ ability to interact positively with others, leading to 
increased incidents of conflict, distraction, and disruptive behavior. 
Teachers had to become adept at fostering a supportive and struc-
tured environment that encouraged healthy social interactions while 
addressing the emotional needs of students who were relearning 
how to function in a communal setting.
Participation and Attendance

The return to in-person learning also brought challenges related 
to student participation and attendance. Some students, having be-
come accustomed to the flexibility of remote learning, found it dif-
ficult to re-engage with the structured demands of the classroom. 
Issues such as inconsistent attendance, disengagement during les-
sons, and reluctance to participate in classroom activities became 
more prevalent. Teachers were tasked with finding innovative ways 
to motivate and involve students, often requiring them to develop 
new strategies for encouraging attendance and active participa-
tion. This included creating more engaging and interactive lessons, 
providing additional support to students who were struggling, and 
working closely with families to address underlying issues affecting 
student engagement.

The Pandemic Crater
The theme “Pandemic Crater” encapsulates the profound aca-

demic and developmental impacts that the pandemic left on students, 
creating a significant gap in both learning and personal growth. 
As schools shifted to remote learning and other pandemic-related 
disruptions occurred, students experienced setbacks that have had 
lasting effects on their educational trajectories. Two sub-themes 
emerged from this theme: academic deficits and developmental im-
pact.
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Academic Deficits
The abrupt transition to remote learning, combined with incon-

sistent access to resources and varying levels of support, resulted 
in significant academic deficits among students. Many struggled to 
keep pace with the curriculum, resulting in gaps in foundational 
knowledge and skills. Teachers observed that students returned to 
in-person learning with significant delays in key academic areas, 
such as reading, mathematics, and critical thinking. These deficits 
have required extensive remediation efforts and individualized sup-
port to help students catch up and regain their academic footing.
Developmental Impact

Beyond academic challenges, the pandemic disrupted students’ 
developmental progress, particularly in social, emotional, and cog-
nitive domains. Extended periods of isolation, limited peer interac-
tion, and the absence of a structured school environment hindered 
the development of essential life skills. Teachers noted delays in 
students’ emotional regulation, social skills, and ability to adapt to 
change. These developmental impacts have made it more difficult 
for students to fully engage in learning and interact positively with 
peers, further compounding the challenges of addressing the aca-
demic deficits caused by the pandemic.

Discussion
The findings of this study reveal the profound and multifaceted 

challenges that health and physical education teachers faced during 
their student teaching and first-year experiences amid the pandemic. 
The themes that emerged, such as “False Introduction,” challenges 
with behavior management, lack of administrative support, difficul-
ties with remote and hybrid models, and the impact of quarantine, 
underscore how COVID-19 disrupted not only the logistical aspects 
of education but also the pedagogical development and professional 
identity formation of new educators.

The theme of “False Introduction” encapsulates how many par-
ticipants felt their entry into the teaching profession was inauthen-
tic. Teaching during the pandemic did not mirror the conventional 
experiences they had anticipated during their preparation. Instead, 
it involved a makeshift, temporary model, leaving them feeling un-
prepared and disconnected from what “real” teaching should entail. 
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The absence of traditional face-to-face instruction and the reliance 
on remote and hybrid models significantly constrained key elements 
of health and physical education, such as physical engagement, 
movement activities, and interactive learning. Consequently, these 
teachers missed out on vital hands-on practice, which is crucial for 
developing confidence and competence in teaching physical educa-
tion (Martins & Onofre, 2014).

Behavior management was another significant challenge noted 
by participants. With students returning from isolation, many teach-
ers reported an uptick in behavior issues that were more complex 
and difficult to manage compared to pre-pandemic classroom 
environments. The socialization deficits among students, exacer-
bated by prolonged isolation and the sudden shift back to in-person 
learning, made it harder for teachers to maintain classroom order. 
Furthermore, the virtual setting of remote and hybrid learning mod-
els created its own set of management challenges, as teachers had 
limited ability to enforce rules or monitor engagement, particularly 
in subjects like physical education that depend on active participa-
tion.

The lack of administrative support was a recurring theme in 
the interviews, further compounding the difficulties these teachers 
faced. Teachers expressed frustration at the absence of clear guid-
ance and tangible support from school leadership, leaving them to 
navigate novel teaching scenarios largely on their own. This lack of 
support was especially felt in areas such as curriculum adaptation, 
access to resources, and professional development, all of which were 
vital for helping teachers adjust to the demands of remote and hy-
brid learning.

Participants also spoke at length about the inherent difficulties 
of teaching health and physical education in remote and hybrid 
models. In these settings, traditional instructional methods were not 
feasible, and many teachers struggled to adapt their lessons to vir-
tual platforms. Physical education, in particular, proved challenging 
because it typically requires space, equipment, and physical interac-
tion, all of which were limited or absent in a remote environment. 
The physical and mental health implications of quarantine further 
exacerbated these issues, with students exhibiting decreased motiva-
tion, disengagement, and a general lack of participation in online 
physical activities.
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Considering these findings, the experiences of these teachers re-
flect a broader concern about the long-term impact of the pandemic 
on the professional development of new educators. While many 
adapted and developed new skills, the conditions of their initial 
teaching experiences have left lasting impressions, raising important 
questions about the future preparation and support of teachers in 
times of crisis. These findings call for more robust teacher training 
programs that integrate crisis-management and remote teaching 
techniques, as well as stronger administrative frameworks to sup-
port teachers, particularly in fields like physical education that rely 
heavily on in-person interaction.

Overall, this study highlights the need for educational systems 
to anticipate and address the unique challenges of teaching in un-
certain times, ensuring that teachers, particularly those in the early 
stages of their careers, are adequately prepared and supported.

Conclusion
Teachers were thrust into an unprecedented situation that re-

quired them to adapt rapidly and creatively to new challenges. 
Whether through the reimagining of teaching methods, the innova-
tive approaches to physical education, or the increased focus on be-
havior management, educators demonstrated remarkable resilience 
and dedication. However, the discussion also highlights the need for 
systemic support, both in terms of professional development and re-
sources, to better equip teachers to handle such crises in the future. 
As the education system moves forward, it is crucial to learn from 
these experiences and implement strategies that address students’ 
ongoing academic and developmental needs while supporting edu-
cators’ well-being and professional growth.
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ASSESSMENT

A Qualitative Evaluation of a Sport 
in Schools’ Program 

Shane Pill, Pip Henderson, Richard Telford, and Rohan Telford

Abstract
This study examines data from a range of stakeholders in one 

Australian state involved in a year-long trial of a primary school physi-
cal education (PE) professional development program that included 
external sport providers. In this program, the role of the external 
provider was to increase the amount of time allocated to PE in the 
curriculum through a school’s sports program, thereby providing an 
additional scheduled PE class each week. Semi-structured interviews 
were undertaken post-intervention with the primary school principals, 
classroom teachers, specialist PE teachers, external providers, and the 
professional association partner in the project. The data were analyzed 
using reflexive thematic analysis. Findings support existing claims 
regarding limited communication between external providers and 
teachers, ambiguity regarding the teaching qualifications of coaches 
providing PE curriculum experiences, and coaches working in school 
programs with limited knowledge of appropriate educational peda-
gogical practices that match student readiness for learning. 

Introduction
Researchers suggest that most Australian students reach sec-

ondary school without having attained the control of movement 
abilities benchmarked in the curriculum by the end of Year Four 
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(Pill & Harvey, 2019). Underlying reasons for students not achiev-
ing the standards indicated in PE curricula have been reported as 
insufficient time allocated for physical education (PE) in their pri-
mary schooling, along with substandard quality of PE programs 
(Hardman, 2008; Harris et al., 2012). Such concerns about the status 
of PE in primary schools have existed for some time, both interna-
tionally and in Australia. In addition to adequate time allocation, 
concerns relate to facility provision, resourcing, and primary school 
teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge to deliver educatively pur-
poseful PE (Dollman et al., 2006; Hardman & Marshall, 2001, 2005; 
Morgan & Hansen, 2008; Pill, 2007; Tinning & Fitzclarence, 2012). 
PE in primary school is characterised as undervalued and prone to 
being treated by class teachers as recreation, not education. Further, 
PE is often the first casualty when there are competing demands for 
time and resources (such as gym space) in schools, and teachers who 
are not confident in teaching PE have been known to omit it from 
their teaching schedules (Morgan & Hansen, 2008; Lynch & Soukup, 
2017). Within this context, a collaborative project involving a state-
based Department for Education, university researchers, and the 
professional association for Health and Physical Education (HPE) 
in one Australian state was undertaken. Through the provision of a 
year-long, in-school professional development program, this project 
sought to increase the amount of time dedicated to PE in schools 
and enhance PE teaching. 

To enhance the quality of PE provided by teachers, professional 
learning opportunities were provided to teachers through a range 
of initiatives. These included tailored coaching by expert mentors 
provided by the Education Department, as well as long-term engage-
ment with external sports providers. These providers offered sessions 
to supplement the weekly PE curriculum provided by a PE teacher, 
thereby increasing the amount of time dedicated to “PE.” Key to the 
external providers’ role within the program was their contribution to 
a central idea of the program approach, termed the “ideal week” (The 
PEPL Approach, 2021). This was understood to comprise a mini-
mum of two “PE classes” per week, one of these classes provided by 
the school’s PE specialist (if the school employed one) and the other 
by a classroom teacher working with an external provider via the 
Australian Government Sporting Schools Program (SSP). Within 
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the ideal week idea, these two lessons would be complemented by 
three class-based physical activity (PA) opportunities provided by 
the class teacher on the non-PE days. The ‘ideal week’ concept thus 
ensured daily PA opportunities for children in curriculum time dur-
ing the school week.

PE in the Australian Curriculum
Schools in the jurisdiction where this project occurred follow the 

Australian Curriculum (AC) for Health and PE (HPE). The AC: HPE 
has two strands that equate to the two subjects, Health Education 
and PE; The Personal, Social and Community Health Strand and the 
Movement and Physical Activity Strand (Australian Curriculum, 
Assessment and Reporting Authority: [ACARA] 2021). The purpose 
of the AC: HPE includes students’ development of movement skills 
that promote immediate and long-term PA participation (ACARA, 
2021).  Questions, however, have been raised as to whether this is 
being achieved (Pill & Harvey, 2019). Insufficient provision of cur-
riculum time and teacher expertise to deliver the remit related to 
movement ability and efficacy represents a serious public health is-
sue as well as a student curriculum attainment issue (Dollman et al., 
2006).

PE and External Providers
In Australian primary schools, in most states, PE is the respon-

sibility of a generalist* class teacher. In schools that employ a spe-
cialist or dedicated PE teacher, class teachers retain some respon-
sibility for PE teaching, as typically insufficient time allocation is 
provided to the specialist PE teacher, and some schools have a daily 
PE policy (Morgan & Hansen, 2007; Spittle et al., 2022; Stylianou 
et al., 2022). In Australia, the generalist class teacher typically does 
not have specialist training in PE (Spittle et al., 2022; Whipp et al., 
2011).  Outsourcing PE (or at least, elements of PE) to external pro-
viders has become increasingly common, both internationally and 
in Australian schools, with a range of justifications offered in the lit-
erature. For example, teachers may perceive that external providers 
can provide superior experiences for students (Morgan & Hansen, 
2007; Spittle et al., 2022; Williams et al., 2011) and/or that external 
providers provide students with experiences that would otherwise 
be absent when teachers who are not confident in teaching PE avoid 
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teaching it (Lynch & Soukup, 2017; Williams & Macdonald, 2015). 
There is also evidence to suggest that teachers perceive external 
provider delivery as an opportunity for informal professional devel-
opment (Morgan & Hansen, 2007; Williams & Macdonald, 2015), 
although some suggest that this is not a major reason for outsourc-
ing (Spittle et al., 2022).

Although there are positive opportunities associated with ex-
ternal providers and some external providers provide a developed 
curriculum that includes student assessment (Allen et al., 2024), 
there are tensions relating to the inclusion of external providers 
in Australian PE settings in schools. These include concerns that 
external providers lack teaching qualifications and may have lim-
ited knowledge about appropriate educative pedagogical practices 
required to deliver PE experiences that match student readiness for 
learning (Sperka et al., 2018; Spittle et al., 2022). There is also con-
cern about the scarcity of educative or curriculum-related compo-
nents in external provider programs, and the omission of student as-
sessment (Sperka & Enright, 2018; Williams & Macdonald, 2015). 
These concerns may be exacerbated by the fact that there is often 
limited communication between external providers and teachers (Ni 
Chróinín & O’Brien, 2019). Concerns also exist about the Spittle et 
al. (2022) PE program in some schools. Collectively, the provision 
of external providers as a substitute for PE may mean students are 
receiving a “simplistic representation of physical education” (Dyson 
et al., 2016, p. 5) and possibly the de-professionalisation of PE and 
de-skilling of primary school teachers (Sperka et al., 2018; Spittle 
et al., 2022; Williams et al., 2011; Williams & Macdonald, 2015). 
Few external provider programs are evaluated, making it difficult to 
ascertain their value (Dyson et al., 2016).  

Contextual to this study, the state professional association rel-
evant to the jurisdiction where this project occurred asserts:

Any activity or program delivered by an external school 
provider and implemented during planned curriculum time 
must be a part of a planned, comprehensive HPE curriculum 
program and linked directly to learning outcomes or learning 
intentions of this balanced program and that ‘an external 
provider’s program should not be used as a replacement 
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for the health and physical education program or teacher’ 
(Professional Association, 2021).

Sporting Schools Program
Globally, it is recognised that sports can exert an influence on 

what is included in PE (Redelius & Larsson, 2010) and how it is taught 
(Hogan & Stylianou, 2018). A presence in primary schools is often 
seen by sporting organisations as a crucial aspect of their promotion 
and recruitment of participants (Bowles & O’Sullivan, 2020). The 
project investigated here incorporated the SSP, an initiative of the 
Australian Sports Commission. The SSP is offered to schools via four 
opportunities each year to apply for funds to purchase equipment or 
resources, pay for teachers’ participation in approved PE professional 
learning opportunities, and/or purchase a sport program to be either 
teacher-delivered or provided by an approved external provider. SSP 
opportunities must be provided to students at no cost to families 
(Australian Sports Commission, n.d.-a). 

Three state sporting bodies were involved in the project as exter-
nal providers, to provide a sport in schools programs during class/
curriculum time. The state professional association provided project 
guidance to the Department and mentoring to the external provid-
ers to help ensure their programs were educationally purposeful 
and strengths-based in line with curriculum expectations (ACARA, 
2021).  

There is limited research consideration of external providers’ 
delivery of primary school PE in Australia and elsewhere, and with 
that, insights into the representation of external providers and their 
contribution to the status of PE in primary schools are understated 
in the literature. This study identifies important learnings pertaining 
to the experience of SSP as reported by principals, teachers, external 
providers, departmental staff, and professional association represen-
tatives.

Method

Study Context
The Education Department provided the research team with 

schools (n=24) that met the project eligibility criteria, namely, em-
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ploying a specialist PE teacher who provided at least one lesson/week 
of PE and having class teachers willing to provide one lesson/week of 
PE. Further consideration was given to the provision of schools from 
diverse socioeconomic and geographic locations. Of the 24 schools 
identified and contacted, 14 agreed to participate, as confirmed by 
the school principal. 

The project commenced in Term 1 of the school year with plan-
ning and school recruitment. The in-school program was delivered 
during Terms 2, 3, and 4. Project data collection commenced after 
university ethics committee approval for the project (project num-
ber 2134). 

Participants
The data for this study come from end-of-project interviews with 

Principals (n=11), teachers (n=9) identified as classroom teachers 
(CT), n=6 identified as specialist PE teachers (PET), and n=2 indi-
cated that they were employed as both a PE-specialist and classroom 
teacher), external providers registered as Sporting School providers 
(SSPr)  (n=3) (who were often referred to as “coaches” by interview 
participants), and representatives from the professional association 
partner (PAP) in the project (n=2). 

Data Collection
All semi-structured interviews were conducted by author 1 and 

occurred via Teams or Zoom meetings at a time convenient to the 
participant. Interviews with external providers were between 27–33 
minutes in length; interviews with professional association represen-
tatives were 73–93 minutes, interviews with principals were between 
22–48 minutes, and interviews with teachers lasted between 20–36 
minutes (with two notable exceptions being interviews whereby 
two teachers wanted to interview together. These interviews lasted 
for 50 and 73 minutes each). For interviews with all Education 
Department staff, the questions related to their experiences of their 
involvement with the program and perceptions about the processes 
and outcomes. Questions for external providers related to their ex-
periences with providing sessions in schools throughout this project, 
working with teachers, and the mentoring by the professional as-
sociation. Interviews with the professional association focused on 
external providers and their role working with them, and what they 
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understood as important aspects pertaining to external providers 
in schools. All interviews were transcribed by a professional service 
provider approved by the university.

Analysis
The analysis of qualitative data was informed by Braun et al.’s 

(2019) reflexive thematic analysis. Analysis was led by authors 1 and 
2, who immersed themselves in the data by engaging in ongoing 
“thoughtful and curious” dialogue to consider “what is interesting 
about the data” (Braun et al., 2019, p. 852). Author 1 developed a 
preliminary code list for each participant group that included both 
semantic codes and latent observations. Authors 1 and 2 then used 
the preliminary codes to identify key themes via constant compari-
son and reduction collaboratively, and to attain a consensus on the 
“story” of each transcript. Themes from transcripts within a specific 
dataset (i.e., principals, teachers, external providers, professional 
association representatives, and departmental staff) were then com-
pared by authors 1 and 2 to develop a final set of themes relevant to 
the collated dataset. Authors 3 and 4 then provided a verification 
check on the process and themes. Analysis led to the identification 
of five themes, which are presented in the Results and Discussion 
section.  

Author Subjectivity 
As with all qualitative research, the findings are constructions 

informed by the inevitable relative subjectivities of the researchers. 
The authorship team comprised members with a variety of research 
experiences as well as teaching, coaching, and sport-playing experi-
ences. These, along with scholarly knowledge, theoretical assump-
tions, and ideological commitments, cannot be divorced from the 
analysis process as these experiences and identities inevitably inform 
the interpretation of data (Braun et al. 2019). Processes undertaken 
to ensure the trustworthiness and integrity of the analysis, peer de-
briefing (for credibility), gaining deep insights to allow for thick de-
scriptions (to support transferability), ongoing reflexivity and inclu-
sion of participant voices (to facilitate confirmability), and provision 
of detail pertaining to the processes undertaken (for dependability).
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Results and Discussion
Analysis of interview data provides the opportunity for key 

learnings in two related but distinct areas, both of which have policy 
and practice implications. Firstly, it provides a general understand-
ing of teachers’ perceptions and use of SSP. This initiative continues 
to receive a substantial investment from the Australian Government, 
so it is worthwhile to develop insights about its effective delivery. 
Secondly, this study provides insights into key interactions between 
external providers and schools, which identify important lessons for 
the ongoing relationships between schools and external providers. 

Schools’ Utilisation of Sporting Schools and External 
Providers

In the participating schools, although principals must sign off on 
applications, it was the PE teachers who were predominantly respon-
sible for decisions regarding the application and expenditure of SSP 
funds. However, principals must sign off on the application. There 
was only one case where the principal assumed responsibility for the 
sign-off task 

Principals understood that teachers used SSP grants to bring ex-
ternal providers in to provide PE lessons to students, to augment PE 
teachers’ existing programs, to introduce new sport opportunities to 
children that are not able to be readily provided by the school, and to 
help establish links with community sport clubs. Classroom teach-
ers, on the other hand, appeared to be unfamiliar with how SSPs 
were utilised in their schools, or with what they did. Typical of their 
responses: “The [PE Teacher] will explain all that. He has organised 
the Sporting Schools stuff yeah. That would’ve been [name], our PE 
teacher, who did that” (CT1). This suggests limited engagement with 
the providers by the class teachers when providers run the programs 
with the class teacher.

Similarly to principals’ assertions, the PE teachers shared that 
they also used external providers to 1. bring an external voice to en-
gage students with a higher level of expertise in the sport than what 
the PE teacher could provide; 2. provide new or a variety of sports 
outside of the experience of the PE teacher or facilities within the 
school; 3. build school connections to community sport opportuni-
ties; and 4. provide students with another ‘activity session during the 
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week. These reasons align with previously published literature ex-
ploring reasons for the utilisation of external providers or outsourc-
ing of PE in schools (Morgan & Hansen, 2007; Sperka & Enright, 
2018; Williams et al., 2011). 

Existing research also suggests the utilisation of external pro-
viders as a form of professional learning (Morgan & Hansen, 2007; 
Williams & Macdonald, 2015). Data provided by the PE teachers 
also confirmed this as a common reason for the PE teacher engag-
ing with SSP. Typical of responses were: “I’ve used Sporting Schools, 
predominantly, to support my own learning” (PET6). Another PE 
teacher elaborated: 

If I have found 2-3 new ideas from having a coach in for 
a couple of lessons a week. I am like ‘oh, that’s great’. I can 
implement that into my teaching and make sure the kids get 
some of the correct terminology and knowledge and skills 
that I may not have in every sport.  So, I have found that 
that’s to be the best way to using Sporting Schools personally 
(PET2).

Impacts of Teachers’ Perceptions of External Providers
Hogan and Stylianou (2018) reported that the SSP enabled 

national sporting organisations to ensure funded providers are ac-
credited and registered with their relevant bodies. However, teach-
ers in this study reported that while there are some providers “that 
are pretty good…there are some that are well below par” (PET2). 
Throughout interviews, a commonly used phrase was “hit or miss,” a 
colloquialism meaning as likely to be unsuccessful as successful.  For 
example, one teacher shared:

With Sporting Schools, some people that come out do 
an amazing job.  Some other people, they’re okay so but it 
varies… It’s really ‘hit and miss’ and you go “I won’t get those 
people back again” or “That person’s amazing” (Teacher 17).

Two key issues arise from teachers’ experiences with the varia-
tions in quality of what the external providers offer in schools. The 
first relates to how PE teachers elect to spend SSP funding, and the 
second relates to concerns about teachers modelling their approach-

Table 1
Results of the Internal Consistency of all the Items in Each 

Questionnaire and Each Block
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es according to their observations of external providers. Firstly, the 
inconsistency of standards and the inability to trust the quality of the 
external providers have discouraged PE teachers in this study from 
engaging providers through the SSP. Instead, the PE teachers elected 
to use funding for purchasing equipment, especially when there is a 
limited school budget for equipment. For example: 

I find it very hit and miss in terms of coaches. So, what we 
need to do is go ‘all right, we will get coaches for maybe 1-2 
lessons’, and I will kind of pinch [copy, use, steal] some of 
their ideas and then I will deliver it in more of a beneficial 
way for the kids. Then I can also have equipment that keeps 
our stocks good and equipment good and the engagement in 
that sport good as well (PE 2).

Given the objective of Sporting Schools is for partner organisa-
tions (that is, national sporting organisations) to “provide greater 
professional development opportunities for teachers” (Deloitte 
Access Economics, 2020, p. 25), the fact that teachers are being 
‘turned off ’ from this opportunity impedes the capacity for this in-
vestment to achieve what it sets out to achieve.  

Secondly, this stated intention of Sporting Schools (to provide 
professional development opportunities), combined with the multi-
faceted context of this study’s finding of teachers reporting poor- or 
low-quality experiences offered by external providers (such that they 
opt not to engage providers) and that many primary school teach-
ers lack PE content and pedagogical knowledge, illuminates another 
concern. If teachers are unable to discern what constitutes ‘quality’ in 
terms of PE delivery (that is educatively purposeful, strengths-based, 
and with content that aligns to student achievement outcomes) elect 
to model their future approaches to delivering PE based on their ob-
servations of external providers who are not necessarily providing 
‘quality’ experiences, then there is risk to the quality of the teachers’ 
future PE provision. This concern is heightened by Williams and 
Pill’s (2019) suggestion that teachers often fail to use evidence-based 
documents to formulate or underpin their understanding of what 
constitutes quality and that there is often “no commonality in how 
teachers defined quality physical education” (p. 1200).
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Learnings from the PEPL project
The PEPL project involved selected external providers working 

with teachers and in schools. This context provides valuable learning 
opportunities that cbroaderan be applied within the general Sporting 
Schools Program context, as well as insights for future sport in school 
program developers.
External Providers’ Connecting to Curriculum Expectations for 
Student Learning

The 2020 SSP Evaluation noted an “absence of a joined-up ap-
proach between education and sporting agencies in the implementa-
tion of the SSP” (Deloitte Access Economics 2020, p. 7). Interviews 
with external providers revealed that they experienced some initial 
implementation difficulties related to delivering sports in schools. 
For example, there was a lack of understanding about which classes 
the external providers were working with, their specific role or com-
ponent within the project, and their engagement with the profes-
sional association. These uncertainties manifested in a few ways. 
Providers delivered a relatively unchanged program for the project 
compared to what they had previously offered schools, despite the 
differences in their period of engagement (i.e., three terms rather 
than 4-8 sessions). An example of responses within this theme: 

I don’t necessarily know how it differentiates or how it’s 
meant to differentiate from what is our traditional Sporting 
Schools wherefore we’re meant to be doing something that’s 
slightly different and the next level or whether. It is literally 
the same as what we’re doing in other schools (EP3).

The project involved a professional association, which was avail-
able to provide mentoring and curriculum/educational support to 
the external providers. This relationship was meant to prevent this 
situation of delivery uncertainty from occurring, but the opportu-
nity appears not to have been fully utilised by all external providers. 
External providers recognised were initially not understanding or 
appreciating the support that the association could offer. However, 
with time and ongoing engagement, the providers became more 
understanding of their responsibility to make their programs educa-
tionally purposeful. Two of the external providers were very positive 
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and appreciative of the opportunity to receive in-situ feedback from 
the professional association education consultant. For example: 

He’s [the professional association representative] has been 
able to come out to a number of our sessions, and with his 
intimate knowledge of the sport curriculum in both the 
primary school and the secondary school space, we felt really 
lucky that we were able to get that feedback (EP1).

Two of the providers held both managerial and coaching posi-
tions within their sport. The third provider interviewed, who did not 
engage in any coaching or active participation in the project and was, 
instead, responsible for scheduling other coaches to attend schools, 
declined to encourage observation and feedback of the coaches they 
delegated to schools. They expressed the perspective that it was un-
fair to put their coaches in the position of being observed when they 
were not fully cognisant of the project and its objectives. From this, 
we understand that professional associations are well-positioned to 
provide important advice and support to national sporting organisa-
tions working within schools. However, for these external providers 
to acknowledge their contributions, there must be recognition of 
their value. Further, trust and rapport between a professional men-
tor and external provider are essential to enhancing the learning 
potential of an SSP (Patton et al., 2005).
External Providers as a Learning Opportunity for Teachers

During this project, the external providers were able to deliver 
a lesson during curriculum time, as taken by the classroom teacher 
(i.e., not during specialist PE lesson time). This was designed to pro-
vide classroom teachers with the opportunity to observe and directly 
work with external providers. In this study, the classroom teachers 
indicated that outside this project, they had little previous oppor-
tunity to attend PE-specific professional development activities. 
However, in contrast to previously published literature indicating 
the potential for external providers to deliver primary school teacher 
professional development (Morgan & Hansen, 2007; Williams & 
Macdonald, 2015), interviews with classroom teachers in this study 
suggested that they did not necessarily utilise the external provider 
presence as a learning opportunity. As earlier noted, when asked 
about SSP, the classroom teachers all deferred to the PE teachers. 
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Data from this study indicate that classroom teachers felt further 
learning was not required. Typically, in the existing literature, pri-
mary school classroom teachers have reported that they lack confi-
dence and competence to deliver a quality PE program (Morgan & 
Hansen, 2008). It is possible that in this study, PE was perceived by 
the classroom teachers as being the responsibility of the specialist PE 
teachers and thus the external providers. Having typically been initi-
ated by the specialist PE teacher, it meant that it was not something 
the classroom teachers needed to pay attention to. It may also be that 
the classroom teachers did not recognise or believe that the external 
provider-delivered sessions offered an effective learning opportunity 
for them. Here, we refer to our earlier reporting that the quality of 
sessions delivered by external providers is perceived as "hit or miss." 

In contrast to comments from the classroom teachers, the ex-
ternal providers reported greater engagement from teachers in this 
project compared to their delivery of sessions in other schools (not 
involved in this project). The providers shared that external to this 
project, they were aware that teachers observed them to see "exactly 
how we run these sessions" (EP2), but that within this project, there 
was an enhanced level of interest in what the providers were doing. 
They believed the teachers asked more questions about skill devel-
opment, games, and small group management than in their other 
school program deliveries. Typical of the external provider com-
ments, “more intentionally [engaging] with the teachers in the proj-
ect than what we would normally do with Sporting Schools” (EP1). 

Within regular SSP delivery, external providers provide between 
4-8 sessions. In this project, engaging with the same teachers and 
students over three terms might have provided the external provider 
perception that there was greater rapport between teachers and pro-
viders. If we are to accept the external providers’ understanding of 
events, then a future consideration for the SSP might be to explore 
the potential for extending the sessions beyond the current 4-8, such 
that teachers and external providers might engage more meaning-
fully and with learning purposes in mind.
Readiness to Provide an Educatively Purposeful Program

The professional association involved in the project maintains 
a clear position on the role and responsibilities of external provid-
ers and teachers in delivering HPE in schools, consistent with the 
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description detailed in the introduction. According to one of the 
professional association representatives, it is important to be “really 
clear” about what is PE curriculum time and what is PA time in the 
school schedule, especially regarding services provided by the exter-
nal providers. This person emphasised that, "anything within curric-
ulum time needs to have that real focus on educative purpose, focus 
and linking [to the Australian Curriculum]." Interviews with repre-
sentatives from the professional association and external providers 
revealed varying degrees of readiness among external providers to 
undertake educationally purposeful work that extended beyond the 
provision of  “just” a sports session. 

Through serving as mentors to the external providers in this 
program, the professional association representatives considered 
that many SSP providers need substantial support to ensure they 
are delivering a program that aligns with the AC: HPE and provides 
students with a PE experience rather than an incursion PA sport ex-
perience. For example:

They [external provider SSP] don’t relate to the Australian 
curriculum; the coaches can’t talk about Australian 
curriculum and where it [their program] fits. It’s the unusual 
coach that can do that, so they need a lot of support to be 
effective in that [school] environment (PAPrR1).

SSP that align with the curriculum are believed to increase 
relevance to schools and enhance program credibility (Australian 
Sports Commission, 2017). Attention to this by national sporting 
organisations is necessary and may present as a strategic way to be 
more appealing to schools (Hogan & Stylianou, 2018), as alignment 
with the curriculum directly addresses the need of teachers to report 
student attainment against curriculum standards.

There was also a view from the professional association represen-
tatives that one of the core tenets of the SSP, the use of a Game Sense 
coaching approach (Sport Australia, 2021b), was not understood by 
the coaches in this project. They considered that the external pro-
viders understood the benefits and techniques of keeping students 
engaged as a sound pedagogical approach to games and sport in PE 
(Light, 2014; Pill, 2011). However, what the coaches understood as a 
‘game sense approach’ was not what they were facilitating with stu-
dents. 
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They thought they were using a game sense approach. They 
know the language; they know the words but when I provided 
the feedback, I said why did you teach the skills first? And 
they said because they needed the skills to play the games. I 
said “well, that’s not a game sense approach”. In a game sense 
approach, you play the game first and then you use the game 
as the springboard into teaching the kids what they need to 
successfully play the game. (PAPr1) 

One sport (Net/court sport) had a program resource developed 
in accordance with the AC: HPE and with lesson plans consistent 
with the Game Sense approach for schools and coaching providers 
to use in teaching their sport in schools. However, even with this one 
sport, the professional association representative found the coaches 
offering the SSP lacked knowledge of the sport program resource 
provided by the national sport body to guide educationally aligned 
work in schools. The other two sports (Invasion game sports 1 and 
2) lacked a similar resource to guide coaches working in SSP. The 
observations suggest there is more work to be done by external 
providers and their national or state sporting organisations to be 
ready to engage within the AC: PE focus area of Games and Sports 
in a strengths-based, educationally purposeful manner, meeting the 
remit of the SSP. Potentially, the outsourcing of sport teaching in 
primary school PE constrains and possibly presents a naive under-
standing of curriculum content expectations and appropriate peda-
gogy to primary school teachers (Sperka & Enright, 2018).

While all three external providers considered their coaches to be 
‘professional’ due to the paid nature of their engagement, there were 
differences in how coaching was perceived, with some viewing it as 
a career or vocation, while others saw the coaching workforce as a 
highly transient and often temporary or casual one. An example of 
the latter was the reference to the expectation that: “realistically, I 
expect them to disappear after two to three years when uni is done” 
(EP3). It is perhaps not unrealistic then to consider that how the 
external provider coaches were positioned within the broader sport 
organisation would impact their capacities (and potentially desire or 
motivation) to be educatively purposeful in implementation of sport 
in schools’ programs (Buddelmeyer et al., 2013). 
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One provider shared that it was good for their coaches to be 
exposed to this program as this will help the coaches “build their 
skills as to how they can better manage that in the future” (EP1). 
The more extended period of engagement during the school year 
also provided increased opportunity for the external providers to 
develop their insights into class and teacher dynamics. For example, 
one EP reported “each of the teachers have their own individual class 
routine and understanding of how they work within their class envi-
ronment… that created a wonderful understanding for us, through 
that consistency.” Working within the same project also enabled the 
three different sports, which otherwise would be unlikely to come 
together, to develop rapport, discuss approaches, and recognise the 
similarities between their practices and goals (albeit within differ-
ent sport codes). In this way, they were able to develop a learning 
community/community of practice (Wenger-Trayner & Wegner-
Trayner, 2015), which they recognised as something different and 
valuable. Illustrating this:

I think we’re all in this business to get kids active. It is valuable 
sharing and hearing from other codes, I suppose, because 
more often than not, they’ve probably come across the same 
issue I have, and if you chat and you can work out ‘I’ve had 
that as well’ and see how they’ve – see if we can apply it to our 
sport. It was great to sit down and talk with those guys (EP2). 

Professional learning communities are widely advocated 
within continuing professional development programs for teach-
ers (Armour & Yelling, 2004, 2007; Beni et al., 2021) and identified 
by Sport Australia, in "supporting the development, education and 
training of coaches" (Australian Sports Commission, n.d.-b). Like 
that described by Garner and Hill (2017), it was the EP2s’ perspec-
tive (outlined above) that the external coaches from different sports 
benefited from insights into the practices of others. There did not 
appear to be feelings of competition between the different sport pro-
viders as has been observed previously (Lemyre et al., 2007).

Despite the positive aspects recognised by the sport providers 
from their engagement in the project, interviews with the Education 
Department staff involved in the project indicated that they believed 
one of the sport providers was not interested in the partnership area 
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they had been assigned. This was attributed to the lack of local com-
munity clubs for that sport in the area where the schools the provider 
was allocated to work with were located. This highlights the impor-
tance of aligning the sport with community opportunities, as sport 
providers are not altruistic in their approach to schools (Hogan & 
Stylianou, 2018), and the provision of sport in school programs is a 
business decision (Allen et al., 2024).

Conclusion
This study included an analysis of data provided by a range of 

stakeholders involved in the implementation of a year-long PE proj-
ect that included a sport in schools program in curriculum time. Key 
insights include that teachers’ perceptions about the quality of sport 
in schools’ programs being “hit or miss” highlight concerns about 
the quality of some external sport providers’ curriculum offerings 
for schools. Further, conflicting ideas concerning the extent to which 
teachers utilise external providers for professional development to 
enhance their content and pedagogical ability to deliver quality PE 
were evident. Additionally, this study highlighted that there are vary-
ing degrees of readiness of external providers to participate in edu-
cationally purposeful and pedagogically sound sport experiences in 
lieu of class teacher provision of PE in primary schools. 

A limitation of this study is that only three external providers 
were involved across the 14 schools in the project, which was deliv-
ered in one Australian state. Further research with primary schools 
and external providers across the range of sports providing sport in 
schools programs in place of PE, alongside PE, or in addition to PE 
is needed to understand whether the outsourcing of PE teaching and 
school sport experiences is beneficial to Australian primary school 
teachers and students’ attainment of student movement and partici-
pation achievement expectations.  

*“Generalist” refers to a teacher who is responsible for teaching 
across all learning areas (Mills et al., 2020).

This research was funded through a collaborative research agree-
ment between The University of Canberra and Flinders University. 
The authors report there are no competing interests to declare.
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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of the Sport 

Education Model (SEM) and the Direct Instruction Model (DIM) 
on fitness levels, content knowledge, and enjoyment of weight train-
ing among university students. A 15-week weight training course was 
completed by 157 students enrolled in one of three SEM courses or 
three DIM courses. Students met twice a week for 50 minutes each day. 
Pre- and post-tests consisted of the bench press strength to mass ratio, 
FITNESSGRAM components, percent body fat, push-ups, and curl-
ups to determine a fitness level score. Fitness knowledge was measured 
with a 50-question content knowledge test. Participants completed an 
online survey at the end of the semester. Results indicated a significant 
time effect for the strength-to-mass ratio, fitness levels, and the content 
knowledge test. There was a group-by-time effect for the push-ups and 
curl-ups, with the SEM outperforming the DIM. Survey results revealed 
that both groups enjoyed certain aspects of the weight training courses. 
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The SEM group had a positive experience due to the components of 
the SEM that included team affiliation and a team points contest. The 
results suggest that the SEM is an effective instructional model for pro-
moting fitness levels, content knowledge, and enjoyment in university 
weight training physical activity courses.

Introduction
The American College Health Association (ACHA, 2024) found 

that 43.3% of university students were overweight or obese in the 
spring of 2024, based on Body Mass Index calculations. University 
students reported 42.7% met the guidelines for an active adult in 
the same fall semester (ACHA, 2024). The US Department of Health 
and Human Services (USDHHS, 2018) defines an active adult as 
one meeting the recommendations for aerobic activity and strength 
training. Aerobic activity includes 150 minutes or more of moder-
ate-intensity physical activity per week, or 75 minutes of vigorous-
intensity physical activity, or an equivalent combination (USDHHS, 
2018). Strength training involves two or more days a week of moder-
ate to high-intensity activities that target all major muscle groups 
(USDHHS, 2018). The ACHA (2024) reported that 33.8% of uni-
versity students met the guidelines for highly active adults. Highly 
active adults are defined as those who meet the recommendations 
for strength training and twice the recommendations for aerobic 
activity (USDHHS, 2018). These numbers demonstrate that univer-
sity students need opportunities to increase their physical activity 
levels to promote lifelong health. Effective higher education physical 
activity (PA) instructional programs can provide the opportunity 
that university students need to improve their overall health. Society 
of Health and Physical Educators (SHAPE) America (2021) states a 
major outcome of PA programs in higher education is “… to build 
upon this foundation and educate students to continue the journey 
to enhance well-being, and live healthy, physically active lives” (p. 5). 

Teaching effectiveness is crucial in implementing a quality PA 
program. To be an effective instructor, it is essential to choose an ap-
propriate instructional model. Metzler and Colquitt (2021) describe 
eight instructional models a teacher can utilize in physical educa-
tion, including PA university programs. Of these eight models, the 
Sport Education Model (SEM) and Direct Instruction Model (DIM) 
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are two of the more popular models. The SEM encourages students 
to become competent, literate, and enthusiastic in the activity being 
taught by using the six characteristics, including: 1) season, 2) affilia-
tion, 3) record keeping, 4) formal competition, 5) culminating event, 
and 6) festivity (Siedentop et al., 2019). The DIM is a teacher-led 
model in that the teacher has total control of the learning environ-
ment (Metzler & Colquitt, 2021). 

SEM research has predominantly focused on sports (e.g., bas-
ketball, volleyball, badminton), with very little research dealing 
with how the model affects the content of fitness. Hastie, Buchanan, 
Wadsworth, and Sluder (2009) were among the first to demonstrate 
a positive effect on aerobic fitness utilizing the SEM in fitness when 
investigating fifth graders following an obstacle course fitness sea-
son. Pritchard et al. (2015) researched the SEM in a fitness season 
for high school students. Results were promising with participants 
averaging 60.47% moderate to vigorous physical activity (MVPA) 
while increasing fitness levels and fitness knowledge. Other research-
ers investigated the impact the SEM had during a fitness season for 
fifth graders (Ward et al., 2017). Participants significantly increased 
fitness levels and fitness knowledge while averaging 54.5% MVPA 
during the fitness season (Ward et al., 2017).  The research thus far 
has been promising, but little research has measured the impact of 
the SEM at the university level. 

The research on the SEM at university PA programs revealed that 
university students perceived they learned more in the SEM class 
than in any other physical activity class, and 90% of those students 
reported they would take another course taught using the SEM 
(Bennett & Hastie, 1997). Students’ ratings of progress of selected 
learning objectives were high, and ratings of teaching effectiveness 
were high in university PA courses that utilized the SEM (Mohr et 
al., 2012). Little research has been conducted to determine the effects 
of the SEM on weight training, including at college/university levels. 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of the Sport 
Education Model (SEM) and the Direct Instruction Model (DIM) on 
fitness levels, content knowledge, and enjoyment of weight training 
among university students.
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Methods

Design
This study involved a two (group) x two (time) design. All vari-

ables were measured in all weight training classes during pre-testing 
at the beginning of the semester and post-testing at the end of the 
semester. 

Participants and Setting
The study was administered in six university PA weight train-

ing courses at a public university located in the southeastern United 
States. The weight training courses met during the university spring 
session for fifty minutes, two days a week, for a total of 29 lessons. On 
the first day of class, instructors reviewed the course syllabus and the 
purposes of the current study with students. Participants included 
157 university students (115 males and 42 females) with an age range 
of 18 to 39 (M = 20.08, SD = 3.09). University students signed up for 
one of the six weight training courses, and each course was randomly 
assigned to the SEM group or the DIM group. The SEM and DIM 
groups comprised 77 and 80 participants, respectively.  Participation 
was voluntary, and no extra credit was provided. The Institutional 
Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects approved the 
investigation prior to data collection.

Instrumentation

Bench Press Strength to Mass Ratio
The bench press strength to mass ratio (SMR) (Harman, 2008) 

was determined by measuring a participant’s one-repetition maxi-
mum lift (1RM) on the bench press in pounds and dividing the 1RM 
by the participant’s body weight in pounds. The SMR provides a 
more accurate measurement of muscular strength compared to the 
1RM test alone. The research team and teachers followed the 1RM 
testing protocol described by Earle (2006), then calculated partici-
pants’ SMR. 
Fitness Levels

Fitness levels were assessed using percent body fat, curl-ups, 
and push-ups. Percent body fat was measured using handheld bio-
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electric impedance analyzers. The curl-ups and push-ups were mea-
sured using the FITNESSGRAM protocol (Meredith & Welk, 2010). 
Components were administered by the research team and teachers 
who had prior experience executing the FITNESSGRAM compo-
nents through undergraduate physical education method courses. 
Comprehensive training entailed multiple administrations of the 
FITNESSGRAM to their peers, meeting 98.7% inter-observer agree-
ment with the instructor.
Knowledge Test

A 50-question multiple-choice test was used to measure weight 
training knowledge, with questions chosen from the test bank by 
McGee and Farrow (1987). The knowledge test had no data quality 
coefficients, but other researchers have effectively used the test bank 
(French et al.,1996a; French et al., 1996b; Pritchard et al., 2008). Safrit 
and Wood (1995) considered the test bank, “the best source of test 
items for sport” (p. 421). Each participant's score reflected the total 
number of correct responses, with a maximum possible score of 50. 
The test was administered to Physical Education Teacher Education 
(PETE) majors the semester before data collection for the current 
study. It was evaluated by a Certified Strength and Conditioning 
Specialist from the National Strength and Conditioning Association 
to further establish content validity. 
Teachers and Intervention Verification

The two teachers were graduate students who were trained us-
ing the SEM and DIM during undergraduate and graduate programs 
located at the university. The teachers had experience implementing 
both models at the secondary and university levels before beginning 
the current study. To ensure the SEM and DIM were appropriately 
implemented, researchers followed the teacher and student bench-
marks of the SEM and DIM described by Metzler and Colquitt 
(2021). Both models met all teacher and student benchmarks of the 
SEM and DIM during the study.

Procedures for Data Collection
Participants were provided with a study description on the first 

day of the weight training course. The knowledge test, bench press, 
SMR, and fitness levels (i.e., percent body fat, curl-ups, and push-
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ups) were tested on lessons two to four. After pre-testing was com-
pleted, the teachers taught the weight training courses using SEM or 
DIM, depending on which class was randomly assigned to each. At 
the end of the semester, post-testing occurred following the same 
procedures as the pre-testing. 

Weight Training Season/Unit

Sport Education Model Season
The SEM weight training season was divided into three phases: 

the pre-season, mid-season, and post-season. During the pre-season, 
participants were assigned to teams by the teachers based on their 
fitness levels. Participants conducted daily roles (i.e., coach, fitness 
trainer, equipment manager, statistician, substitute, and reporter) 
for each phase of the season. In the pre-season lessons, the teach-
ers taught the techniques and content necessary to initiate a weight 
training program effectively. At the beginning of the lesson, the as-
signed fitness trainers warmed up the teams while the team coaches 
met with the teacher to review the coaching plan. The coaching plan 
included content that students would need to know for the lesson, 
such as what exercises would be utilized, the muscles activated for 
the exercises, and any other content knowledge the teachers were 
teaching for the lesson. Coaches then peer-taught the information 
from the coaching plan to their teams, after which the teachers taught 
the weightlifting exercises that the teams would execute during the 
lesson. Participants practiced the exercises, then performed the les-
son’s daily workout plan. A lesson closure was provided at the end of 
the lesson to review the weight training exercises learned, along with 
cues and muscles activated in the pre-season lesson. 

During the mid-season and post-season, teams competed against 
one another to earn points and become team champions. Points were 
awarded throughout the season by wearing team colors, performing 
the team cheer, and performing daily roles. Periodically during the 
mid-season and post-season, teams competed against each other 
with team contests such as a push-up contest, a lifting form contest, 
and a 5RM contest. The team with the most points at the end of the 
season was the champion of the weight training season. The SEM 
champions received certificate awards at the end of the weight train-
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ing season, along with individual awards (e.g., Most Improved, Team 
Before Self). 
Direct Instruction Model Unit

The DIM weight training unit enabled participants to learn cor-
rect weight training techniques and identify the muscles activated 
during exercises. At the beginning of each lesson, the teachers led 
all participants in a warm-up routine. After the warm-up routine, 
teachers taught the weight training exercises, including the technique 
and muscles activated. Unlike the SEM, participants were not put on 
teams, nor did they have daily roles. They were put in two groups 
where one group performed upper-body exercises, and the second 
group performed lower-body exercises. During the next lesson, the 
groups would switch exercises. The DIM participants did not com-
pete against one another like the SEM participants. This format was 
followed for the entire weight training course. No awards were given 
to the DIM participants.

Survey
Upon completion of the post-testing of the 1RM bench press, 

fitness levels, and knowledge test, participants were sent a link to 
an online survey to gather data on their perceptions of the SEM 
and DIM weight training courses. Surveys comprised the following 
six questions: 1) What did you like most about this weight training 
course? 2) What did you like least about this weight training course? 
3) How did you like being on a team during the weight training 
course? Please state why or why not. 4) Did you think being on a 
team helped you be motivated in the weight training course? Why 
or why not? 5) Did the point contest motivate you to be a part of 
the team and improve in the weight training course? Why or why 
not? 6) Is there anything you would like changed in the weight train-
ing course? If yes, please provide any suggestions. The answers to 
the questions were analyzed to identify emerging themes from the 
participants. 

Data Analysis
IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows, version 25 (IBM Corp., 

Armonk, N.Y., USA) was used to perform two (time) × two (group) 
repeated measure Analysis of Variances (ANOVAs) with a priori al-
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pha set at .01 due to a Bonferroni Adjustment. The repeated measure 
ANOVAs were evaluated on the following dependent variables: 1) 
bench press strength to mass ratio; 2) percent body fat; 3) curl-ups; 
4) push-ups; 5) knowledge test. 

Results
Descriptive statistics were generated on the dependent variables, 

including 1) bench press strength to mass ratio; 2) percent body fat; 
3) curl-ups; 4) push-ups; and 5) knowledge test, and are provided for 
SEM and DIM in Table 1. 

Bench Press Strength to Mass Ratio 
A two (time) × two (group) repeated measure ANOVA revealed 

a significant time main effect [F (1, 155) = 159.68, p < .01, η2 = .51] 
for the bench press strength-to-mass ratio. There was no significant 

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for Strength to Mass Ratio, Fitness Scores, 
and Knowledge Test

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics for Strength to Mass Ratio, Fitness Scores , and Knowledge Test 
 
 
Sport Education Model (n = 77) 
 

 
Pretest 

 
Posttest 

Bench Press Strength to mass ratio 0.93 (0.04) 1.04 (0.04) 

Percent body fat 18.75 (0.95) 18.04 (0.89) 

Curl-up test 33.05 (2.27) 48.69 (2.55) 

Push-up test 18.62 (1.28) 24.43 (1.23) 

Knowledge test 26.87 (0.66) 38.01 (0.63) 

Direct Instruction Model (n = 80)   

Bench Press Strength to mass ratio 0.99 (0.04) 1.10 (0.04) 

Percent body fat 18.65 (0.93) 17.34 (0.87) 

Curl up test 39.05 (2.21) 45.19 (2.49) 

Push up test 20.84 (1.25) 23.22 (1.20) 

Knowledge test 27.19 (0.64) 36.81 (0.62) 

 
Note: Descriptive scores expressed as means with standard error. 
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group effect [F (1, 155) = 1.53, p > .01] or a time by group interaction 
[F (1, 155) = 0.34, p > .01].

Percent Body Fat 
A two (time) × two (group) repeated measure ANOVA revealed 

a significant time main effect [F (1, 155) = 10.4, p < .01, η2 = .06] for 
percent body fat. There was no significant group effect [F (1, 155) = 
0.10, p > .01] or a time by group interaction [F (1, 155) = 0.92, p > 
.01].

Curl-ups
A two (time) × two (group) repeated measure ANOVA revealed 

a significant time main effect [F (1, 155) = 62.13, p < .01, η2 = .29] 
and a significant time by group interaction [F (1, 155) = 13.18, p < 
.01, η2 = .08] for curl-ups. There was no significant group effect [F (1, 
155) = 0.21, p > .01].

Push-ups
A two (time) × two (group) repeated measure ANOVA revealed 

a significant time main effect [F (1, 155) = 64.67, p < .01, η2 = .29] 
and a significant time by group interaction [F (1, 155) = 11.14, p < 
.01, η2 = .07] for push-ups. There was no significant group effect [F 
(1, 155) = 0.14, p > .01].

Knowledge Test
A two (time) × two (group) repeated measure ANOVA revealed 

a significant time main effect [F (1, 155) = 387.29, p < .01, η2 = .71] 
for the knowledge test. There was no significant group effect [F (1, 
155) = 0.16, p > .01] or a time by group interaction [F (1, 155) = 1.82, 
p > .01].

Survey Data
Participants completed an online survey to elicit their perspec-

tive on the qualities of the weight training course. The specific quotes 
shown here were used to convey the meaning of both positive and 
negative feelings. To distinguish participant quotes, each quote is 
followed by the identification number of the participant’s answer to 
the question (e.g., ID P4). 
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What Did You Like Most About This Weight Training Course? 
Participants in both the SEM and DIM weight training courses 

appreciated learning how to perform weight training exercises prop-
erly and discovering new exercises. Both groups also enjoyed work-
ing out to improve their strength while earning course credit and 
having a routine to follow, which was provided by the teachers. The 
SEM participants liked being part of a team using team notebooks, 

Figure 1
Curl-up Test Interaction
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Figure 2
Push-ups Test Interaction
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and the independent teams worked out with their teammates. “The 
independence we had during class, where we mostly just worked as 
a team instead of tedious things the instructor told us to do” (ID 
P73). The DIM participants were divided into two groups, with one 
group performing upper-body exercises and the other group per-
forming lower-body exercises during a lesson. They then switched 
exercises in the next lesson, but no affiliation was established for the 
DIM participants. The DIM participants liked how the lessons were 
structured and learning new techniques in weightlifting taught by 
the teachers, “My teacher for challenging us and the workout guides 
for upper and lower body” (ID P105).
What Did You Like Least About This Weight Training Course? 

One theme emerged in the survey data, with both groups stating 
that the time of the course was too short, or only met twice a week. 
Some of the SEM participants did not like having to wear team col-
ors for class. These participants were unhappy if a team member did 
not wear team colors; then the team only earned a certain number 
of points for that lesson. Additionally, some participants wanted to 
work out on their own with little structure, “that we were the re-
search group and had to work out at his pace and not our own” (ID 
P12). A few participants in both the SEM and DIM groups wanted to 
exercise using their own workout routine. The weight training course 
is designed to educate all participants on proper weight training ex-
ercises and workout routines, which are based on periodization. If 
teachers allowed participants to work out on their own, the workout 
routines may not be developmentally appropriate, so routines were 
designed to enhance student learning in both groups. 
How Did You Like Being on a Team During Weight Training 
Class? 

This question was asked to the SEM participants because the 
DIM participants were not placed on teams. Most of the SEM par-
ticipants liked and enjoyed being on a team. “I liked it a lot, it gave 
you friends to workout with to help you and push you to become 
better” (ID P42). Participants stated that being on a team had a mo-
tivation factor to exercise harder, plus they did not want to let their 
teammates down. One participant wrote, “I liked it because it gave a 
sense of tenacity, and you didn’t want to let your teammates down” 
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(ID P6). Participants liked being on a team because they got to meet 
their classmates. “I actually really liked it because it made me work 
harder. I also met new people in my class, and it was fun working 
with them and getting to know them better!” (ID P15). Although 
most participants thought the teams were positive, as mentioned in 
the previous question, some participants did not appreciate being 
on a team because they had to wear the same-colored shirt or had to 
work out with their team instead of working out on their own. 
Did You Think Being on a Team Helped You Be Motivated in the 
Weight Training Class? 

This question was asked of the SEM participants because the 
DIM participants were not placed on teams. Thirty-four participants 
responded with a yes to this question. These participants believed 
the team was a motivating factor. The team concept encouraged 
participants to work out harder and push themselves to get stron-
ger because they did not want to let their teammates down. “Yes, 
because you did not want to let your teammates down” (ID P15). 
Eleven participants responded to this question with a no, with some 
of the participants responding that they are self-motivated, or they 
preferred to work out alone. The remaining 33 participants stated 
that it somewhat motivated them or did not respond to the question.  
Did the Point Contest Motivate You to be Part of the Team and 
Improve in the Course?

This question was asked of the SEM participants because that 
group was earning points for their team, while the DIM participants 
were not on teams. Of the responses, 28 SEM participants stated that 
yes, the point contest was a motivating factor. “Yes, because I didn’t 
want to let my team down and a contest helps you to push harder… 
because I like to win” (ID P31). Ten SEM participants stated that the 
contest somewhat motivated them because they wanted to help the 
team. Some team members did not care about the contest. This lack 
of enthusiasm by some team members was discouraging for those 
who answered somewhat. Of the 10 participants who stated “no” to 
the point contest being motivating, they felt the contest was childish, 
they wanted to work out on their own, or they also had unenthusi-
astic team members. Twenty-seven SEM participants did not answer 
this question. 
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Is There Anything You Would Like Changed in the Weight 
Training Course? If Yes, Please Provide Any Suggestions

Participants in both the SEM and DIM weight training courses 
were asked this question. Most participants stated that they had no 
response or no intention of changing anything in the weight train-
ing courses. Of those participants who stated “yes,” most responses 
were to have more time, such as having class three times a week, 
more class time than the fifty minutes assigned for each lesson, or 
allowing participants to exercise on their own. A minority of the 
SEM participants did not like wearing team colors for each lesson or 
participating in team cheers. 

Discussion
The findings of the current study demonstrate that both SEM 

and DIM participants made significant gains in strength-to-mass 
ratio and content knowledge. These findings were expected because 
both groups were taught how to effectively participate in weight 
training. Both groups were provided with exercise workouts to im-
prove upper-body strength, thereby enhancing their one-repetition 
maximum lift (1RM) in the bench press. By increasing the 1RM, the 
strength-to-mass ratio increased. What differed between the groups 
in the current study was how the exercise workouts were provided 
and how the participants executed them. The SEM group provided 
exercise workouts to their teams. Each team would have a different 
exercise workout to improve overall strength using periodization and 
the equipment available in the weight training facility. Participants 
exercised with their team, and then, periodically, a team contest 
was held for teams to compete for team points. For the DIM group, 
participants were placed in mini-groups and then provided with 
different exercise workouts to improve overall strength using peri-
odization and the equipment available in the weight-training facility. 
One of the mini-groups would execute upper-body exercises in one 
lesson, while a different group would execute lower-body exercises. 
They would switch in the next lesson. The teachers used this strategy 
due to the availability of equipment. All DIM mini-groups could not 
start on the same exercise workout, as participation time would have 
been limited due to the large number of participants waiting. The 
teachers were effective in teaching the proper techniques in the exer-
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cises performed in class and provided appropriate exercise workout 
plans for both the SEM and DIM groups.  

The teachers were also effective in teaching weight training con-
tent knowledge to both groups. These findings are supported by oth-
er SEM research, which has measured an increase in content knowl-
edge for various types of activities (Pritchard et al., 2008; Pritchard et 
al., 2015; Pritchard et al., 2019). The difference in teaching was based 
on the instructional model utilized in the weight training courses. 
The SEM group was provided with course materials that included 
coaching plans, which the coaches used to review previously taught 
content from the teachers. When teachers of the SEM group taught 
new material, such as new exercises, they used a direct instruction 
teaching style, complete with a demonstration of the new exercises, 
teaching cues, and an explanation of the muscles activated, along 
with checks for understanding. In the next lesson, that content was 
provided as a review in the coaching plans. Research demonstrates 
that when students engage in peer teaching, they experience consis-
tent benefits to their learning and retention (Duncan, 2005; Mazur, 
1997). Unfortunately, post-testing was not done beyond the end of 
the course. For the DIM group, teachers would review the previous 
lesson materials using a direct instruction teaching style, then teach 
new exercises utilizing the same approach, complete with a dem-
onstration of the latest exercises, teaching cues, muscles activated, 
and checks for understanding. The same content knowledge was 
provided to both groups using different teaching methods (i.e., peer 
teaching for SEM and direct instruction for DIM). The instructional 
model implemented did not determine the effectiveness of the con-
tent knowledge if the teachers were effective in teaching the same 
content to both groups. 

The SEM in weight training outperformed the DIM in curl-ups 
and push-ups. Both groups were provided with exercises to improve 
upper-body and abdominal strength throughout the weight train-
ing courses. For the SEM group, teams would compete in periodical 
team competitions, such as a curl-up contest and push-up contest, 
to earn team points for the overall championship. The DIM group 
did not have any type of competition during the semester. The SEM 
competitions were included to enhance the affiliation component of 
the instructional model. It is possible that this increase in opportu-
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nities to perform curl-ups prepared students to perform better on 
the post-test. Pritchard et al. (2015) found a significant increase in 
push-ups when investigating the SEM with body conditioning. The 
SEM high school participants showed significant improvement on 
the PACER test and push-up test, but did not exhibit a significant 
difference in curl-ups from the FITNESSGRAM (Meredith & Welk, 
2010). The difference between the current study and Pritchard et al. 
(2015) is that the current study compared two instructional mod-
els. Pritchard et al. (2015) investigated the SEM body conditioning 
with no comparison to any instructional model. The current study 
did not utilize the PACER test because this activity consisted only of 
weight training. 

The survey data provided insight into whether most of the SEM 
and DIM participants enjoyed the weight training courses. The SEM 
students appreciated being on a team to increase the affiliation aspect 
of the model. Similar results were reported by Wallhead et al. (2014), 
who observed that SEM students enjoyed the SEM more than those 
in the multi-activity model. Pritchard et al. (2015) reported that par-
ticipants enjoyed the SEM in a high school fitness class. The high 
school participants enjoyed being on teams and competing against 
other teams (Pritchard et al., 2015). Mohr et al. (2012) reported that 
college-aged students were highly positive about aspects of the SEM 
when participating in physical activity courses. Student evaluations 
of the teaching approach were highly positive, and students rated 
their progress in acquiring skills highly (Mohr et al., 2012). 

Earning points for the team was a driving factor for some SEM 
participants. These participants did not want to let their team down 
by not providing full effort in the weight training courses. Pritchard 
et al. (2015) found similar results with high school students when 
they participated in a body conditioning unit incorporating the 
SEM. The high school students reported that earning points for the 
team made them put forth more effort, especially on competition 
days. 

A minority of SEM participants thought the point system was 
pointless and wanted to exercise on their own. An issue observed in 
teaching college-aged students in physical activity programs is the 
expectations college students have when participating in a physical 
activity course. Some students in this age group expect less instruc-
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tion and desire greater autonomy. Some participants in this study 
expressed this view when responding to the survey. They were not 
expecting a structured class that required students to learn weight 
training techniques and course material. 

Team awards and individual awards were given at the end of the 
semester. The SEM characteristics are unique and provide an overall 
learning experience unlike the DIM. The DIM was just as effective 
in improving skills such as strength, but there are no teams, team 
contests, or awards associated with this instructional model. 

Conclusion
Both the SEM and DIM were effective in promoting student 

learning in weight training. The SEM participants enjoyed the as-
pects of the model, such as the affiliation, earning team points, and 
being motivated by their teammates. Most of the teachers in a PA 
program are graduate teaching assistants who have very little peda-
gogical knowledge, teaching content to university students. Choosing 
a structured instructional model, such as SEM, in PA courses can 
promote student learning, especially in weight training courses. 
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NUTRITION

Exploring the Influence of Nutrition 
on Academic Success Among First-
Year Bachelor of Physical Education 
Students at Bataan Peninsula State 

University-Orani Campus
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Abstract
The World Health Organization (WHO) emphasizes its impor-

tance in health and development. This qualitative-phenomenological 
study explores the role of nutrition in learning and education among 
first-year Bachelor of Physical Education (BPED) students at Bataan 
Peninsula State University, Orani Campus. The study involved 2 male 
and nine female BPED students aged 19-21. Four research questions 
guided the study: the importance of nutritional food in school canteens, 
nutrition’s effect on students’ personal, social, and academic aspects, 
experiences of nutritional deficiency during class, and the impact of 
nutrition knowledge on academic performance. Data analysis revealed 
three themes and eight sub-themes, highlighting students’ experiences 
with nutritional deficiency, the impact of nutrition on learning and 
academic performance, and their responses to these challenges. Most 
students experienced a lack of nutrition, affecting their learning and 
academic performance. Additionally, the research uncovered how nu-
tritional food influenced their educational outcomes and overall well-
being. First-year students often lacked awareness of the importance of 
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nutritious food and its impact on learning and academic performance, 
revealing a need for improved nutrition education. Overall, the study 
highlights the crucial role of proper nutrition in the educational context, 
underscoring the need for enhanced nutrition awareness and practices 
among students to foster their academic and personal development. 

Introduction
Nutrition is fundamental to human existence (WHO, 2024). An 

individual's nutrition is determined by their daily dietary intake. 
If the consumed list comprises a balanced diet requisite for the 
body, then the individual may maintain a normal nutritional sta-
tus. Nutritional status denotes an individual's comprehensive state 
arising from the consumption, absorption, and metabolism of food 
(StatPearls, 2024).

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), nutrition 
is an important aspect of health and development. Better nutrition is 
associated with improved infant, child, and maternal health, stron-
ger immune systems, safer pregnancy and childbirth, a lower risk 
of non-communicable diseases (such as diabetes and cardiovascular 
disease), and a longer life. In addition, Wedu et al. (2018) said nu-
trition is the most basic thing in human life. Someone’s nutrition 
is derived from the daily menu they consume. If the list consumed 
contains a balanced diet that the body needs, then the person can 
have a normal nutritional status. Nutritional status refers to a per-
son’s overall condition resulting from the intake, absorption, and 
metabolism of food.

In the Philippines, the latest national nutrition survey reveals 
that the total prevalence of underweight Filipino preschoolers is 
33%. About 8% of school children are moderately and severely un-
derweight, while 20% are mildly underweight. Even mild undernu-
trition affects learning. The survey also revealed that iron deficiency 
anemia (IDA) is the most widespread nutritional deficiency in the 
Philippines, affecting approximately 20 million Filipinos, includ-
ing 30.8% of schoolchildren and 26.7% of preschoolers. (Solon et 
al., 2013). Moreover, the WHO (1946) defined health as a state of 
complete physical, mental, and social well-being, not just the ab-
sence of disease and infirmity. An adequate diet, which is the central 
tendency and master of all qualities, can regulate the body’s immune 
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system to achieve “freedom from diseases” and maintain normal 
bodily functions. 

However, over time, nutrition theory has changed. Scientists and 
philosophers have long regarded nutrition as one of life’s essential 
elements. Therefore, it should come as no surprise that nutrition was 
an essential part of every global medical science concept. The time 
of Aristotle and Galen marked the development of the earliest theo-
ries on nutrition. They recognized nutrition as a crucial component 
of overall wellbeing, as well as illness, performance, and recovery. 
Every portion of the body is thought to be powered by the blood that 
flows to it. The nutrients absorbed from the food consumed form the 
blood. The ancient Chinese medicine text Huangdi Neijing (Yellow 
Emperor’s Classic of Medicine), considered the Chinese equivalent 
of the Hippocratic Corpus, describes notions similar to those found 
in ancient European theories of nutrition and human physiology. In 
accordance with classical literature from Greece, Rome, and China, 
a balanced diet should consist of a majority of cereal grains, legumes, 
fruits, honey, fish, and milk. Meat, booze, and sweets should all be 
enjoyed in proportion. The ability of those ancient physicians and 
philosophers to forecast a general dietary plan without having a 
thorough understanding of how the human body functions is fas-
cinating.

Statement of Purpose
The general purpose of the study is: How do the nutrients affect 

the learning and education of first-year BPED students in the Bataan 
Peninsula State University Orani Campus during academic Year 
2022-2023? Specifically, it sought answers to the following questions: 
1. What is the importance of nutritional food that is served in the 
school canteen?; 2. How does nutrition affect the first-year BPED 
students in terms of their holistic development, including personal, 
social, and academic aspects? What are the experiences of first-year 
BPED students in the lack of nutrition during class hours?; 4. How 
does an infographic help the students recognize the different nutri-
tional information?
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Methodology

Research Design
This descriptive phenomenological study aims to identify the 

role of nutrition in the education of first-year Bachelor of Physical 
Education students at Bataan Peninsula State University, Orani 
Campus. The study involved 11 respondents: two male and nine 
female first-year students aged 19-21. The study employed a qualita-
tive approach to gain an understanding of concepts, opinions, and 
experiences related to nutrition and education (Pritha Bhandari, 
2020). Phenomenology describes lived experiences and studies es-
sences, seeking to uncover meanings in everyday existence to fulfill 
human nature.

In this study, personal experience was the starting point. After 
gathering textual sources, researchers interpreted the data and iden-
tified meaning units through a research plan or proposal. This pro-
cess balanced explicit methodological statements with openness to 
explore unforeseen directions, techniques, procedures, and sources. 
The ultimate aim was to become more fully who we are by under-
standing the essence of the phenomena governing the instances of 
nutrition’s impact on education.

Environment
This study involved first-year Bachelor of Physical Education 

students from Bataan Peninsula State University, Orani Campus. 
It focused on their experiences with the importance of nutrition in 
food for their learning capabilities. The research aimed to explore 
how proper nutrition impacts their academic performance and 
overall educational experience, highlighting the critical role of a bal-
anced diet in enhancing cognitive function and academic success 
among these students.

Participants
Participants were selected using randomized sampling, a prob-

ability sampling method where the researcher randomly selects a 
subset of participants from a population, ensuring each person has 
an equal chance of being chosen. Data was gathered from as many 
of the randomly selected individuals as possible who agreed to par-
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ticipate in the surveys. The researcher predetermined the criteria for 
the participants and was already familiar with them. As all survey 
respondents fit a specific profile, purposive sampling was employed 
to select a targeted subset of individuals. 

The participants were first-year bachelor of Physical Education 
students from Bataan Peninsula State University Orani Campus, aged 
18-20 years. The gender distribution was unequal, with six female 
and four male participants. This method ensured a representative 
sample to explore the role of nutrition in their learning capabilities 
and overall educational experiences.

Data-Gathering Procedure
To begin the interview and survey process, the researchers first 

presented the respondents with a letter requesting their permission 
to conduct the interview. The researchers conducted interviews 
on weekdays and personally distributed the questionnaires at the 
school or in a location where the interviewers and interviewees felt 
comfortable. This process was completed within two weeks. The in-
terviews were recorded through note-taking and audio-recording. 
The researchers thoroughly explained the research intent to the 
respondents and established rapport to elicit accurate responses to 
the interviews and questionnaires. For data gathering purposes, the 
questionnaire was specifically prepared according to the problem 
raised in the study. The responses were treated as primary data and 
formed the basis for the study’s conclusions and recommendations. 
In constructing the survey questionnaire, the researchers consulted 
books, theories, theses, and other related materials. An initial let-
ter was sent to the respondents to obtain the necessary information 
for the study. The researchers explained the study’s objectives and 
purpose, which was to appraise. Favorable action was taken in re-
sponse to the letter. After preparing and assessing the questions, the 
researchers conducted the interviews to identify which questions 
were reliable and which were not.

Data Analysis
Colaizzi’s (1978) seven-step approach guided the researchers in 

collecting data. The technique that the researchers used was to deter-
mine the respondents’ opinions and experiences, which can be gath-
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ered through face-to-face interviews and focus groups. Colaizzi’s 
step-by-step approach was used in the data analysis.
Step One: Ask Questions

The researchers provided 10 questions to seek answers about 
the role of nutrition towards learning and education of bachelor 
of Physical Education, first-year students at Bataan Peninsula State 
University, Orani Campus.
Step Two: Data Collection

The researchers asked the respondents about their academic 
achievements and their experiences at school, as well as their per-
sonal information (e.g., name, sex, age, and grade level). The re-
searchers gave them a paper to fill out the questions
Step Three: Conduct an Interview

Researchers ask the 10 respondents from the first year about 
their knowledge and experience with the role of nutrition to their 
academics.
Step Four: Collecting of Respondents’ Answers

The researcher collected all the data they got from the interview.
Step Five: Summarizing the Data

The researchers collect and organize all of the information they 
have gathered: personal information and responses to the questions.
Step Six: From the Data Gathered 

The researchers were able to draw the conclusion and result of 
the nutrition towards learning and education of bachelor of Physical 
Education, first-year students at Bataan Peninsula State University, 
Orani Campus.
Step Seven: Interpreting the Results 

The researchers identify the issue and the need for improvement 
in the school health nutrition services.

This step-by-step approach will help researchers gradually un-
derstand the importance of school health services to all students, 
particularly student-athletes who require these services. A focus 
group was used in this study, where the researchers and students 
formed a circle to share their opinions and experiences, and an in-
terview was conducted to answer the questions.
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Research Instrument
Using a self-made questionnaire, the researchers conducted 

interviews with participants over the course of a week, distributing 
the questionnaires in person at the school or at another comfort-
able location that was convenient for both the interviewers and the 
interviewees. The researchers utilized smartphones to record audio 
and take notes during the sessions. To obtain suitable answers, the 
researchers established a rapport with the respondents and provided 
a thorough explanation of the study’s goals. The questionnaire was 
specifically created to address the issues identified by the study. The 
conclusions and recommendations were derived from the question-
naire responses, which were treated as primary data. 

Additionally, the researchers consulted relevant books, theses, 
theories, and other reading materials to inform the creation of the 
survey questionnaire.

Construction and Validation of the Instrument
The content validation of the questionnaire aimed to determine 

whether the problems under study were answerable based on the 
respondents’ knowledge or experience. The validity of the ques-
tionnaire is defined as its ability to measure and describe what it 
is intended to identify, based on asking and receiving answers to 
questions that collectively define the attribute, state, or quality the 
researchers aim to identify (Glenn et al. 2007). A formal letter of 
request was sent to the Office of the Campus Director, and the re-
searchers personally administered the instruments to ensure a high 
retrieval rate from the respondents.

After the questionnaire was answered and collected from the re-
spondents, the data were carefully tabulated, analyzed, interpreted, 
and presented to fulfill the purpose of this investigation.

Ethical Considerations
The researcher obtained prior consent from the respondents for 

participation in the research. Permission was also obtained from the 
Program Head of the Bachelor of Physical Education and the Campus 
Director of Bataan Peninsula State University, Orani Campus, and 
forwarded to the participants. All participants were informed about 
the study’s details. Participation was voluntary, and participants 
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could withdraw from the study without any consequences. The 
anonymity of participants was guaranteed. To ensure confidential-
ity, participants were provided with an encrypted code and were not 
identified by name.

Results
The goal of this phenomenological study was to understand the 

role of nutrition in the learning capabilities of first-year bachelor of 
Physical Education students at Bataan Peninsula State University, 
Orani Campus. The following research topics motivated this study: 
(1) What is the importance of nutritional food served in the school 
canteen? (2) How does nutrition affect the first-year BPED students 
in personal, social, and academic aspects? (3) What are the expe-
riences of first-year BPED students lacking nutrition during class 
hours? (4) What are the implications of lacking nutritional knowl-
edge on students’ academic performance?

In this study investigating the experiences of BPED-1st year 
students at Bataan Peninsula State University, Orani Campus, on 
academic performance, three themes and eight (8) sub-themes were 
revealed through data analysis. The themes highlighted students’ 
experiences with a lack of nutrition, the impact of nutritional food 
on their learning and academic performance, and their responses to 
these challenges.

Importance of Nutritional Food Served in School 
Canteens

On the theme of nutritional food, most participants emphasized 
the importance of having a school canteen. As first-year students, 
they are particularly busy with their academics and do not have the 
time to prepare their own meals. Participants described their experi-
ences with the food in the school canteen. 

The following outlines the various experiences and reasons why 
the school canteen is important for providing food to students.

Theme 1. Significance of Serving Food to the Students
Each respondent has a unique perspective on why serving food 

in the school canteen is important, especially during this transitional 
period following several years of blended or online learning due to 
the pandemic. Most of them say it’s important because they are busy 
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with their academics, so having food served in the canteen is very 
convenient. It provides them with more energy throughout the day 
and helps them focus better in class, especially when they have early 
classes.

Having a good meal can enhance students’ learning capabilities. 
The sub-theme is “Importance of Nutritional Food,” which discusses 
explicitly how the quality of nutritional food affects students’ learn-
ing capabilities.
Sub-Theme 1. Importance of Nutritional Food 

This implies that a student’s ability to learn and concentrate in 
class is enhanced by consuming nutritious food. According to other 
research, improving the quality of learners’ meals leads to better 
performance in various tasks, potentially higher test scores, and in-
creased attendance. As the participants revealed that:

The food provided by the school canteen is important for the 
first years who are in the apartment or dormitory because we 
are so busy with activities that we don’t have enough time to 
prepare for our meals. So instead we go in the school canteen 
to buy healthy foods. (Participant J)

The nutrients is very important to our body because it 
produce energy for our daily routine on campus. (Participant 
B)

The importance of nutritional food provided by our school 
canteen is that it helps us maintain healthier diet. (Participant 
I)

According to the participants, maintaining regular eating habits 
and proper nutrition enables them to maximize their learning poten-
tial in the environment. Living among strangers in a dorm, managing 
a new class schedule, navigating a new social scene, and functioning 
without a parental safety net are all new experiences for them as col-
lege freshmen. Eating well helps them concentrate in class. Based 
on the survey, the food served in the school canteen is important to 
them, especially in relation to their academic performance.
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Effects of Nutrition on the Students in Terms of Their 
Holistic

On the theme of nutritional impact, physical, emotional, social, 
and academic performance received the highest count of participants. 
One hundred percent of the participants reported improvements in 
their physical health, emotional well-being, social interactions, and 
academic performance through the consumption of nutritious food. 

Participants described their experiences based on how their 
nutrition influenced their education and learning capabilities. The 
following illustrates the thematic interconnection of the students’ 
experiences with the concepts, meanings, and statements expressed 
by the participants.

Theme 2: Nutritional Impacts
Nutritional impacts refer to the various aspects of a student’s 

perspective that reflect the effects of nutrition on their physical, 
emotional, social, and academic performance. 

The nutrition of students can significantly impact their education-
al outcomes and learning capabilities. The sub-themes are “Impacts 
on Physical Health,” “Impacts on Emotional Health,” “Impacts on 
Social Health,” and “Impacts on Academic Performance.” These 
sub-themes specifically discuss the holistic capabilities of students 
through nutritional consumption.
Sub-Theme 2.1. Impacts on Physical Health 

This indicates that a student’s ability to learn and succeed in 
school is affected by physical factors related to nutrition. As the par-
ticipants revealed that:

Nutritional food helps me to strengthen my physical body 
and makes me strong and gives me power for everyday 
chores. (Participant A)

If I eat nutritional food, it is good for me and gives me a great 
impact that makes me physically fit. (Participant J)

The term “Impacts on Physical Health” refers to the influence 
of nutritional food intake on students. The impact of nutrition on 
their physical health leads to improvements in their education and 
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learning capabilities. It enhances their activity level, vitality, and par-
ticipation in school activities.
Sub-Theme 2.2: Impacts on Emotions

This means that emotional aspects are influenced by nutritional 
food consumption, which affects the education and learning capa-
bilities of a student. As the participants voiced that: 

In terms of emotions, for example, when I drink coffee, I get 
in a good mood and my spirit becomes active. (Participant E)

 Because if I do gym and eat nutritious food that’s where I get 
happiness and joy. (Participant H)

Nutrition improves my mood and improves my ability to 
focus. (Participant I)

The term “Impacts on Emotions” describes how students’ eat-
ing patterns affect their emotional state. The effect of nutrition on 
students’ emotions has a positive influence on their education and 
learning capacity, enhancing their motivation, attention, productiv-
ity, and overall happiness in participating in school activities.
Sub-Theme 2.3. Impacts on Social 

This means that social aspects of the students are influenced by 
nutritional food consumption, which impacts the education and 
learning capabilities of a student. The participants articulate that:

When we get together with our classmates, it’s like we’re 
eating together and we’re noisy because we have fun talking 
and it’s really nice that kind of bounding. (Participant H)

Nutrition helps with my mood and gives me the energy to 
participate in any group activities that will be conducted 
in school. By this, I will most likely enjoy certain activities. 
(Participant I)

Nutrition affects me socially when I eat healthy foods, I 
become approachable to others, I’m always in the mood to 
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make conversations, but now it’s rare because I’m doing so 
much that I can’t eat properly, so I only buy at the canteen. 
(Participant J)

The “Impacts on Social” refers to the impact of the students’ food 
choices on their social interactions. The effect of nutrition on stu-
dents’ emotions has a positive impact on their education and learn-
ing capacity, making them more approachable, bonding with others, 
and cooperating with them, which leads to enjoyment in performing 
out-of-school activities.
Sub-theme 2.4. Impacts on Academic 

This indicates that a student’s ability to learn and develop aca-
demically is impacted by the nutritional quality of the food they 
consume. The participants shared their experience: 

When what I eat every day is nutritious, my performance is 
better, like example dance, acting, drama, the creativity of my 
brain is better. (Participant B)

Nutrition is important, especially academically, especially 
when preparing for the exam, midterm, finals, we really need 
to eat nutritious food to better retain what is being reviewed. 
(Participant C)

Nutrition gives me the energy to think properly and process 
lessons effectively. (Participant I)

The term “Impact on Academic Performance” refers to the ef-
fects of nutritional food intake on students. The impact of nutri-
tion on their academic performance leads to improvements in their 
education and learning capabilities. It helps students focus on their 
lessons, process information effectively, be creative, think critically 
about the material, and perform well academically.

Providing Pertinent Nutritional Food Information
In today’s world, people are increasingly seeking information 

that helps create effective and relevant knowledge. This analysis 
highlights the importance of relevant information, particularly re-
garding nutritional food. 
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Food is essential for Filipinos, who are renowned for preparing 
delicious meals and recognizing the importance of both physical and 
mental nourishment. When considering how food affects students, 
opinions vary widely. Some students have limited knowledge about 
nutritional foods, while others acknowledge their ignorance. 

This analysis will emphasize the importance of food safety and 
healthy eating, highlighting its crucial role in students’ overall well-
being and academic performance. By focusing on the impact of nu-
trition, we aim to highlight its crucial role in enhancing students’ 
learning capabilities and overall health.

Theme 3. Advantages of Information and Ideas About 
Nutritional Food

Acknowledging processed meals helps others take responsibility 
for their dietary choices and optimize their nutrition. Awareness and 
timely information about healthy foods offer Bataan Peninsula State 
University, Orani Campus students new knowledge. 

The study reveals how participants’ understanding of healthy 
foods and their eating habits influence their lives. The benefits of 
knowing about proper nutritional food include: (1) improved logical 
and effective thinking, (2) increased activity, especially intellectu-
ally, (3) new awareness, (4) enhanced information validity, and (5) 
greater curiosity. 

On the other hand, disadvantages arise from a lack of nutrition 
knowledge, including (1) insufficient understanding of essential 
nourishment, (2) unawareness of potential constraints, and (3) nega-
tive impacts on academic performance. The study clearly explains 
and presents data to illustrate the importance of nutritious food, 
providing a comprehensive understanding through the sub-theme.
Sub-Theme 3.1 The Results of Knowing the Nutritional Foods 

We reiterate the advantages of understanding nutritional food, 
but what is the actual result for students? Was it beneficial? What 
impact did it have? 

According to participants, knowing about food helped them 
engage more in class and acquire knowledge. Healthy food made 
them more active in activities, boosting their ability and confidence 
in learning. This benefits them by enhancing academic achievement, 
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expanding their knowledge-sharing capacity, and helping them 
avoid the negative effects of poor nutrition. 

The survey revealed that awareness of nutritional food led stu-
dents to better understand how to care for themselves and the posi-
tive effects of proper nutrition on their well-being. As the partici-
pants revealed that:

If you have an idea or have knowledge, you will not have a 
hard time searching or doing research. And you can make 
your body stronger by eating. First of all, when you eat, 
you don’t need to search because you will have a plan to be 
physically fit.(Participant E)

We will be more aware so that the body can be strong and 
disease can be avoided. (Participant D)

It’s easy to say because the natural like vegetables that don’t 
need to be cooked or used with deep fried oil are especially 
healthy foods compared to junk foods and greeny vegetables. 
The advantage of having it is because you know to avoid and 
attack our body if we also know our needs, we don’t have to 
think about whether or not a stone is nutritious because it’s 
just a thought that we know that the nutrients we need are 
there. (Participant C)

Vulnerability to disease will be lessen. (Participant G)

The perspective on the direct consequences or belief in being 
aware of healthy food varied among them. However, they agreed 
that understanding the significance of food is crucial for preventing 
illness and avoiding potential costs. 

One goal of consuming healthy food is to provide the body with 
adequate nutrition. This knowledge is especially helpful to learners. 
Eating nutritious food is important not only for maintaining health 
and well-being but also for generating new knowledge.
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Sub-Theme 3.2 The Media’s Dictate 
As a result of modern technology and the widespread adoption 

of the digital era, it has become a bridge for BPSU–Orani Campus 
students to share knowledge about nutritional food. 

Over time, the information that helps students—and indeed, 
almost everyone—understand the importance of healthy food has 
become more extensive. This illustrates various ways participants 
used digital tools to learn more about nutrition. According to the 
participants:

While watching the videos, I was looking for advice like that, 
but I’m familiar with the infographic. It helps, of course, it 
indicates how important the information is. (Participant G)

Internet, that’s where I know the importance of food, whether 
it’s junk food or whether it can help our body to improve, 
yes, I’m familiar with the child before with nutritional food 
50/50. If you don’t do research, you won’t know anything, but 
if you do research, it’s like when you make infographics, it’s 
not just your brain that’s used. (Participant J)

With the help of social media posts, YouTube/ Tiktok 
videos, mainly the internet, students will have the access to 
browse about food nutrition. With those, they can be able to 
understand and learn more about the nutrition they get in 
the food they eat. (Participant I)

Students were initially unfamiliar with the significance of 
consuming nutritious food through seminars or other programs. 
However, modern media—such as social media, infographics, 
YouTube, and other platforms—helped participants understand and 
decide what foods to include, avoid, or reduce in their diets.
Sub-Theme 3.3 Affect the Thinking 

Knowing about healthy foods causes (1) your beliefs to change, 
(2) your knowledge to expand, and (3) you to become more cautious 
and selective about the food that may harm your health. 

This final subtheme will illustrate the understanding and impor-
tance of nutritional food. According to the participants:
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I searched on Google about unhealthy and healthy, like fat 
and greasy foods that are unhealthy and fruits like bananas 
that have protein. (Participant J)

Read books to find out the information that will help our 
body. (Participant F)

You know, take care of yourself, [choose] the food you eat so 
it won’t make you sick. (Participant A)

This led to a more careful approach for BPSU-Orani Campus 
students. Since they need to understand their dietary choices, they 
should be more knowledgeable about healthy foods. This has given 
them a greater appreciation for health and provided insights that can 
enhance their studies.

The theme and its connections are accurate, based on partici-
pants’ responses. All information is relevant and clear. Understanding 
proper nutrition is crucial for personal growth and becoming a 
knowledgeable individual with adaptable ideas.

The study highlights the importance of nutrition and its impact 
on academic, social, and personal contexts. Awareness of nutritional 
foods is essential, as many students frequently eat out without know-
ing if the food is healthy or beneficial. As digitalization advances, 
recognizing important nutritional information is vital. This study 
underscores the significance of diverse and relevant opinions from 
participants.

Discussion
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the 

impact of nutrition on the learning abilities of first-year Bachelor 
of Physical Education students at Bataan Peninsula State University, 
Orani Campus. It examined the importance of nutritious food served 
in the school canteen, the effects of nutrition on students’ personal, 
social, and academic aspects, and their experiences with nutritional 
deficiencies during class hours. The study also examined the impact 
of a lack of nutritional knowledge on academic performance.

Nutrition involves studying how food and beverages affect the 
body, focusing on essential nutrients like carbohydrates, fats, fiber, 
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minerals, proteins, vitamins, and water. It includes understanding 
physiological and biochemical processes, how food provides energy, 
and its role in forming body tissues. Nutrition is fundamental to hu-
man survival, health, and development throughout life.

Importance of Nutritional Food Served in School 
Canteens

Most respondents emphasize the importance of having a canteen 
on campus because, as students, especially first-year students, they 
are often preoccupied with academics and do not have sufficient 
time to prepare their own food. This study determined and analyzed 
the significance of nutritional food for every learner.

Theme 1. Significance of Serving Food to the Students
Serving food in the school canteen is crucial, especially after 

years of blended or online learning due to the pandemic. Nutritious 
meals significantly impact students’ learning abilities. Nutrition edu-
cation is most effective when it focuses on behavior and action, not 
just knowledge, and integrates relevant theory, research, and prac-
tice. It encourages healthy eating among children. According to the 
National Institute of Medicine (2005), schools are ideal for teaching 
healthy diets since children spend much of their time there. Trained 
instructors can improve students’ behavior and knowledge about 
nutrition, leading to better health outcomes.
Sub-Theme 1. Importance of Nutritional Food 

According to the survey, the food served in the school canteen is 
crucial for students, particularly for their academic abilities. Living 
in a boarding house, navigating a new social scene, and manag-
ing without parental support are challenges for college students. 
Maintaining good eating habits and nutritious food helps them 
maximize their school experience and improves class concentration. 
Research shows that better meal quality leads to enhanced perfor-
mance, higher test scores, and increased attendance. 

Nutrition’s role in addressing societal, environmental, and eco-
nomic issues is gaining recognition. Adequate nutrition helps re-
duce food insecurity through purposeful agricultural practices. As 
Ohlhorst et al. (2013) noted, the importance of nutrition in meeting 
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the global demand for a safe, sustainable, and affordable food supply 
is becoming more appreciated. 

Effects of Nutrition on the Students in Terms of Their 
Holistic

Theme 2. Nutritional Impacts 
A healthy, balanced diet is crucial for overall health and well-be-

ing. Nutritional impacts affect students’ physical, emotional, social, 
and academic performance. Consuming nutritious food enhances 
students’ activity levels, vitality, and participation in school activities, 
thereby boosting their motivation, attention, productivity, and over-
all happiness. It improves approachability, social bonds, and coop-
eration, leading to enjoyment in both academic and extracurricular 
activities. Focusing on lessons, effective processing, and enhancing 
creativity and critical thinking contribute to increased educational 
and learning capabilities. 

Dodsworth (2010) in “Student Nutrition and Academic 
Achievement” emphasizes that proper nutrition is essential for both 
physical and mental growth. Healthy diets aligned with the U.S. Food 
Guide Pyramid have been shown to improve problem-solving skills, 
test scores, and school attendance, supporting our findings that a 
balanced diet positively impacts physical health, emotions, social 
skills, and academic performance.
Sub-Theme 2.1. Impacts on Physical 

Eating well reduces the risk of physical health problems and is 
crucial for students’ academic success. The term “Impact on Physical” 
refers to how nutritional food intake influences students’ physical 
health and learning capabilities. Proper nutrition enhances activity 
levels, vitality, and participation in school activities. 

Furthermore, consuming low-nutrition food can weaken the 
immune system, increasing the risk of illness. An article from “The 
Nutrition Source” by Harvard School of Public Health cites poor diet 
as a factor in reduced immunity, noting that malnutrition impairs 
immune cell production and activity. This supports our findings that 
many participants choose less nutritious meals due to limited time 
and resources, particularly those living in dorms, leading to lower 
energy levels in class.
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Table 1
Sub-themes on the Suggestions for the Teachers

Sub-Theme 2.2. Impacts on Emotions 
Nutritional food consumption affects students’ emotional states 

and impacts their education and learning capabilities. The term 
“Impact in Emotions” reflects how eating patterns influence emo-
tions, enhancing desire, attention, productivity, and happiness in 
school activities. 

In the Pollitt and Lewis (2010) study, good nutrition positively 
affects social development, including friendliness, verbalization, 
social play, and exploratory behavior. This sup- ports our findings 
that nutritional intake benefits social behavior. Participants reported 
that having sufficient meals improves their mood and interactions 
with classmates, while insufficient food negatively affects their social 
engagement.
Sub-Theme 2.3. Impacts on Social 

Nutritional food consumption affects students’ social aspects, 
impacting their education and learning capabilities. The “Impacts 
on Social” term highlights how food choices influence social interac-
tions. Proper nutrition enhances students’ social behavior, making 
them more approachable and cooperative, which improves their 
enjoyment of extracurricular activities. 

According to the University of Pennsylvania (2010) study, good 
nutrition positively affects social development, including friendli-
ness, verbalization, social play, and exploratory behavior. This sup-
ports our findings that nutritional intake benefits social behavior. 
Participants reported that having sufficient meals improves their 
mood and interactions with classmates, while insufficient food nega-
tively affects their social engagement. 
Sub-Theme 2.4. Impacts on Academic

The nutritional quality of food has a significant effect on students’ 
academic development. The term “Impact in Physical” refers to how 
nutritional intake affects students’ academic performance and learn-
ing capabilities. Good nutrition enhances focus, learning, process-
ing, creativity, critical thinking, and overall academic success. 

According to Dodsworth (2010) in “Student Nutrition and 
Academic Achievement,” issues like chronic hunger, iron deficiency, 
skipping breakfast, and general nutritional deficiencies are linked 
to poor academic outcomes. Malnutrition contributes to cognitive 
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underdevelopment, low energy, and concentration problems, cor-
relating with increased school absences, hyperactivity, aggression, 
anxiety, and poor test scores. This study aligns with Dodsworth’s 
findings, emphasizing that proper nutrition is crucial for academic 
improvement. Students who consume nutritious food are generally 
more engaged and motivated, leading to better academic perfor-
mance compared to those who eat unhealthy food. Therefore, ensur-
ing adequate nutrition is crucial for improving students’ educational 
outcomes.

Providing Pertinent Nutritional Food Information
This study examines the effects of inadequate nutrition on first-

year Bachelor of Physical Education students at Bataan Peninsula 
State University, Orani Campus, focusing on their academic perfor-
mance, mental and emotional well-being, social interactions, and 
overall holistic health. 

The research highlights that while Filipinos have a broad knowl-
edge of food, many are unaware of what constitutes nutritious food. 

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), nutrition 
is crucial for health and development. Proper nutrition supports 
cognitive function and overall growth, much like a plant needs sun-
light to thrive. Without essential nutrients, learning and growth are 
compromised. 

The study findings show diverse perspectives among students re-
garding nutritional food, with some lacking knowledge. We empha-
size the importance of food safety and healthy eating, reflecting the 
study’s significance for improving students’ well-being and academic 
success.

Theme 3. Advantages of Information and ideas about 
nutritional food

The importance of understanding and consuming nutritious 
food is highlighted in this analysis. Participants had varied perspec-
tives; some believed that nutritious food focused mainly on veg-
etables, which could potentially lead to misconceptions. However, 
nutritional value also includes fruits, and meeting a student’s average 
body needs is crucial for overall health. Knowledge about healthy 
food helps individuals avoid less beneficial options and select foods 
that support academic, social, and personal success.
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Benefits of knowing appropriate nutritional information include 
improved logical thinking, increased physical activity levels, en-
hanced awareness, and greater validity of information. Effective nu-
trition education enables individuals to make informed food choices, 
thereby positively contributing to both academic performance and 
personal well-being. It promotes intellectual activity, logical reason-
ing, and curiosity.

Despite these advantages, a lack of nutritional knowledge can re-
sult in an incomplete understanding of nutrition and its limitations, 
potentially impacting academic performance. Awareness of the core 
of nutrition and potential dietary constraints is essential to fully ben-
efit from healthy eating practices. Proper nutritional knowledge en-
ables students to select foods that enhance their overall performance 
and well-being.
Sub-Theme 3.1 The Results of Knowing the Nutritional Foods 

Understanding healthy foods is beneficial for both health and ac-
ademic performance. Knowledge about nutrition helps individuals 
avoid unbeneficial foods and choose those that support educational, 
social, and personal success.

Our study found that students who understand nutritional food 
make better food choices, leading to increased engagement and con-
fidence in class. They are more active in activities and perform better 
academically.

The research emphasizes that awareness of nutritional foods has 
a positive impact on education and learning. Students who consume 
nutritious foods tend to exhibit improved motivation, attention, 
productivity, and overall well-being in school. This awareness also 
enhances social interactions, making students more approachable 
and cooperative, which boosts their enjoyment of school and extra-
curricular activities.

Nutrition has a positive influence on students’ physical health, 
activity levels, and participation in school activities, thereby enhanc-
ing their overall educational experience. Proper nutrition leads to 
better focus, creativity, and critical thinking, which are essential for 
academic excellence. Understanding the effects of nutrition on one’s 
health and learning capabilities highlights the importance of a well-
balanced diet.
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Sub-Theme 3.2 The Media’s Dictate
 According to Health Planet, Health Youth (HPHY), the Self-

Determination Theory (SDT) highlights the importance of motiva-
tion quality, ranging from intrinsic to extrinsic. This study employed 
both qualitative and quantitative methods to assess the average use 
of nutritional food, incorporating digital tools to boost motivation 
for healthier food choices and reduce food waste. Social media plays 
a key role in this, increasing awareness of nutritional information.

We included the Media’s Dictate to reflect the current techno-
logical landscape, where social media helps participants learn about 
and choose beneficial foods. Our research shows that, despite initial 
unawareness among first-year students, the evolution of technology 
has enabled them to search for and understand nutritional informa-
tion better. Participants appreciate how these resources help them 
make healthier food choices, leading to improved knowledge and 
faster cognitive processing.
Sub-Theme 3.3 Affect the Thinking 

The researchers in this study have explored the benefits of un-
derstanding nutritional food, its outcomes, and how it influences the 
participants’ thinking. The increased awareness about nutritional 
food has led to more enlightened thinking among participants, who 
now understand its importance more deeply. As college students, 
they initially found it challenging to engage in discussions and aca-
demic activities due to poor nutrition. However, their improved un-
derstanding has made them more aware and concerned about their 
dietary choices.

Karen Camelo and Marta Elliott’s study, “Food Insecurity 
and Academic Achievement Among College Students at a Public 
University,” investigated the correlation between food insecurity and 
GPA. They examined how food insecurity impacts academic per-
formance and whether it mediates the relationship between student 
characteristics and GPA. This study connects to our research on the 
role of nutrition in the learning and education of first-year Bachelor 
of Physical Education students at Bataan Peninsula State University, 
Orani Campus. The well-informed participants in our study showed 
improved academic performance due to better nutritional knowl-
edge.
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Our findings reveal that understanding nutrition has helped 
participants reflect on and address their previous poor eating hab-
its. This reflection has enabled them to make more informed food 
choices and understand the limitations of their dietary options. The 
participants have gained a newfound appreciation for health, which 
supports their academic and personal growth.

The proposed research highlights the importance of apply-
ing nutritional knowledge and its impact on academic, social, and 
personal contexts. In today’s digital age, where many students buy 
food without knowing its quality, understanding nutrition is crucial. 
Our study emphasizes the significance of nutritional education and 
its holistic impact on students. The rapid evolution of technology 
makes it increasingly difficult to discern the importance of nutri-
tion, underscoring the need for continued awareness and informed 
choices regarding healthy eating.

Rationale
This study explores the impact of proper nutrition on the holis-

tic development and academic performance of first-year Bachelor 
of Physical Education students at Bataan Peninsula State University, 
Orani Campus. It evaluates whether the school canteen provides 
adequate nutrition and its effects on students’ physical, emotional, 
and mental health. Utilizing a qualitative approach, the research 
examines concepts, opinions, and experiences related to nutrition. 
Randomized sampling was used to select a representative subset of 
participants from the student population. The aim is to understand 
how nutrition influences students’ overall well-being and academic 
success.

Objectives
To fully deliver the nutritional value toward the education and 

learning capabilities of the students in the first-year BPED in the 
BPSU-Orani campus.

•	 Promote nutritional food purchase provided by the school 
canteen

•	 Encourage students to choose nutritious food intake over 
non-nutritious food intake.
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•	 Influence students to appreciate and utilize informative ma-
terials like an infographic to gain information about nutri-
tion.

Implementation
Researchers’ plans were evaluated subjectively, and we provided 

effective strategies for implementation. At Bataan Peninsula State 
University, Orani Campus, we conducted orientation programs and 
distributed brochures on nutrition. The intervention program aims 
to test and enhance students’ knowledge and abilities, offering new 
ways to assess their performance. This approach may lead to more 
efficient and successful methods than current practices:

Conduct: Train all Physical Education leaders at the college level 
on using the intervention program to assess first-year physical edu-
cation students.

Execute: Follow the program’s instructions precisely, from start 
to finish, during the orientation or training for BPED first-year stu-
dents on nutrition.

Monitor: Continuously check the program’s progress to ensure it 
is effective and valuable.

Evaluation: Thoroughly assess the program to determine how 
well it meets its goals and identify areas for improvement.

Conclusion
Nutrition science examines nutrients in food, their utilization by 

the body, and their impact on health and disease, using principles 
from molecular biology, biochemistry, and genetics. This study 
examines the impact of nutritional food on the academic perfor-
mance and learning competencies of first-year bachelor of Physical 
Education (BPED) students at Bataan Peninsula State University, 
Orani Campus.

The study explored several aspects, including the importance 
of nutritional food served in the school canteen, its holistic effects 
on students, and the relevance of nutritional information provided. 
Findings indicated that while students had varied opinions on nutri-
tion, they shared a common goal of leveraging dietary benefits to 
enhance their academic, emotional, and social well-being.
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Implementing a nutrition program, especially for a large audi-
ence, presents challenges. However, understanding healthy foods 
can significantly broaden students’ perspectives and improve their 
academic abilities by promoting a healthy mind and body.

Strengths of this study include the ability to gauge participants’ 
viewpoints, enhance awareness of nutritional impacts, and prepare 
researchers for future educational roles. However, limitations in-
clude communication difficulties with participants due to their busy 
schedules and the absence of grade comparisons, which may affect 
the study’s results.

This research aims to highlight the importance of proper nutri-
tion in enhancing academic performance and learning competen-
cies. It advocates for schools, canteens, and future educators to rec-
ognize and implement effective nutritional programs. Additionally, 
it seeks to raise community awareness about nutrition and inspire 
further research in the field. The study’s findings are valuable not 
only for current educational settings but also for future institutions, 
educators, learners, and researchers, enhancing the overall environ-
ment for student development and well-being.
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Supporting Pre-service Teachers 
to Motivate Students in Physical 

Education: A Pilot Study

Stéphanie Girard, Audrey-Anne de Guise, and Jason D’Amours

Abstract 
To help pre-service PE teachers reflect on how to sustain students’ 

motivation, this study employed a mixed-methods approach to evalu-
ate a pilot training course titled “Learning How to Motivate.” Its con-
tent covers 19 empowering motivational strategies that pre-service 
PE teachers can adapt to support students’ motivation according to 
their needs and abilities. Four participants followed the training course 
during the third year of teacher training in complementary to their 
other theoretical and practical courses. They completed an online 
questionnaire before and after the training course, and participated 
in individual interviews. Results indicate that their beliefs about em-
powering and disempowering motivational strategies, as well as their 
intention to use some of them, tended to evolve after taking the course. 
Furthermore, participants appreciated the added value of the training 
and recognized its relevance as preparation for high school internships. 
Recommendations are offered to improve this training as a comple-
ment to teacher education. Funding: This work was supported by the 
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Introduction
Both in-service and pre-service teachers face difficulties in sus-

taining students’ motivation and addressing their lack of engagement 
(de Guise, 2024; Dias-Lacy et al., 2017; Ensign et al., 2018; Girard & 
Boulanger, 2024). Specifically, in the context of physical education 
(PE), teachers often encounter students showing little interest in 
physical activities and sports (Doolittle, 2016; Tannehill et al., 2015). 
This issue can be attributed, in part, to specific pedagogical strate-
gies employed by teachers. For instance, some PE teachers use com-
petitive situations to encourage students’ engagement (Bernstein et 
al., 2013) even though it is widely recognized that such conditions 
may negatively impact students’ motivation, particularly when they 
feel incompetent (Ryan & Deci, 2020). As another example, some 
teachers use external regulation to motivate students to engage in 
the proposed tasks (Reeve, 2006; 2009), but this approach has also 
been acknowledged as one that may undermine students’ interest 
(Ryan & Deci, 2020). 

In response to these challenges, professional development train-
ing for in-service PE teachers is effective, particularly in influencing 
their beliefs and the motivational climate they establish (Aelterman 
et al., 2014; Sum et al., 2022). However, similar efforts have not been 
extended to pre-service PE teachers. Despite undergoing a four-year 
training program, pre-service teachers still express concerns about 
how they will handle students’ lack of motivation and engagement 
in PE classes (de Guise, 2024; Girard & Boulanger, 2024). Thus, the 
primary goal of the current study is to assess the impact of a train-
ing program designed to address these concerns regarding students’ 
motivation. 

Theoretical Framework
To understand effective ways to sustain students’ motivation, the 

combined concepts of two motivational theories need to be taken 
into account: self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2000) 
and achievement goal theory (AGT; Ames & Archer, 1988). The SDT 
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postulates that individuals of all ages and cultures are motivated to 
engage in an activity when it meets their three basic psychological 
needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Indeed, when these 
needs are satisfied, individuals engage in autonomous forms of moti-
vation, experience well-being, and persevere in the long term (Ryan 
& Deci, 2020). Situations that frustrate these needs, on the other 
hand, lead to controlled forms of motivation and early withdrawal 
from the task or activity (Ryan & Deci, 2020). 

Specifically, autonomy refers to the need to make choices based 
on one’s personal values and personality. Relatedness is the need to 
develop and maintain positive relationships with others. Competence 
refers to the need to feel successful and capable of meeting the ex-
pectations of the social environment. Regarding AGT, the need for 
competence involves mastering a task based on the individual’s 
own capacity and self-referenced evaluation criteria (mastery), as 
opposed to comparing their ability with others or with normative 
standards (performance). In the context of PE, this means that, to 
motivate students, teachers must employ strategies that satisfy stu-
dents’ basic psychological needs and thereby create an empowering 
motivational climate (Desbiens et al., 2023; Girard, 2023; Mastagli et 
al., 2022; Milton et al., 2018). Strategies that frustrate students’ needs, 
on the other hand, create a disempowering motivational climate and 
negatively impact motivation insofar as such strategies promote con-
trolled forms of motivation (Casillo-Jiménez et al., 2022; Duda et al., 
2018).
Beliefs About Motivational Strategies

The challenge both in-service and pre-service PE teachers face 
when motivating students may be attributed to their beliefs about 
motivational strategies (Bernstein et al., 2013), which are sometimes 
inaccurate (de Guise, 2024; Girard, 2024; Lemoyne et al., 2024). It 
is well-known, for example, that the concept of motivation is often 
misunderstood (Murayama, 2018). Moreover, an individual’s beliefs 
about the efficacy, ease of implementation, and normalcy of an ac-
tion determine their intention to engage in it (Aelterman et al., 2014; 
Ajzen et al., 2018). Accordingly, if teachers favour strategies that 
frustrate students’ psychological needs, it may result in decreased 
engagement in their classes. Specifically, efficacy refers to the indi-
vidual’s attitudes towards the performance of a behavior. Simply put, 
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the individual may have more intention to perform the behavior if 
they anticipate positive rather than negative outcomes. Beliefs about 
ease of implementation or control refer to the extent to which an 
individual believes they have control over the behavior (perceived 
behavioral control). Put differently, the intention to engage depends 
on whether the individual considers it easy or difficult to perform, 
whether they believe they can or cannot perform it, and whether 
they can handle obstacles. Finally, normalcy, or normative beliefs, 
refers to how one perceives their social environment’s approval of 
a behavior, which is described as the individual’s subjective norm. 
Individuals are more likely to adopt a behavior they perceive as being 
more acceptable to peers (Ajzen et al., 2018). Typically, these beliefs 
are influenced by various background factors, including individual 
factors (e.g., personality or prior experience), social factors (e.g., ed-
ucation or age), and informational factors (e.g., knowledge or media 
exposure). These factors contribute to the diversity of beliefs among 
individuals and help explain variations in behaviors from one per-
son to another. 

In the context of PE, if a (pre-service) teacher holds mistaken 
beliefs about how to sustain students’ motivation (i.e., holding fa-
vourable beliefs towards strategies that frustrate students’ needs), 
they may have the intention to use motivational strategies that are 
not optimal to deal with students’ disengagement with predictably 
negative results (Bernstein et al., 2013; Reeve, 2009). Reasons for this 
include their beliefs in potential positive outcomes, their perception 
of their ability to act in such a way, and the expectation of acceptance 
by their peers. A rather telling example is the use of rewards to mo-
tivate students (Murayama et al., 2017). According to SDT, the use 
of rewards frustrates the need for autonomy: the individual engages 
in the task to gain a prize rather than to engage for internal motives, 
such as understanding the usefulness and importance of the task or 
to achieve a personal goal (Ryan & Deci, 2020). The use of rewards, 
therefore, generates controlled forms of motivation; after the reward 
is withdrawn, the individual no longer sees a reason to engage in the 
task. Nevertheless, it appears that teachers believe this strategy may 
have a favorable impact on their students’ engagement, perhaps be-
cause of PE teachers’ experiences before entering the profession (de 
Guise et al., accepted, 2024; Desbiens et al., 2009), when the strategy’s 
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direct positive results showed it to be effective and easy to implement. 
Moreover, they may be aware that the strategy is commonly used in 
the school to “control” students’ behavior (Plante, 2005), contribut-
ing to a belief in its normalcy and efficacy for students’ motivation. 
In sum, PE teachers may hold favorable beliefs towards strategies 
that may potentially discourage students’ engagement in PE classes 
and their adoption of a healthy, active lifestyle outside of PE classes 
(Berstein et al., 2013; de Guise, 2024; Girard, 2024; Lemoyne, et al., 
2024; Reeve, 2006; Torok et al., 2004). Because the determinant role 
of beliefs is related to the intention to use specific strategies and their 
persistence over time (Ajzen et al., 2018), the subject of (pre-service) 
teachers’ beliefs should be addressed as early as possible in their pro-
fessional development (e.g., initial teacher training).
Evolution of Beliefs During Initial Training

Although initial teacher training is a major step in PE teach-
ers’ professional development, its contribution to the evolution 
of pre-service teachers’ beliefs is, for many reasons, insignificant 
(Adamakis & Zounhia, 2016; Berger & Girardet, 2016). Indeed, ac-
cording to pre-service PE teachers, initial teacher training programs 
address motivational strategies mainly in theoretical courses, and 
the different concepts of motivational support are not adequately ex-
plained (Girard et al., 2023). Furthermore, there appears to be a lack 
of pedagogical continuity in the content of theoretical and practical 
courses (Desbiens et al., 2019), a fact underscored by pre-service PE 
teachers in a recent qualitative study (de Guise et al., 2024). From 
their point of view, university trainers have different understandings 
of how to sustain students’ motivation, resulting in pre-service PE 
teachers feeling the need to choose between various practices, which 
may negatively affect the development of their beliefs. 

Study Objectives 
To address the anticipated challenges reported by pre-service PE 

teachers regarding sustaining students’ motivation in PE (de Guise 
et al., 2024), a training course titled “Learning How to Motivate” has 
been designed for pre-service teachers (Girard & de Guise, 2024). 
The aim was to help them reflect on different ways of creating an em-
powering motivational climate during PE lessons to meet students’ 
varied needs and abilities. The present study evaluates the pilot 



    91Girard et al.

training course based on three objectives: 1) examine pre-service PE 
teachers’ evolution of beliefs (efficacy, ease-of-implementation and 
normalcy) regarding empowering and disempowering motivational 
strategies as well as their perceived competence in sustaining stu-
dent motivation (in primary and high school) subsequent to taking 
the course; 2) describe pre-service PE teachers’ appreciation of the 
training and the knowledge acquired together with their intention to 
use the empowering motivational strategies learned; and 3) identify 
ways to improve training from their perspective.

Methodology and Methods
This study employs an exploratory descriptive design and a 

mixed-methods approach to achieve its three objectives, and is part 
of a larger-scale project approved by the university’s ethics board. A 
mixed-methods approach was chosen due to the small sample size of 
participants who took part in the training to be evaluated (Creswell 
& Creswell, 2022). Additionally, adopting a pragmatic stance, both 
quantitative and qualitative data were incorporated to enhance the 
validity of the methodological approach (Anadón, 2019).

Sample and Procedure
Participants included four pre-service PE teachers (Mage = 23,75; 

SD = 0,5; women = 3) who attended the same francophone univer-
sity in Quebec (Canada). They were randomly selected from those 
who participated in the first phase of the larger-scale project and 
indicated an interest in participating in the second phase by pro-
viding their email address at the end of an online questionnaire. 
In the context of the study, after their third year of initial training 
(May 2022), participants1 took the training course “Learning How 
to Motivate,” which was conducted via Zoom by the second author 
and recorded. To assess fidelity of implementation, the principal 
investigator reviewed the recordings and ensured that all theories 
and exercises were explained and conducted as expected. Before and 
after the training (April and May 2022), all participants completed a 
questionnaire regarding their motivational beliefs and appreciation 

1 As part of their regular curriculum, participants were introduced to concepts related to 
motivational climate during their first year of initial training in a classroom management 
theoretical course in February 2020.
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of the training. Finally, all took part in individual interviews in June 
2022.

Development and Delivery of Training
The development of the training course “Learning How to 

Motivate” and the associated pedagogical tools (e.g., diagnostic 
tasks, a website, videos popularizing theoretical concepts and practi-
cal applications, and teaching scenarios) was financially supported 
by a pedagogical innovation fund from the university. It was cre-
ated based on the results of individual interviews conducted with 18 
pre-service PE teachers from five universities who took part to the 
first phase of the larger project to respond to their needs and antici-
pated challenges about sustaining students’ motivation (de Guise et 
al., 2024). The content encompasses an inventory of 19 empowering 
motivational strategies (see Appendix A), which can be implemented 
in various ways, depending on the reality and professional context of 
the teachers, and, above all, on the diverse needs and abilities of the 
students. All activities aimed to support pre-service PE teachers in 
developing their reflective practice in applying these motivational 
strategies for the benefit of their students in accordance with their 
professional realities. In order to make the course accessible within 
the framework of the courses already offered in initial training, it 
was designed to last 3 hours, with additional activities that pre-ser-
vice teachers could carry out to prepare for the course or consolidate 
learning. 

Measures
In line with the first objective, participants completed a question-

naire to measure their beliefs about motivational strategies and their 
perceived competence in sustaining student motivation (T1). They 
completed a second questionnaire after taking the training course, 
which measured the same concepts (T2), along with their intention 
to use the empowering motivational strategies learned during the 
training. In line with the second objective, participants also complet-
ed a questionnaire assessing their appreciation of the training and 
participated in individual interviews to elaborate on their responses. 
During the interview and consistent with the third objective, they 
were also asked for suggestions on how to improve training. 
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Questionnaires
To assess beliefs about the 19 empowering motivational strat-

egies (Appendix A) and 12 strategies likely to frustrate students’ 
needs (Appendix B), a questionnaire designed by Reeve et al. (2014) 
and Aelterman et al. (2014) was used. For each strategy, participants 
were asked to rate their level of agreement on a Likert scale from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) regarding efficacy (e.g., This 
strategy is effective for motivating students in PE classes), ease-of-im-
plementation (e.g., This strategy is feasible for motivating students in 
PE) and normalcy (e.g., This strategy is normal among PE teachers).

To measure perceived competence about sustaining students’ 
motivation in PE (in primary and high schools) we used the 
Competence scale (α = .80; Williams & Deci, 1996), which includes 
four items (e.g., I feel confident in my ability to motivate students in 
primary/high school PE). Participants responded on a Likert scale 
ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree).

To assess pre-service PE teachers’ appreciation of the training, 
we used the same  11 questions as Aelterman et al. (2013): seven 
addressed the training’s acceptability in terms of interaction, inno-
vation, interest, intelligibility, and essentiality, while the four others 
concerned practical usefulness, feasibility, intention to implement, 
and willingness to recommend to colleagues. Answers were rated 
on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree). 

The intention to use the motivational strategies (Appendices A 
and B) was measured using the intention questionnaire developed 
by Aelterman et al. (2016). Participants responded on a 5-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1 (no intention) to 5 (definitely have the 
intention). 

Interviews
Interviews were conducted via video conference using the 

Microsoft Teams network by a research assistant unfamiliar to the 
participants, who introduced himself before each interview and ex-
plained how he would help participants explore their feelings about 
the training. He listened to each answer, ensuring that respondents 
were comfortable voicing their opinions and sharing what they 
learned.
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Interviews lasted approximately 60 minutes, and all data were 
recorded. All statements were transcribed, and personal information 
was retrieved (pseudonyms were used to ensure anonymity during 
analysis). Interview guides were designed with reference to research 
questions divided into three sections: learned motivational concepts 
during training, appreciation of the training, and intention to imple-
ment the motivational strategies learned.  

Data Analyses

Quantitative Data 
Descriptive statistics were calculated for each variable at each 

measurement time. Due to the small sample size, non-parametric 
tests were employed to analyze the quantitative data. To compare 
the scores (evolution of beliefs between T1 and T2), the Wilcoxon 
signed-rank test was used for related samples (Siegel & Castellan, 
1988). To avoid type 2 errors, results trending toward significance 
(p ≤ .10) were considered results of interest to the same degree as 
those reaching significance (p ≤.05), as in previous studies (Smith et 
al., 2017; Wahl-Alexander et al., 2017).
Qualitative Data 

Data were analyzed using Nvivo 10 software according to 
L’Écuyer’s model (1990) as is suggested for descriptive studies (Fortin 
& Gagnon, 2016): 1- Data were read multiple times, making it pos-
sible to provide a list of statements (and establish the meaning of 
each statement); 2- Data were divided based on the meaning of the 
statement (data codification); and 3- Statements were categorized 
using a mixed approach (Creswell & Creswell, 2022). This type of ap-
proach was privileged because categories about learned motivational 
strategies were pre-established based on the theoretical framework; 
however, other categories were inducted through analysis since it 
was impossible to predict which types of answers would emerge 
(L’Écuyer, 1990). In sum, the data yielded four main categories: 1) 
beliefs about the learned motivational strategies, 2) intention to ap-
ply learned strategies, 3) appreciation of the training, and 4) recom-
mendations to improve the training. The first category comprised 
three subcategories: beliefs about efficacy, ease of implementation, 
and normalcy, based on Ajzen’s (1991) framework. The second and 
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fourth categories had no subcategories, while the third category had 
the subcategories: appreciation of the knowledge acquired during 
training and appreciation of the training methods. 

Results

Participants’ Beliefs About Motivational Strategies  

Quantitative Results
Table 1 shows changes in participants’ beliefs about motivational 

strategies before (T1) and after the training (T2). A positive trend (p ≤ 
.10) was observed for beliefs about efficacy and normalcy regarding 
the strategy “engage in non-instructional conversation” (relatedness 
support). Negative trends (p ≤ .10) were observed regarding the ef-
ficacy belief about the strategies “use controlling strategies,” “rely on 
authority in response to students’ complaints/requests” (autonomy 
frustration), and “is distant from students” (relatedness frustration). 
A negative trend was also observed in the ease of implementation 
of the strategy “use controlling strategies” (autonomy frustration). 
There were no significant differences as regards participants’ per-
ceived competence about sustaining students’ motivation in PE in 
primary school (Mtime 1 = 4.08; Mtime 2 = 4.75; p =.09) and high school 
(Mtime 1 = 3.50; Mtime 2 = 3.50; p = 1.000) before and after the training2. 

Qualitative Results
Concerning efficacy beliefs, the results suggest that training in-

fluences participants’ beliefs about a specific learned strategy associ-
ated with the need for autonomy. They expressed how the training 
enhanced their understanding of the effectiveness of using rational 
explanations to increase students’ interests and understanding of as-
signed tasks. For instance, Participant 1 (P1) says:

2 Post-hoc analyses (Wilcoxon signed rank test for related samples) were performed to 
check for a significant difference between pre-service PE teachers’ perceived competence 
in primary and high schools at both measurement times. Results pointed to a trend (p ≤ .10) 
at Time 2 (Ztime1 = -1.604; p = .109; Ztime2 = -1.826; p = .068), suggesting that participants’ 
perceived competence to sustain students’ motivation in high schools tended to be lower 
than for primary schools after the training.
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To name why we do things, the benefits from the proposed 
exercise and just like giving more information to students 
because they don’t know, if they don’t like the activity to 
say ‘why we do baskets?’ Because it can help you with many 
other things […]. It means their level of engagement, of 
motivation, keeps increasing because they trust us (teachers) 
[…] and they see you want them to feel good and to enjoy 
what they’re doing.  

With regard to strategies addressing the need for relatedness, 
participants noticed that sarcasm was not an effective way to main-
tain positive relationships with their students, something they had 
not considered before the training. As P2 observes: 

I know I tend to be sarcastic, […] and I used sarcasm because 
it’s funny and students love it. But it’s true that maybe 
sometimes, some students I don’t know very well took it the 
wrong way […]. Maybe they laughed about it, but later when 
they went home they didn’t find it funny at all, but all the 
other students laughed in front of me. It (the training) led me 
to think about that. 

And by P3: 

Sarcasm was discussed (during the training). I know now 
that it’s important to be careful when using it […] because 

Table 1
Changes in Pre-service Teachers’ Beliefs About Motivational 
Strategies
Table 1  
Changes in pre-service teachers’ beliefs about motivational strategies 

Motivational 
strategies Beliefs Z Mean 

(T1 / T2) 
Engage in non-instructional conversation   
 Efficacy -1.633; p = .102 2.75 / 4.50 
 Normalcy -1.732; p = .083 3.25 / 4.00 
Use controlling strategies   
 Efficacy -1.732; p = .083 2.00 / 1.25 
 Ease-to-implement -1.633; p = .102 2.75 / 1.50 
Rely on authority in response to students’ 
complaints/requests   

 Efficacy -1.890; p = .059 3.25 / 1.75 
Is distant from students   
 Efficacy -1.633; p = .102 2.00 / 1.00 
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not all children react well to this kind of intervention, and 
not all children understand it either. So, even if a student is 
sometimes receptive (to sarcasm), maybe other times, when 
he’s not in a good mood, he won’t handle it well. So sarcasm 
isn’t the right way to get a message across, and that’s why I 
understood we should think twice about using it. 

As for the beliefs regarding the ease of implementing the learned 
strategies, participants reported that while they understood the 
importance of planning variations for a task, they find it especially 
challenging and unrealistic to do so when dealing with diverse abili-
ties and levels of progress. In P4’s words: 	

To plan a lot of variations in advance, sometimes, it can be 
a little unrealistic, for example, in the case of a teacher who 
works full time. Maybe in the beginning of the year, there’s 
time to plan courses and all, but time gets away from you as 
the year goes on. 

In a broader sense, participants perceived the difficulty of sup-
porting all three psychological needs at once. P2 reported specifi-
cally that: 

I’d like my students to say it was the best course they had, 
but were they motivated?  Did they get in touch with their 
feelings and their needs for achievement? Did I enable them 
to progress both physically and cognitively? I feel like that’s 
a lot to manage in addition to creating a climate where 
everybody has a sense of safety and well-being. 

Participants noted that some strategies learned during training 
were not very common among PE teachers. Similarly, they addressed 
concerns about the ease of implementing diverse task variations and 
suggested that planning such variations was not a widespread prac-
tice. P4, for instance, noted that some PE teachers “come to a point 
where they stop identifying the signs of a student who finds it too 
easy or too difficult. They propose a task, get them started and that’s 
that.” Similarly, participants observed that teachers didn’t usually 
establish connections with students, especially in high school. P1 
indicated that they were “really surprised (to learn) that it’s impor-
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tant to chat about things unrelated to teaching to establish a stronger 
relationship with them (students), that the stronger the relationship, 
the better the motivational climate.” This strategy was unexpected 
since they hadn’t seen their colleagues establishing connections with 
students during his high school internship.  

Participants’ Intention to Apply Learned Strategies

Quantitative Results 
Table 2 shows changes in participants’ intention to implement 

motivational strategies before (T1) and after (T2) the training. A 
positive trend (p ≤ .10) was observed for the intention to “engage in 
non-instructional conversation” (relatedness support), while a nega-
tive trend (p ≤ .10) was observed for the intention to “use sarcasm” 
(relatedness thwarting). 

Qualitative Results
Participants expressed appreciation for learning how to incorpo-

rate students’ interests and perceptions into their teaching practices. 
P1, in particular, emphasized how “this, it really held his (my) inter-
est, and it’s really something he (I)’d like to do later on.” Next, they 
discussed allowing students to learn on their own and at their own 
pace. P2 shared how this aligned with his current approach to work-
ing with students: 

Everything that involves learning by experience […]. You 
know, just guiding the students. Yes, you establish a structure, 
but only to guide them so they can learn by themselves. I 
really like that idea, and it supports the need for autonomy 
[…]. I know because I’ve been using it for many years and I 
really like it. 

Table 2
Changes in Pre-service Teachers’ Intention to Apply Motivational 
Strategies
Table 2 
Changes in pre-service teachers’ intention to apply motivational strategies 

Motivational strategies Z Mean 
(T1/T2) 

Engage in non-instructional conversation -1.633; p = .102 3.00 / 4.00 
Use sarcasm -1.633; p = .102 2.25 / 1.25 
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They also reported their intention to establish an environment 
where students feel safe. P2, again, said how working collabora-
tively was a way to promote the inclusion of all students and how 
this “would be something he (I) would like to reproduce.”  Finally, 
because participants understood that sarcasm was not the right way 
to maintain a good relationship with students, all said they intended 
to use it less or not at all. One participant, for example, stated that: 
“using sarcasm, it’s not something I tended to do, but let’s just say 
that now I’ll be more careful” (P3).

Appreciation of the Training 

Quantitative Results
Table 3 presents descriptive statistics regarding participants’ ap-

preciation of the training, with scores being quite high for all items.

Qualitative Results
Participants expressed their appreciation for the training based 

on two key aspects: knowledge acquired and training methods. In 
terms of knowledge, participants strongly valued the opportunity 
to consolidate existing knowledge from previous courses in their 
teacher training program and develop new insights. They particu-
larly appreciated the review of the definitions of the four dimensions 
of an empowering motivational climate and the various types of 
motivation (e.g., “Honestly, I think the training was awesome. There 

Table 3
Participants’ Appreciation of the Training
Table 3  
Participants’ appreciation of the training 

Appreciation  Mean (SD) Min–Max 
Acceptability of the training   

Interaction 4.75 (.50) 4.00 – 5.00 
Innovation  4.75 (.50) 4.00 – 5.00 

Interest  4.88 (.25) 4.50 – 5.00 
Intelligibility  4.88 (.25) 4.50 – 5.00 

Essentiality 5.00 (.00) 5.00 – 5.00 
Practical usefulness 5.00 (.00) 5.00 – 5.00 
Feasibility 4.50 (.58) 4.00 – 5.00 
Intention to implement 5.00 (.00) 5.00 – 5.00 
Recommendation 4.75 (.50) 4.00 – 5.00 
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were concepts we already talked about, but the course let me go a 
little deeper and learn how to apply the concepts in practice” [P4]). 
Additionally, all participants reported their appreciation for the 
strategies they learned during training. Table 4 presents the strate-
gies they considered important for their future practice, as identified 
during the interviews. For example, one participant stated that: “I 
liked that it’s important to listen to students’ needs and demands and 
take them into consideration when planning (your lesson) […]. I 
feel that’s really important” (P4). 

In summary, the data indicate that participants learned a wide 
range of strategies related to the three psychological needs. They 
particularly valued the training for offering various approaches to 
support their students’ motivation within the context of PE. 

Participants appreciated the training methods for various other 
reasons as well. First, everyone found that the tools employed fa-
cilitated integration of the learning content presented during the 
training. The teaching scenarios, in particular, were highly valued, 
as reported by P4: 

It was a chance to broaden my knowledge because it gave 
concrete examples of certain types of situations and certain 
concepts that were in the training […]. It was good because 

Table 4 
Reported learned strategies during training  
Autonomy support strategies 
 Explain rationale  
 Consider students’ interests and perceptions 
 Ask students questions  
 Allow students to learn at their own pace 
 Give students choices 
Competence support strategies 
 Use variation 
 Emphasize progress  
 Use cooperative learning 
Relatedness support strategies 
 Establish a safe climate 
 Take an interest in students’ life 
 Chat with students about subjects unrelated to teaching 
 Make sure all students feel included 

 

Table 4
Reported Learned Strategies During Training 
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it showed what we should say as teachers, what types of 
behavior, what changes to make in how we talk, in what we 
say to students to implement the strategies, it’s subtle too 
sometimes. […]. It also lets you show how, OK, it’s not really 
that complicated; it showed that it was realistic. 

Furthermore, P1 noted how the tools prompted him to “really 
think about the different types of situations they would face and 
how they could react appropriately to these situations.” Second, par-
ticipants highly appreciated the synchronous nature of the training. 
They felt that the discussions, both among participants and with the 
trainer, allowed them to broaden their knowledge and “better un-
derstand different points of view” (P2). They also felt that the live 
format facilitated direct feedback on their opinions or uncertainties 
about certain aspects of the training. Finally, all participants ex-
pressed their appreciation for the trainer’s delivery and the quality of 
the visual content. P3 summed it up as follows: 

It was clear, the colors were cute, it seems silly but these are 
things that get us to pay attention in my opinion. It was well 
presented, it was clear, and the trainer was dynamic, which 
made it fun. It was fun having a presentation with her […], 
it made us want to listen. And she notices when we’ve had 
enough.

Recommendations to Increase the Quality of the Training
A common point among participants was the desire for practi-

cal application of the concepts learned. P1 proposed incorporating 
into the training “live situations, concrete situations that only hap-
pen during gym period in high school.” Participants emphasized 
that such additions would help in the practical application of their 
learning and that direct feedback from the trainer would enhance 
their understanding of how to implement the strategies. Similarly, 
they expressed the need for post-training follow-up, suggesting 
discussion groups to share experiences or having the trainer visit 
their gym for observation and feedback on their ability to support 
students’ psychological needs. Finally, all participants discussed the 
importance of conducting the training before their high school in-
ternships, emphasizing its greater relevance in this context. 
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Table 3
Negative Outcomes Associated with Changes in Physical Activity 
Participation Resulting from Modality Shifts

Discussion
This pilot study used a mixed-methods procedure to evaluate the 

first delivery of the training course “Learning How to Motivate” to 
pre-service PE teachers. Although there were only four participants, 
the combination of quantitative and qualitative results indicated that 
beliefs about efficacy and normalcy, as well as the intention to apply 
some of the learned motivational strategies, tended to evolve after 
the completion of training. It would therefore seem that the addition 
of training that offers explicit strategies on how to create an empow-
ering motivational climate during PE initial training (e.g., Learning 
how to motivate) could effectively contribute to the evolution of pre-
service PE teachers’ beliefs about, and intention to use, empowering 
motivational strategies. Furthermore, based on Ajzen’s framework 
(1991), one can reasonably assume that participants would attempt, 
at least, to apply more empowering motivational strategies in their 
practice. If so, this would suggest that the training could help pro-
vide useful tools to meet the challenges anticipated by pre-service 
PE teachers regarding students’ lack of engagement and motivation 
in PE (de Guise et al., 2024). Even after the training, however, pre-
service teachers still had difficulty understanding how to implement 
some of the strategies they had learned. Thus, in view of how the be-
lief about ease of implementation can predict perceived competence 
rather than mere intention to apply the strategy (Ajzen et al., 2018), 
it would be interesting to offer additional opportunities for practice 
during teacher training. Theoretical and practical courses would 
then be coordinated, as recommended by CAPFE (2022), much to 
the appreciation of pre-service PE teachers (de Guise et al., 2024).

PE teachers are also concerned with classroom management 
(de Guise et al., 2024; Dias-Lacy & Guirguis, 2017; Mäkelä et al., 
2014), an issue sometimes explained by students’ lack of motivation 
(Rodrigues et al., 2020). Accordingly, it is interesting to note that, 
subsequent to the training, participants were less likely to believe in 
the effectiveness of disempowering motivational strategies such as 
the use of control or reliance on authority in response to students’ lack 
of motivation, since these strategies are known to frustrate students’ 
needs. This suggests that the training helped pre-service PE teachers 
better understand how these strategies inhibit, rather than support, 
students’ motivation.This is a meaningful finding considering that 
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high school PE teachers often tend to use a controlling approach in 
response to students’ disturbing behaviors (Bonniot-Paquien et al., 
2009; Reeve, 2009). Finally, although participants’ perceived com-
petence did not change significantly after the training, it appears 
that their perceived competence in high schools was lower than in 
primary schools following the same training. This result is consistent 
with the well-documented decrease in motivation observed between 
primary and high school students as they get older (Dishman et al., 
2018; Mercier et al., 2017). In this sense, if the training was offered 
prior to pre-service teachers’ high school internship (as the partici-
pants suggested), it could address the challenges they anticipate re-
garding teenagers’ lack of motivation (de Guise et al., 2024).

 Among the strategies discussed with participants during train-
ing, and with regard to both quantitative and qualitative results, two 
motivational strategies—empowering and disempowering—regard-
ing the need for relatedness attracted our attention. First, to support 
this need, the recommendation is to engage in non-instructional 
conversations with students (de Guise et al., 2024). Indeed, a study by 
Rousseau et al. (2009) reports that teenagers who present academic 
difficulties say they develop better teacher-student relationships with 
teachers who demonstrate an interest in their lives outside of school 
and who share their own life experiences. It appears this aspect was 
enlightening for participants in the present study, as their beliefs 
about efficacy and normalcy, along with their intention to apply it, 
tended to evolve positively. This was the case even though partici-
pants reported that such a teacher-student connection seemed un-
usual for PE teachers, especially in high schools. Second, after com-
pleting the training, participants understood how the use of sarcasm, 
which can frustrate the need for relatedness, was ineffective. Their 
intention to use it thus tended to evolve negatively. The pre-service 
teachers even mentioned they would try to use it less or not at all, 
although they first reported doing it to make students laugh. In our 
view, this learning is very important as a way to distinguish humor 
from sarcasm. Indeed, according to Instructional Humor Processing 
Theory (Wanzer et al., 2010), the relationship between teachers’ hu-
mor and students’ learning is a complex process: if the student fails 
to grasp the incongruity of the teacher’s message, as can be the case 
when sarcasm is used, the student will not understand the humor 
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and may be distracted or confused by it (St-Amand et al., 2021). 
Consistent with this, a recent study indicates that humor related to 
course content, which is considered appropriate, is positively associ-
ated with students’ sense of relatedness, while other-disparaging hu-
mor, which is inappropriate, is negatively related to it (St-Amand et 
al., 2023). For these reasons, we believe that initial training is a good 
opportunity to develop pre-service teachers’ skills in using humor 
as a pedagogical strategy when dealing with unmotivated students, 
as recommended by St-Amand et al. (2021). In light of our results, 
the training course “Learning How to Motivate” appears effective for 
discussing this aspect with pre-service PE teachers.   

Participants appreciated the training for several reasons consis-
tent with some of the characteristics of effective professional devel-
opment (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). Based on our results, for 
example, the training: 

•	 Was content focused (e.g., definitions of the dimensions of the 
motivational climate, types of motivation, motivational strate-
gies supported by empirical evidence);

•	 Prompted active learning (e.g., teaching scenarios) and col-
laboration (e.g., synchronous aspect of the training, discus-
sions among participants and with the trainer);

•	 Included a trainer who acted as a model in meeting the needs 
of participants during training (e.g., autonomy = provision of 
various approaches; competence = offering guidance through 
the strategies, tools helped integrated the learning content; 
relatedness = trainer was energetic, and held participants’ at-
tention);

•	 Included a trainer who provided feedback (e.g., direct feed-
back) and reflection (e.g., opportunities to think about how to 
react in different realistic situations);

•	 Included a trainer who provided coaching and expert sup-
port (e.g., the trainer was able to explain the application of the 
motivational theories clearly and identify when participants 
needed more support). 

Even if the training was appreciated, there were recommenda-
tions for improvement. First and foremost, the sustained duration 
aspect of the training was not achieved, as more than three hours of 
training are needed, a fact reflected in participants’ wish for post-
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training follow-up. This element is all the more important because 
the participants in our sample had already been introduced to these 
motivational concepts during their first year of initial training. The 
training was therefore an opportunity to consolidate their learn-
ing while building on the experience gained in previous theoretical 
courses (e.g., classroom management) and internships. This aspect 
was appreciated owing to the absence of pedagogical continuity 
during initial training (Desbiens et al., 2019). However, participants 
who had not previously been introduced to these concepts may well 
have viewed this differently. 

To better address the ease-of-implementation belief, and in 
keeping with participants’ suggestions, it is recommended to provide 
more opportunities for practice with “expert support” (e.g., teacher 
trainers, cooperative teachers, internship supervisors), thereby al-
lowing pre-service teachers to develop sufficient confidence to ap-
ply what they learned in theoretical courses (Aelterman et al., 2016; 
Fleitz, 2004). These attempts should be done in conjunction with 
reflective practice (Campanale, 2007; Rondeau & Jutras, 2019) on 
their experiences (e.g., during internships or practical courses). For 
example, using an analysis grid for self-assessment or co-observation 
between colleagues could be a low-cost strategy (Girard & Hogue, 
2023). Participants also offered interesting suggestions about sus-
taining the duration of the training, including follow-up discussions 
after implementing the learned strategies (e.g., in internship semi-
nars) during which motivational challenges encountered in realistic 
situations and possible solutions could be addressed. 

Limitations
This study is not without its limitations. The small sample size is 

largely the result of post-pandemic realities, which affected our ca-
pacity to recruit participants: pre-service teachers were, in fact, tired 
of being asked to participate in Zoom meetings. Furthermore, due to 
the small sample size, conclusions drawn from the quantitative data 
were limited. Nevertheless, the mixed-methods procedure employed 
allowed us to use qualitative data to further our understanding of 
the quantitative data, thereby helping to overcome this limitation. 
Finally, all participants were from the same university and were in-
troduced to the subject earlier in their program. Results may there-
fore have differed for pre-service PE teachers from other universities 
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following another curriculum. Future studies using a larger sample 
from different universities would consequently be necessary to gen-
eralize our conclusions.

Conclusion
This pilot study offers interesting insights into how pre-service 

teachers can be supported in creating an empowering and moti-
vational climate. Indeed, the training course “Learning How to 
Motivate” appears to be a promising way to consolidate pre-service 
teachers’ understanding of empowering motivational strategies. For 
university trainers, this training, along with the accompanying peda-
gogical tools, could provide significant consistency and continuity 
across and within courses during the four years of initial training, 
thereby enhancing pre-service teachers’ professional development.
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Appendix A. 
Empowering motivational strategies addressed in the course Learning how to motivate 
Motivational climate 

dimensions Empowering motivational strategies 

Autonomy support 1. Acknowledges students’ interests, feelings and 
perspective. 

2. Provides reasons for pedagogical choices, constraints, 
tasks and organizational decisions. 

3. Provides meaningful choices to students. 
4. Allows students autonomy and a sense of control 

regarding their learning. 
5. Provides opportunity for students input (e.g., give their 

opinion, make changes to tasks, make suggestions). 
Competence support – 

mastery (AGT) 
1. Uses cooperative learning. 
2. Demonstrates the tasks himself (herself) and/or uses 

students as positive “role model”. 
3. Emphasizes task-focused positive competence feedback. 
4. Emphasizes/recognizes effort, improvement and/or 

engagement in the learning process rather than student 
performance. 

5. Allows students to progress according to their strengths 
and weaknesses. 

Competence support – 
structure (SDT) 

 

1. Gives clear instructions about the content and structure 
of the lesson. 

2. Monitors if students consequently live up to the 
instructions. 

3. Reviews with students the overall lesson content and 
structure. 

Relatedness support 1. Values students. 
2. Is enthusiastic and eager. 
3. Develops and maintains good relationships with 

students. 
4. Shows care and concern for students. 
5. Addresses students by their first name when the 

opportunity occurs. 
6. Is involve in students live outside of PE hours.  

Note: Inspired by Girard, Desbiens et al. (2023), Girard, de Guise & Boulanger (accepted, 
2024) and Ahmadi et al. (2023) 

 

Appendix A
Empowering Motivational Strategies Addressed in the Course, 
Learning How to Motivate
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Appendix B
Dismpowering Motivational StrategiesAppendix B. 

Disempowering motivational strategies 

Motivational climate 
dimensions Disempowering motivational strategies 

Autonomy frustration – 
Control 

1. Uses controlling strategies. 
2. Uses extrinsic rewards. 
3. Relies on authority in response to students’ 
complaints/requests. 

Competence frustration – 
Chaos (SDT) 

1. Gives few or no explanations or they are imprecise. 
2. Leaves students to themselves during the task. 
3. Demonstrated little consistency and coherence/is 
unpredictable. 

Competence frustration – 
Performance (AGT) 

1. Emphasizes/recognizes inferior/superior 
performance and ability.  
2. Encourages rivalry between students. 
3. Emphasizes errors and/or performance. 

Relatedness frustration 

1. Restricts opportunities for interactions and 
conversation ‘with’ and ‘between’ students. 
2. Is distant from students 
3. Uses sarcasm 

Note: Inspired by Girard, Desbiens et al. (2023) 
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Hiking in Nature for Those 
With Bipolar Disorder

Elizabeth Goldsby, Allyson Utz, and Shannon Powers

Abstract
Throughout recorded human history, there has been the convic-

tion that connecting with the natural world improves wellbeing. Even 
with this knowledge, we are becoming more detached from nature both 
physically and psychologically. Although the psychological positive ef-
fect of being in nature is clearly seen in research, the concept of hiking 
in natural settings for those with bipolar disorder (BD) is not distinctly 
observed in the literature. It is a common notion that the main reason 
people hike is to immerse themselves in nature. For those with BD, 
the benefits of the leisure experience of hiking in nature offer a chance 
to escape the chaos of life’s challenges that one may face with having 
an often-debilitating mental illness. Other benefits of this leisure ex-
perience include physical activity, which provides opportunities for 
self-efficacy development, practicing mindfulness, experiencing “awe” 
on occasion, and strengthening resilience. The goal of this paper is to 
better understand the impact of hiking in nature for those with the 
mental challenges of BD.

Introduction
This manuscript aims to inform individuals, providers, and care-

givers about the potential impact of hiking in nature on individuals 
with BD. Hiking is often referred to as a soft adventure (Bichler & 
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Peters, 2021) that offers motivational factors, including the oppor-
tunity to form new insights, relax from everyday life, develop and 
improve skills, and acquire new knowledge. Additionally, essential 
factors for the soft adventure context include developing personal 
limits, experiencing a different setting, fostering a sense of belong-
ing, and involvement in all-encompassing natural settings (Pomfret 
& Bramwell, 2016). It is well known that hiking is a popular recre-
ational activity that provides positive impacts on health and well-
being (Gross & Sand, 2019; Han et al., 2020). Yet, the concept of 
hiking for individuals with a diagnosis of BD is underexplored. 
Individuals with BDs are often characterized by clinical complexity, 
swift changes in behavioral and affective domains, risk of relapse, 
and the potential for negative responses to treatments. Current 
treatments are often seen as only partially effective. Three-fourths 
of people with BD have a history of additional, coexisting mental 
health conditions, which are generally anxiety disorders, attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorders, and substance use disorders. There 
are physical problems associated with BD that include a two-fold 
risk of cardiovascular disease compared to the general population, 
as well as an increased incidence of obesity, diabetes, and sedentary 
behavior (Marzani & Price, 2021). Those with BD have a 9.2-year 
decrease in expected life span due to several lifestyle factors, and as 
many as one in five patients with BD complete suicide (Nierenberg 
et al., 2023). Not surprisingly, the chronic nature, the recurrence of 
manic and/or depressive symptoms, and the high prevalence of co-
morbidities have a major impact on the physical and psychological 
domains of those with BD that affect well-being and quality of life. 

Bipolar Disorder and Hiking Excursion
To evaluate the potential benefits of hiking for those with BD, 

it is essential to understand the characteristics of this disorder. The 
main types of BDs include bipolar I, bipolar II, and cyclothymia. BD 
is a chronic mental health disorder characterized by severe highs 
and lows in mood and energy. Mania (or hypomania, with less 
intense symptomatology) symptoms are characterized by inflated 
grandiosity, decreased need for sleep, pressured speech, flight of 
ideas or subjectively racing thoughts, distractibility, an increase in 
goal-directed activity or psychomotor agitation, and excessive in-
volvement in activities with high potential for painful consequences. 
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Often occurring cyclically are depressive episode symptoms that are 
characterized by depressed or irritable mood and markedly dimin-
ished interest/pleasure in all (or almost all) activities most of the day, 
nearly every day. Also, symptoms include weight changes, insomnia, 
or hypersomnia; psychomotor agitation or retardation, fatigue, feel-
ing worthless or excessive/inappropriate guilt, decreased concentra-
tion, and thoughts of death/suicide (Marzai & Price, 2021). Healthy 
lifestyle alterations, including physical activity such as hiking, can be 
a significant part of overall recovery for individuals with BD (Mental 
Health America, 2023). Additionally, a review focusing on outdoor 
recreation, which included hiking, found that this activity can be 
viewed as a therapeutic medium for enhancing the quality of life for 
individuals with mental health disorders (Frances, 2006).

There are different conceptualizations of what one person per-
ceives as a hike compared to that of another. For this manuscript, hik-
ing refers to a long, vigorous walk in a natural setting, often on trails 
or paths in areas such as parks, forests, or mountains. Characteristics 
of hiking vary and include duration, nature experience, physical ac-
tivity, and terrain. Hikes can vary in length from a few miles to multi-
day treks. The focus is generally on the experience of being in nature 
rather than merely getting from one point to another. It can include 
natural scenery, outdoor spaces, and wildlife, which is often found in 
more remote environments. Hiking is considered a physical activity 
for all fitness levels, from easy to strenuous, depending on the de-
sires of the individual. Furthermore, hiking often involves traversing 
trails with uneven or rugged terrain, which can include mountains, 
hills, creeks, and forested areas. Usually, when one is on an urban 
or paved path, this activity would be considered walking. Hiking 
can be done as a solo activity or in a group setting. Hiking can also 
have a more specialized therapeutic approach, with programs such 
as wilderness therapy, adventure-based therapy, or nature-based re-
habilitation. However, hiking, in a more general sense, also has the 
potential to be “therapeutic,” as this paper will explore. The focus of 
this manuscript is more generally on the concepts of hiking in nature 
and its applicability to individuals with BD. 

For those with BP preparing for a hiking excursion, they need to 
be under the care of a provider who is aware of the patient’s physical 
and mental history and the appropriateness of their involvement in 
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this activity, individually or in a group-like setting. In both scenari-
os, it is crucial to inform providers and loved ones of the plans for a 
hike, particularly if it involves being on the trail for more than a day. 
It is also important to be stable on medication and other necessary 
treatment regimens. Potential hikers are advised to research trails 
and consider their physical capabilities, especially if they are inex-
perienced. Ideally, the hiker is not experiencing symptoms of mania 
(hypomania) and is in a state of euthermia, as studies suggest that 
vigorous exercise may exacerbate a manic state (Antosik-Wojcinska 
et al., 2020). Other potential shortcomings of the hiking experience 
may relate to the mood-regulating circuits in the brain that can be over-
sensitive to conditions that affect mood, including exercise. 

Additionally, it has been found that activities involving a reward 
seem to trigger escalations in manic symptoms and with consistent 
progress toward rewards, can trigger increased energy and activa-
tion (Fulford et al., 2010). An issue may ensue if a hiker goes beyond 
their physiologic and psychologic capabilities and overexerts, which 
is possible since BD is associated with grandeur thinking as well as 
reward-seeking behavior. Also, compared to healthy controls, people 
with BD report that attaining their goals is extremely critical to their 
self-worth (Tharp et al., 2016). This is important to consider when 
hiking, given the variable nature of the activity, which often results in 
not reaching the desired destination due to unforeseen factors. This 
highlights the potential need for planning shorter day trips, rather 
than extended expeditions, for individuals with BD, particularly for 
the beginning hiker. It is necessary to acknowledge this information 
due to the complex needs of individuals with BD, particularly in re-
lation to new experiences and the vulnerability of emotional lability. 
Even with these drawbacks in mind, considering the positive fea-
tures of hiking in nature is imperative.  

The Natural Environment 
Bratman and colleagues (2019) found that spending time in 

nature was correlated with increases in subjective well-being, posi-
tive affect, and a sense of purpose and meaning in life, as well as 
decreases in mental distress. In addition, with longitudinal studies, 
nature experiences positively affect various facets of cognitive func-
tion, including memory and attention, impulse inhibition, mental 
performance, as well as imagination and creativity. Related to cog-
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nition, nature experiences have been shown to reduce rumination 
(repetitive thoughts fixed on negative emotions) and subgenual pre-
frontal cortex activation (sgPFC), which are both common for those 
with BD (Apazoglou et al., 2019; Richardson et al., 2016). The sgPFC 
has been shown to display increased activity during sadness and the 
behavioral withdrawal and negative self-reflective processes that are 
tied to rumination. Furthermore, the stress reduction hypothesis 
posits that spending time in nature prompts a physiological response 
that reduces stress levels. In a report by Bratman et al. (2021), it was 
quoted by Frederick Olmsted that related to stress, “nature employs 
the mind without fatigue and yet exercises it; tranquilizes it and yet 
enlivens it; and thus, through the influence of the mind over the 
body, gives the effect of refreshing rest and reinvigoration to the 
whole system.” (p. 124).

While the attention restoration theory embraces that, nature 
restocks one’s cognitive stores, restoring the capacity to focus and 
one’s ability to focus attention (Capaldi, et al., 2015). In a study of 60 
participants diagnosed with BD, subjects were randomly assigned 
to a 50-minute walk in either a natural location (woodlands) or an 
urban location (along a road). Results revealed that individuals who 
hiked in nature experienced less anxiety, rumination, and negative 
affect, as well as greater positive emotions, and improved memory 
tasks, compared to those who walked in urban locations. Those 
who reported less rumination after the walk in the natural setting 
also showed an increase in subgenual prefrontal cortex activity. This 
region is typically deactivated in individuals with mood disorders 
(Bratman et al., 2015). In a study by Vidon (2019), remote and ru-
ral areas allow for alienation from everyday existence and allow for 
introspection and grounding. Meanwhile, Bichler and Peters (2021) 
confirmed that hiking represents a balanced and restorative way to 
experience nature. Their findings underline the importance of “re-
laxation” and the need to balance the benefits of hiking for physical 
and mental well-being. In Mau et al.’s (2021) systematic review of 
long-distance hiking and mental illness, seven studies explained the 
effect on well-being. The most common explanation focuses on the 
synergistic effect of the positive outcomes from hiking and exposure 
to nature, commonly referred to as “green exercise.”  The explanation 
is based on the view that exercising in nature has a restorative impact 
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on mental well-being. Furthermore, studies with the use of neuroim-
aging revealed that hiking in natural environments reduced neural 
activity in the brain that contributes to mental illness (Bratman et al., 
2015). Notwithstanding, hiking is merely considered a balanced and 
mostly restorative way to experience nature (Rantala et al., 2018).  In 
a review of literature by Bachler and Peters (2021) that focused on 
hiking in nature, it was revealed that this activity allowed for several 
dimensions of positive effect, including: 

•	 Relaxation: To relax mentally and physically and to get away 
from it all. 

•	 Recognition: To be recognized and known, and to show oth-
ers that they have abilities. 

•	 Imagination: To visualize novel places and scenery and to 
have an adventure (Ewert et al., 2013). 

•	 Challenge: To increase abilities, knowledge, and new chal-
lenges.

•	 Creativity: To have an opportunity to be introspective and to 
allow imagination. 

•	 Self-efficacy: To develop decision-making skills and to gain a 
sense of power (Pomfret & Bramwell, 2016)

•	 Satisfaction: To foster a sense of gratification. 

Additionally, hiking experiences offer a component of physical 
activity that allows for varying levels, depending on the individual’s 
desires. 

Physical Activity 
Physical activity, in general, contributes to the prevention and 

treatment of many mental health conditions (Vancampfort et al., 
2017). The physical activity involved in hiking can yield advanta-
geous results for those with BD, particularly if this increased activity 
becomes a regular practice. Consistent hiking (or distance walking) 
reduces the risk of heart disease, obesity, and diabetes, which is par-
ticularly relevant for individuals with BD (Felion & Marlo, 2022). 
Phillips (2017) points out that for individuals with BD, physical ac-
tivity alters the progression of mood disorders by enhancing the lev-
els of neurotrophic factors, beta-endorphins, neurotransmitters, and 
cortisol. Additionally, Kucyi et al. (2010) found that aerobic physical 
exercise is a promising treatment for neurocognitive dysfunction in 
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BD. Moreover, regular physical activity involvement improves bodily 
functions that include stress regulation, immune function, antioxi-
dant resistance, circadian rhythm stabilization, and neurogenesis. In 
Melo’s (2016) 18-month longitudinal study of those with BD, it was 
found that there is a connection between less physical activity and 
negative outcomes, including increased levels of anxiety, worsened 
functionality, elevations in severe insomnia, poorer functionality, 
and declines in body composition profile. Additionally, there were 
more negative mood-related episodes and psychiatric hospitaliza-
tions in those who were more physically inactive during this period. 
Proudfoot et al. (2012) also recognized an association between de-
creased physical exercise, depressive episodes, suicidality, and de-
creased quality of life. 

Despite the myriad benefits of regular exercise, adults who are 
experiencing depressive symptoms, as is common in the cyclical 
nature of BD, have decreased exercise levels and are more likely 
than others to discontinue treatment regimens. As a rationale for 
this, it has been found that individuals with depressive symptoms 
report lower self-efficacy than those without depressive symptoms. 
Additionally, individuals with low self-efficacy tend to avoid chal-
lenges, discontinue strenuous activities more quickly, and are prone 
to increased stress (Bandura, 1977).

Exercise Self-efficacy
Knowledge of the benefits associated with physical activity 

among individuals with BD needs to be factored into the consid-
eration of whether individuals will be motivated to begin involve-
ment in an exercise pursuit (i.e., hiking). If they do, it is essential to 
consider whether it will be adopted and sustained for even greater 
physical and mental benefits. The concept of exercise self-efficacy 
comes into play. Self-efficacy is the belief and conviction that one 
can successfully perform a given activity, and it is central to behav-
ior change as it guides what behaviors people choose to engage in 
and how people respond to obstacles and challenges in changing 
their behaviors. Self-efficacy beliefs rank among the strongest pre-
dictors for initiating and maintaining a physical activity (Warner 
et al., 2014; van Stralen et al., 2009). Furthermore, during exercise, 
individuals with a higher level of self-efficacy were found to exhibit 
a greater sense of energy, expend less effort, and experience more 
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positive feelings (Medrano-Ureña, 2020). Bandura (1977) reported 
sources of self-efficacy, with the chief source being “mastery experi-
ence,” which represents experiences where one has been successful 
in accomplishing a task in the past, and thus serves as a depend-
able indicator of one’s ability to accomplish comparable tasks in the 
future. Therefore, prompting mastery experience in interventions is 
an effective way to increase self-efficacy beliefs for physical activ-
ity (Ashford et al., 2010). The other source is known as “vicarious 
experience,” which refers to the act of witnessing others successfully 
accomplish a difficult task. Thirdly, “verbal persuasion” involves try-
ing to convince someone of their ability to perform a task effectively. 
Lastly, “physiological and affective states” are the fourth source of 
self-efficacy. This concept is based on appraisal processes; for ex-
ample, if negative affect, such as distress, occurs before a difficult 
task, it may be interpreted as feeling unprepared or vulnerable, 
which can compromise self-efficacy and performance. Conversely, 
positive affect might influence self-efficacy if interpreted as a sign 
of readiness and confidence in one’s capabilities. As such, positive 
affect before a task is thought to activate memories of previous suc-
cesses, thereby fostering self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura, 1997). In a 
study by Warner et al. (2014), exercise self-efficacy was significantly 
and positively related to mastery experience and self-persuasion, 
whereas negative affective states were negatively predicted by self-
efficacy. Physical activity was significantly and positively predicted 
by self-efficacy, whereas vicarious experience and verbal persuasion 
by others were negatively related. With this in mind, we can more 
clearly perceive useful intervention techniques to facilitate the initia-
tion and continuation of experiences, such as hiking, for individuals 
with BD. Since self-efficacy and subjective well-being are positively 
and significantly related, actions should be taken to increase the self-
efficacy of individuals with BD, thereby improving their subjective 
well-being (Gupta, 2018). Additionally, it has been found that mind-
fulness predicts exercise self-efficacy (Neace et al., 2022).

Mindfulness While Hiking
The natural setting experienced during hiking easily facilitates 

mindfulness-based involvement, which has been proven helpful for 
individuals with BD (Williams et al., 2008). Either practiced inde-
pendently or guided by someone in the hiking group, mindfulness 
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aims to heighten the capacity to keep one’s attention on purpose in 
the present moment and reduce judgment of thoughts. Inherently, 
there is a necessity to be present with sustained and focused atten-
tion while hiking the path on a trail. Hiking allows for an increase 
in awareness of thought patterns, feelings, and bodily sensations. 
In a wilderness setting, bodily sensations may include the feel of a 
breeze, the smell of trees, the view of sunshine through the trees, 
or one’s beating heart and breathing. Keng and colleagues (2011) 
reported that mindfulness practices have been clinically connected 
with improved psychological health, including subjective states of 
enhanced well-being, greater emotional reactivity, functional al-
terations, reduced symptoms of stress, and decreased rumination. 
Specific to those with BP, mindfulness promotes self-acceptance 
and improved regulation of negative thoughts (i.e., anxiety, guilt, 
shame, and rumination). It was also found that the management of 
self-referent information is often dysfunctional in those with BD. 
The cortical midline structures (CMS) play a fundamental role in 
both self-referential thinking and emotional processing/regulation, 
which is also shown to be compromised in individuals with BD. 
Mindfulness interventions target aberrant self-referential thinking, 
and neuroimaging studies indicate that mindfulness interventions 
impact both the structure and function of CMS (Marchand, 2012). 
Thus, mindfulness intervention likely exerts benefit by controlling 
CMS functions linked to both self-referential thinking and emo-
tional regulation, which is necessary for those with BD. 

Experience of “Awe” 
In his book, Keltner discusses the “default-self ” as a facet of our 

identity as people, specifically the component that encourages us to 
emphasize and “focus” on our unique qualities that differentiate us 
from others (2023, p. 33). The world, especially the United States, is 
becoming increasingly individualistic, and this selfishness/internal 
focus is spreading (Keltner, 2023, p. 33). This component of ourselves 
can become problematic if we allow it to control us and comprise our 
identity excessively, resulting in multiple undesired mental health 
struggles, one specifically being “rumination” (Keltner, 2023, p. 33). 
We find that this idea of the “default-self ” and having too much em-
phasis in one’s life is relevant to individuals with BD who are known 
to ruminate (Apazoglou et al., 2019; Keltner, 2023; Richardson et al., 
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2016). Thus, we believe there to be immense potential in Keltner’s 
idea of creating awe in the lives of those with BD to decrease this 
“default self ” and increase the “small-self ” to lead to a decrease in 
rumination (Keltner, 2023, p. 33, 34). 

When one is hiking, particularly in remote areas, there are op-
portunities to experience profound emotions, often referred to as 
“awe.” Awe is characterized by an appraisal of vastness and is reliably 
produced when individuals view scenes from nature (Shiota et al., 
2007). Additionally, Ballew and Omoto (2018) found that the more 
absorbed one is with nature, the more likely they are to feel awe, with 
absorption functioning as a mediator in this relationship. Lopes et al. 
(2020) found that “walking in nature contributes” to more awe, and 
less negative emotions and rumination in comparison to “walking 
in a city” (p. 3). While not specifically focused on individuals with 
BD or mental illness, this result, combined with previous support 
for the benefits of hiking in nature, creates optimism for the positive 
outcomes that could ensue for BD populations specifically (Melo et 
al., 2016). 

Awe is related to mental health; the emotion is linked to de-
creased activation of the dominant medial temporal gyrus, an area 
of the brain associated with fitting information into one’s preexisting 
worldview, suggesting awe prompts individuals to consider novel 
perspectives (Guan et al., 2018). Preliminary evidence by Shurigar 
and Aegisdottir (2023) suggests exposure to awe leads individuals 
to restructure their thoughts about themselves, others, or the world. 
Additional support from Stellar and colleagues (2015) found that out 
of multiple positive emotions, individuals who noted feeling awe had 
fewer pro-inflammatory cytokines in their blood samples, suggest-
ing decreased chemical stress and inflammation, which are known 
to increase the risk of individuals with BD entering a manic episode. 
Chirico and colleagues (2020) related awe to depression and noted 
that awe would act as a counterpart to the persistent self-referential 
process at the base of rumination and sense of hopelessness that is 
inherent in BD.  

The above research supports the notion that exposing individu-
als with BD to experiences that create awe, such as hiking, could 
be beneficial in reducing their negative symptoms. One potential 
benefit of exposing individuals with BD to awe is that it may mini-
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mize their “sense of self,” making them more aware of things outside 
of themselves (Bai et al., 2017; Monroy & Keltner, 2023). Another 
potential outcome could be an increase in prosocial behavior among 
individuals with BD, a phenomenon that feeling awe has been found 
to facilitate (Monroy & Keltner, 2023; Piff et al., 2015). Both results 
would be tremendous for individuals with BD since those with this 
disorder often have challenges maintaining relationships due to the 
variability of their mood swings and fluctuating energy levels. We 
propose that hiking in groups could be beneficial to this specific pop-
ulation, as doing so would allow them each to feel awe, and as their 
“sense of self ” decreases and their prosocial behaviors increase from 
this experience, they are likely to feel increased bonds with the other 
group members (Bai et al., 2017; Monroy & Keltner, 2023; Nelson-
Coffey et al., 2019; Shiota et al., 2007; Van Cappellen & Saroglou, 
2012; Yaden et al., 2019). Overall, positive outcomes that feelings 
of awe lead to, like detachment from oneself, may allow individuals 
with BD to overcome negative symptoms such as self-loathing, self-
doubt, and distorted self-image, especially when there are feelings of 
guilt or blaming, which is common among those with this disorder. 

Resiliency Improved
Hiking excursions allow for resiliency building. This may be 

particularly helpful for those with BD who have backgrounds that 
often involve destructive, chaotic, and guilt-ridden experiences. In a 
study by Choi et al. (2014), it was found that lower levels of resilience 
were related to higher levels of impulsive behaviors and increased 
amounts of episodes of depression in those with BD (Chuang et 
al., 2023). Additionally, previous studies revealed that higher levels 
of resiliency were associated with having a better quality of life for 
those with mental health disorders (Chuang et al., 2023; Mizuno et 
al., 2016; Post et al., 2018; Wartelsteiner et al., 2016). Other studies 
have shown that individuals with BD have lower levels of resiliency 
and quality of life compared to healthy controls (Chuang et al., 2023; 
Hofer et al., 2016, 2017). In a systematic review of articles by Chan 
and colleagues (2023), resilience was examined in participants with 
BD. It was found that higher resilience was associated with specific 
psychopathology that included less rumination, helplessness, aggres-
sion, and suicide attempts, as well as a lessened severity of depres-
sive and psychotic symptoms. Additionally, more positive features 
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were seen that included less childhood trauma, more self-directed 
temperament, and better attitudes toward medication treatment. 
The findings regarding social factors included the presence of better 
support systems. Lastly, psychosocial functioning was found to be 
associated with better recovery, spiritual well-being, and quality of 
life. Furthermore, the study showed that resilience mediates depres-
sion, childhood trauma, and quality of life. 

Hiking can build resilience by offering a challenging yet satisfy-
ing physical activity. When hiking, one may need to overcome dis-
comforts and obstacles like weather and terrain, which allows for the 
development of adaptation, perseverance, and mental fortitude. One 
must often find solutions to problems if forward movement is to be 
attained. With the breadth of the challenges that hiking may bring 
and the need to tackle what lies ahead, a deep feeling of accomplish-
ment and improvement in self-efficacy can result. 

Application 
The experience of hiking in nature can be viewed as a therapeu-

tic approach, whether through solo or group experiences. Group 
programs of this nature have a reported success record for facilitat-
ing positive change, such as wilderness therapy, adventure-based 
therapy, and nature-based rehabilitation. Individual and group 
psychotherapy in a natural environment context has been reported 
to be less threatening and more natural compared with traditional 
treatment settings (Fernee et al., 2017). The social aspects of group 
treatment may be challenging for some individuals. Opportunities 
for cooperative activities, social support, and honest self-expression 
are suggested to enable pro-social processes. These processes include 
the acceptance of others, relationship development, and may allow 
trust building. One’s capacity to develop relationships is likely to im-
pact the treatment experience and outcome. Furthermore, the dura-
tion and context of the therapy may allow the necessary time and 
space to address and process emotional issues. Reports indicate that 
programs in the natural environment facilitate the uncovering of the 
personal problems that have not been previously revealed in more 
traditional treatment modalities (Fernee et al., 2017). The potential 
impact of this form of therapy is related to motivation, readiness for 
change, and timing, and, therefore, should be assessed initially. 
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After experiencing difficulties and turmoil in their lives, indi-
viduals with BD may find a sense of peace in the natural setting 
while hiking. Being situated in nature may initially feel like a shock 
to some individuals. However, this initial sense of bewilderment will 
likely gradually be replaced by self-confidence as one starts to man-
age this rather simplistic activity. Spending time in nature allows for 
reflection on life. The opportunity to reflect on life is suggested to 
be a key change agent that can add new perspectives on one’s life 
and the struggles encountered due to an illness. Outcomes for those 
engaged in the hiking experience can be becoming physically stron-
ger, experiencing an increase in perceived competence and a sense of 
accomplishment, and becoming more resilient. Over time, such ex-
periences may provide more profound impacts, such as an increase 
in self-efficacy. 

When asking oneself, do I try a hiking experience, or do I stay at 
home? One does not fully understand why hiking is worth it until we 
are on the trail and deprived of the comforts that are often taken for 
granted (i.e., easy access to clean water). One can have the opportu-
nity to overcome obstacles and emerge with a feeling of achievement 
at the end of the journey while being enveloped in the magnificence 
of the natural environment. If you pursue hiking, you are likely go-
ing to be stepping outside of your comfort zone. One may feel fearful 
at first due to the challenges of doing something new, and there is the 
component of the unknown. With this and the physical demands of 
hiking, there is the potential to second-guess; however, if you rec-
ognize that enjoyment may come from merely being in the natural 
environment, anticipating a reward, and attaining it, you may see 
that a hiking excursion is worth the effort. A profound sense of ful-
fillment, achievement, and so much more can exceed the challenges 
that one may anticipate.
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