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Abstract
This study was the result of an action research

project between a local urban school system and
the Physical Education faculty at a nearby
college. The faculty and the teachers worked
together to design, administer, and analyze a
student survey that would give voice to middle
and high school student perspectives on physical
education. Over 5000 surveys were returned.
When asked to rate the most important reasons
why students choose to participate in physical
education, most students agreed that they liked to
get out and move, they liked competitive team
sports, it made them healthier, and they had fun.
When asked why students would choose not to
participate, most students agreed with that they
didn’t like doing the same activities every year
and that showering and changing were barriers
to participation. Some differences in responses
were found between middle school students and
high school students.

This study was the result of an ongoing
partnership between a local urban school system
and the Physical Education Teacher Preparation
Program (PETP) faculty at a nearby college. In
this partnership, the PETP faculty and selected
teachers from this school system had developed
and implemented a new system-wide physical
education curriculum for grades K-12. The
curriculum had been in place for two years when
a series of in-service training days centered on
implementation and assessment was scheduled.
During these in-service days, teachers in the
system began to reflect on why their students
would choose, or not choose, to participate in the
curriculum. The teachers sought assistance in

understanding student perspectives and choices in
their school system. The PETP faculty agreed to
collaborate in an action research project with the
middle and secondary level teachers to determine
what attracted their students to physical education
and what barriers existed to their students’
participation.

Over the last fifteen years, a great deal of effort
has been invested in determining factors that
encourage or discourage students from partici-
pation in physical education. These efforts have
taken on greater urgency, as across the country,
mandatory state requirements for physical educa-
tion have been reduced or eliminated (NASPE,
1993). This trend continues, in spite of the
public’s increased awareness of the importance of
physical activity for development, health, and
wellness (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, 1996). If physical education is to
survive, particularly at the secondary level,
teachers need to understand how their students
perceive physical education. In other words, what
attitudes, values, and obstacles shape student
decisions to participate in physical education?
What do students have to say about their
experiences?

Existing research provides some insight into
why students may choose, or not choose, to en-
gage in physical education. Students like physical
education when the curriculum has relevancy to
their lives, reflects variety and choice, includes
team sports, is coeducational, and provides oppor-
tunities for fun and enjoyment (Chen, 1998; Earl
& Stennett, 1987; Figley, 1985; Lirgg, 1993; Luke
& Sinclair, 1991; Rice, 1988; Stewart, Green &
Huelskamp, 1991; Tannehill, Romar, O’Sullivan,
England & Rosenberg, 1994; Tannehill &
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Zakrajsek, 1993). Even students who like physical
education can be confronted by obstacles to their
participation because of the necessity of changing
and/or showering, required fitness testing, uncom-
fortable weather conditions, and potential for
injury (Earl & Stennett, 1987; Ennis, Cothran,
Davidson, Loftus, Owens, Swanson & Hopsiker,
1997; Luke & Cope, 1994; Luke & Sinclair,
1991; Rice, 1988; Scantling, Strand, Lackey &
McAleese, 1995; Tannehill & Zakrajsek, 1993).
Significant issues with physical education exist
for those who do not like it. These students
believe the curriculum is repetitive, boring, lacks
personal meaning, the environment is too
competitive, or they are likely to be ridiculed or
embarrassed (Carlson, 1995; Chen, 1998; Cothran
& Ennis, 1998; Ennis et al., 1997; Luke & Cope,
1994; Luke & Sinclair, 1991; Tannehill et al.,
1994; Tannehlll & Zakrajsek, 1993).

In reviewing the literature, the curriculum was
one of the most important factors in influencing
student participation. This information reinforced
the importance of the recent curriculum revisions
undertaken by the teachers and PETP. However,
since curriculum was not the only determinant of
student attitudes, the teachers wanted to gather
information about other potential impediments to
participation. PETP faculty and the teachers
worked together in designing, administering, and
analyzing a student survey that would give voice
to student perspectives on physical education.

Methods
The first step in designing the survey was to

meet with the Director of Physical Education for
the school system and the department chairs for
physical education in each of the eleven schools.
In this meeting, three areas of interest were
agreed upon; reasons why students want to parti-
cipate in physical education, reasons why students
do not want to participate in physical education,
and demographic information. Using information
collected in the review of literature and the
teachers’ own questions, PETP faculty developed
a list of potential items for the first draft of the
survey. These items directly reflected specific

concerns of the teachers and the department
chairs as well as interactions these individuals had
with students in their schools. The chairs
reviewed this first draft and made recom-
mendations for revisions. This new draft was
presented at a second meeting with the chairs,
who again made recommendations for revisions.
A third draft was submitted to the chairs for final
comments and minor edits. This draft was
accepted for use in a pilot study.

The pilot study was conducted in a nearby high
school outside the system. Once completed, minor
edits were made to the questionnaire to ensure
clarity and ease of response based on the feedback
from the pilot. This final revision of the survey
was submitted for approval to the original school
system. After approval was granted, the question-
naire was translated into Spanish and both
Spanish and English versions of the survey were
distributed to all middle and secondary schools in
the system (copies are available upon request
from the authors). The survey was then admini-
stered to students in physical education classes
over a one-week period in the spring.

Results
Out of 7000 surveys distributed, 5308 were

returned for analysis reflecting a 76% response
rate. The school system was comprised of four
high schools (grades 9-12) and seven middle
schools (grades 6-8) and the participants ranged in
age from 11 to 20 years. For detailed demo-
graphics, see Figure 1. Of particular note in the
demographic section of the survey was the
students’ rating of their interest in various
activities. Students ranked team sports first,
swimming second, dance third, fitness fourth,
individual sports fifth, and cooperative games
sixth. In keeping with the partnership, the results
of this study were made available to each teacher
in the school system with breakdowns by school
and by grade.

General Survey Results
In the first section of the survey, students

responded to items related to why they would
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choose to participate in physical education class.
The researchers found that most students agreed
that they chose to participate because; “It makes
me healthier” (70.7%), “I like participating
because I have fun” (69.6%), “I like getting out of
the classroom and moving” (68.8%), “I like
playing competitive team sports” (65.7%), “I like
learning new games and activities” (64.8%), and
“I like participating in lots of different activities”
(64.4%). When asked to rate the three most
important reasons why students choose to
participate in physical education, most students
listed; “I like getting out of the classroom and
moving” (43.2.%), “I like playing competitive
team sports” (36.1%), “It makes me healthier”
(33.4%), and “I like participating because I have
fun” (32.5%) as their top reasons. The items least
often rated as the three most important reasons
students chose to participate in physical education
were “I like learning about my body” (16.5%) and
“My friends think it is cool to participate” (4.7%).

In the second section of the survey, students
were asked to respond to statements that de-
scribed how students feel about physical educa-
tion classes. When asked to describe their
opinions about various curricular aspects of their
experiences in physical education classes, most
students agreed with; “I would like to be able to
pick my own activities” (75.5%), “I would like to
be able to tell the teacher the activities I would
like to do” (73.6%), “I would like to choose what
group of students I participate with” (61.0%), “I
would like to be able to work at my own pace”
(55.7%), and I would like to do a greater variety
of activities” (54.0%). When asked to describe
their opinions about other aspects of their
experiences in physical education classes, many
students agreed with “I participate in Physical
Education because I am getting better at physical
activities” (46.2%) and “I think Physical Educa-
tion is as important as English and Math”
(43.1%). Only 26% of students agreed that they
participate in physical education because they
liked their teacher.

The third section of the survey asked students
to identify why some students would choose not

to participate in physical education. The items in
this section could be grouped as curricular, social,
or environmental issues. Repetition in the
curriculum was identified as an issue, as 45.1% of
the students agreed with “I don’t like doing the
same activities every year”. Twenty percent or
less of the students agreed that any of the
following were curricular barriers to participating
in physical education classes; “I don’t like the
stretching and fitness activities” (20.0%), “I never
learn anything in Physical Education” (18.7%),
and “I don’t like to compete” (17.6%).

When asked to identify some of the social
reasons why students choose not to participate in
physical education, most students agreed with “I
don’t like going to my next class all sweaty”
(64.4%). Less than 20% of the students agreed
that any of the following were social barriers to
participating in physical education; “I don’t feel
like it” (19.7%), “I don’t feel I am good at sports”
(19.1%), “I don’t feel that I am as good as my
classmates” (16.9%), “I am afraid of breaking my
nails during Physical Education class” (16.4%), “I
am afraid other students will make fun of me”
(15.6%), “My friends don’t think it is cool to
participate in Physical Education class” (11.4%),
“I don’t like playing in classes with boys and girls
together” (10.7%), and “I don’t participate
because my religion says I shouldn’t” (8.1%).

When asked to identify some of the environ-
mental reasons why students choose not to partici-
pate in physical education, most students agreed
with; “I don’t feel I have enough time to change
and shower” (52.9%), “I hate having to bring and
carry my physical education clothes in school”
(44.1%), and “I don’t feel comfortable leaving my
clothes in the locker” (40.3%). Interestingly, only
14% of the students agreed that they don’t like to
participate in physical education because the class
is too big. When asked to rate the three most
important reasons why students choose not to
participate in physical education, 31.1% of
students selected “I don’t like going to my next
class all sweaty”, 22% selected “I hate having to
bring and carry my physical education clothes in
school”, over 19% selected “I don’t feel I have
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enough time to change and shower” and “I don’t
like swimming”, and 17.1% selected “I have a
hard time remembering to bring my clothes.”

Middle School and Secondary School Differences
Middle school and secondary school students

differed in their responses in several areas. In
ranking activities, middle school students rated
swimming first, team sports second, dance third,
cooperative games fourth, individual sports fifth,
and fitness activities last, while high school
students rated team sports first, fitness activities
second, individual sports third, dance fourth,
cooperative games fifth, and swimming last. High
school students were more likely than middle
school students to choose to participate in phy-
sical education because “It makes me healthier”
(high school, 73.1% versus middle school, 68.3%)
and because “I like getting out of the classroom
and moving” (72.3% and 65.7%, respectively). In
contrast, middle school students were more likely
than high school students to choose to participate
in physical education because “I like learning new
games and activities” (middle school, 70.0%
versus high school, 60.3%). No significant dif-
ferences were found between middle and high
school students in the ratings of the three most
important reasons to participate in physical
education.

Middle and high school students also differed
in their opinions about curricular aspects of their
experiences in physical education classes. High
school students were more likely than middle
school students to agree that; “I would like to be
able to pick my own activities” (high school,
79.3% versus middle school 71.7%) and “I would
like to be able to tell the teacher the activities I
would like to do” (77.2% and 69.1%, respec-
tively). In contrast, middle school students were
more likely than high school students to agree
that; “I would like to be able to choose what
group of students I participate with” (middle
school, 67.1% versus high school, 56.8%).

When asked about other aspects of physical
education experiences, middle school and high
school students differed in their opinions in many

ways. Middle school students were more likely
than high school students to agree with; “I parti-
cipate in Physical Education because I am getting
better at physical activities” (middle school,
52.8% versus high school, 41.2%), “I think
Physical Education is as important as English and
Math” (47.5% versus 39.7%), and “My parents
think Physical Education is as important as
English and Math” (34.6% versus 26.7%). How-
ever, high school students were more likely than
middle school students to agree with “I participate
in Physical Education because I have to” (high
school, 41.3% versus middle school, 32.4%).
Responses to swimming also yielded differences.
High school students were more likely to agree
that they don’t like swimming than middle school
students (43.5% and 23.6%, respectively).

When responding to why students might
choose not to participate in physical education, a
few differences were found between high school
and middle school students. High school students
were more likely than middle school students to
agree with “I don’t feel I have enough time to
change and shower” (high school, 57.9% versus
middle school, 46.6%) and “I hate having to bring
and carry my physical education clothes in
school” (49.1% and 37.7%, respectively). In con-
trast, middle school students were more likely
than high school students to agree with “I don’t
feel comfortable changing in front of others”
(middle school, 45.1% versus high school,
28.4%). In identifying the top three reasons why
students might choose not to participate in
physical education, middle and high school
students differed significantly on one item. Over
26% of high school students selected “I don’t like
swimming” compared with only 10.5% of middle
school students.

Discussion
As the teachers in the school system had

specific areas they wanted to examine through the
survey, many of the items tested aspects of
student perceptions not previously addressed in
the literature. For example, one surprising finding
in this study was that 71% of students agreed that
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they would choose to participate in physical
education because “it makes me healthier”. The
profession’s message of health and wellness
through physical activity seems to have pierced
students’ understanding. The importance of the
curriculum has already been established in pre-
vious research (Carlson, 1995; Ennis et al., 1997;
Luke & Cope, 1994; Tannehill, et al., 1994), but
the findings in this study suggest to practitioners
that students would like more input into activity
choices. The student voices in this urban school
district were clear in their desire for “choices”
within the context of the physical education cur-
riculum. Students also want to choose the groups
they participate with and to be able to work at
their own pace.

Some of the items in the survey tested
commonly held beliefs, which did not turn out to
be valid for this population. Choosing to partici-
pate or not participate because “friends think it’s
cool” was not selected as an important reason
(fewer than 20%). Furthermore, fewer than 20%
of the students identified that stretching/fitness
activities, competitive activities, breaking finger-
nails, religion beliefs, anxiety over ability or
potential embarrassment, or class size were
reasons not to participate.

Many of the findings in this study corroborate
previous research. Students chose to participate in
physical education because they like team sports
(Figley, 1985; Luke & Sinclair, 1991; Rice, 1988;
Tannehill, et al., 1994; Tannehill & Zakrajsek,
1993), learn new games and activities (Earl &
Stennett, 1987), have variety in activity (Carlson,
1995; Luke & Cope, 1994; Tannehill, et al.,
1994), and have fun (Earl & Stennett, 1987;
Lirgg, 1993; Luke & Sinclair, 1991; Tannehill, et
al., 1994). Support also exists for coeducational
classes, similar to the findings of Lirgg (1993)
and Tannehill, et al., (1994). Barriers to participa-
tion in physical education included having to go
to class sweaty (Earl & Stennett, 1987), not
enough time to shower/ change (Rice, 1988;
Scantling et al., 1995), and repetition/boredom
with the curriculum (Ennis et al., 1997; Scantling
et al., 1995). Thus, much of the previous research

in this area was supported. The strength of this
study, however, lies in the large number of
respondents (over 5300) as well as differences in
attitudes based on level in school.

The identification of differences between
middle and high school students with regard to
their perceptions about participating in physical
education is an important aspect of this study.
Although Lirgg (1993) reported that high school
students preferred coeducational classes and
middle school students preferred single sex
classes, few other researchers have examined
potential differences between these two groups. In
this study, students voiced notable differences in
the rankings of activity preferences. Middle
school students ranked swimming first while high
school students ranked it last. On the other hand,
middle school students ranked fitness activities
last while high school students ranked them
second. Middle school students were more likely
than high school students to agree that they like
learning new games and activities, they want to
choose the group they work with, they participate
because they are getting better, they think
physical education is as important as English or
Math, they are afraid others would make fun of
them, and they don’t feel comfortable changing in
front of others. High school students were more
likely than middle school students to agree that
they like getting out of class and moving, physical
education makes them healthier, they want to pick
their own activities, they participate because they
have to, they don’t have enough time to change
and shower, they don’t like having to bring
clothes for class, and they don’t like to swim.

These differences by level are noteworthy for
their implications for curriculum design. Teachers
need to hear and be sensitive to the grade level of
students when making decisions about which
activities to offer if the curriculum is to be
meaningful. Swimming may be a critical physical
skill, but it will likely meet with resistance if
placed at an inappropriate level. Placing a new
pool in the high school may not be ideal for
instructional purposes when secondary school
students are resistant to participating in this
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activity. On the other hand, a curriculum heavy in
fitness activities may be better received at the
high school level than the middle school level.
Middle school students may not be receptive to
“working out”, but the goals of fitness and
wellness may still be achieved by keeping the
students continuously active in activities such as
modified games. In fact, based on this study,
teachers should try to capitalize on their students’
general awareness of the relationship between
health and physical activity by weaving health
and wellness themes into whatever activities they
offer.

For high school students, choice of activities
and input into those choices is critical. Many
programs already include choices, but how often
are the choices driven by the expertise of the
teachers as opposed to the preferences of the
students? Some curriculums may have electives,
but repeat the same choices year after year. This
structure does not promote the necessary variety
for optimal student participation. Teachers need
to consider activities that appeal to a broader base
than the traditional individual and team sport
curriculum. Consideration of the organization and
structure of lessons may also enhance the experi-
ence of participants. Teachers may further benefit
from considering the structure of their classes. If
middle school students want to choose their own
groups, value getting better, and don’t want to be
made fun of by peers, teachers can plan lessons to
accommodate choice of partners, equipment, and
level of challenge. These are simply extensions of
commonly held practices in elementary school.

Even if these curricular issues are addressed
well, persistent structural barriers may remain to
participation. Time to shower and change and the
nuisance of bringing clothes to school are still
deterrents to participation for many students.
Some creativity with regard to dressing for class,
coupled with some advocacy for appropriate
scheduling of class time, may make it easier for
students to participate. One suggestion for future
research is to design a qualitative study that
would examine the issues in this study with more
depth and texture. Perhaps if we would listen,

students themselves could be resources for
addressing some of the obstacles to participation
in physical education.

Finally, the value of the partnership between
the school system and the PETP faculty cannot be
underestimated. The school system provides the
vital connection between theory and practice that
keeps faculty grounded in the day-to-day issues of
teaching and it provides preservice teacher place-
ment sites for the institution. The PETP faculty
provides resources, inservice programming, con-
sultation on projects, and assistance with school
field days. Thus, the partnership is mutually
beneficial. Collaborative projects such as
curriculum revision and this research project are
enhanced by the reciprocity of expertise. This
type of partnership is critical for promoting best
practice and developing action research and is
well worth the time needed to cultivate it.
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Figure 1         Physical Education Survey Demographics

Count %

Male 2601 49 0

Female 2707 51.0

Ethnic Asian
African-American
Hispanic
Russian
White
Other

0211
1411
1614
0089
1809
0174

04.0
26.6
34.0
01.7
34.1
03.3

Number of friends 1.00 
Participate 2.00

3.00
4.00
5.00

0284
0267
0678
0727
2923

05.8
05.5
13.9
14.9
59.9

Number of classes you 1.00 
Participated 2.00

3.00
4.00
5.00

0236
0237
0469
0743
3193

04.8
04.9
09.6
15.2
65.5

Active Parent 1.00
2.00
3.00
4.00
5.00

1378
0580
0813
0394
0939

33.6
14.4
19.8
09.6
22.9

Describe how you like a lot
feel about school school is ok

hate school

0836
3239
0907

16.8
65.0
18.2

Grade in school A
B
C
Below C

1021
2045
1495
0410

20.5
41.1
30.1
08.2

Grade in PE A
B
C
Below C

2520
1133
0525
0660

52.1
23.4
10.9
13.7

Do you participate in Yes
physical activity outside No 
of class

3749
1258

74.9
25.1


