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Introduction: The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the experiences
of low-participating students in physical education and to identify the factors that
contributed to changes in their participation patterns.

Methods: This study adopted a qualitative design, and the data were analyzed using
reflexive thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework. The
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study population consisted of female lower secondary school students in Rasht who
initially showed limited participation in physical education classes but later
experienced a transition toward active participation. Using purposive sampling, 21
students were selected and participated in semi-structured interviews. To enhance
trustworthiness, participant checking, peer debriefing, and rich, contextualized
descriptions were employed.

Results: Five themes (14 subthemes) described a multifaceted change process.
Individual/psychological factors—gains in self-confidence, perceived competence,
and shifts in attitudes toward PE—helped students re-enter activities.
Educational/environmental conditions—supportive, game-based teaching, activity
variety, and adequate facilities—lowered barriers. Social and interpersonal support
from peers, teachers, and families fostered belonging and persistence. Psychosocial
outcomes (stress relief, enjoyment, role acceptance) reinforced engagement. Finally,
innovations and alternative participation—gamification and non-physical roles
(refereeing, team management, assistant coaching)—provided inclusive pathways.
Conclusion: Participation among previously non-participating students results from
an interplay of psychological, educational, social, and environmental conditions.
Compulsion is insufficient; diversifying opportunities, strengthening teacher and
peer support, protecting time and resources for PE, and offering structured
alternative roles can attract and retain students.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Physical education (PE) is widely recognized as an essential
component of students” holistic development, contributing to physical
health, psychological well-being, and social development. Despite its
educational value, a considerable proportion of students demonstrate
low levels of participation or disengagement in PE classes. This lack
of engagement presents a challenge for educators and policy-makers,
as PE is intended not only to promote physical activity but also to
support motivation, self-confidence, social interaction, and positive
attitudes toward movement and learning. Previous research has largely
focused on general participation patterns or on measuring motivational
variables quantitatively, offering limited insight into how participation
patterns may change over time from the students’ own perspectives.
In particular, the experiences and perceptions of students who initially
participate minimally but later become more engaged remain
underexplored. Addressing this gap, the present study aimed to
qualitatively explore the experiences and perceptions of low-
participating students in physical education and to identify the factors
that contributed to changes in their participation patterns. By
foregrounding students’ own accounts, this study seeks to provide
practical, context-sensitive insights that can inform strategies for
fostering more inclusive and engaging PE learning environments.

Methods

This study adopted a qualitative research design. Data were analyzed
using reflexive thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s Six-
phase framework (2006; 2019). Participants were 21 female lower
secondary school students in Rasht, Iran, selected through purposive
criterion-based sampling. Inclusion criteria were minimal or no
participation in physical education classes at the beginning of the
academic term and a subsequent increase in participation during the
same term, identified through the physical education teacher’s
classroom records and confirmed by student self-report. Data were
collected through individual semi-structured interviews, which
enabled participants to reflect on their experiences and perceptions
regarding changes in their participation in physical education.
Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed
through the six analytic phases of reflexive thematic analysis:
familiarization with the data, initial coding, theme construction, theme
review, theme definition, and report production. The analysis resulted
in five main themes and fourteen subcategories. To enhance
trustworthiness, several strategies were employed, including
participant checking of interview summaries, peer debriefing during
the analytical process, and the use of rich and transparent descriptions
to support interpretive coherence.

Results

The analysis revealed a multifaceted set of influences shaping
students’ engagement with PE. The first theme, individual factors,
highlighted the importance of building self-confidence and changing
attitudes toward sport. Students often described how small successes
helped them feel capable, which in turn motivated them to continue
participating. The second theme, educational and environmental
factors, underscored the role of teaching style, activity variety, and
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adequate facilities. Students emphasized that when teachers adopted
game-based, non-threatening methods, and when facilities and
equipment were sufficient, they were more inclined to join in. The
third theme, social and interpersonal support, focused on the
encouragement students received from peers and family members.
Positive reinforcement from friends and teachers created a sense of
belonging and fostered sustained involvement. The fourth theme,
psychological-social outcomes, illustrated how participation in PE
provided stress relief, enjoyment, and opportunities for role
acceptance. Students described PE as a safe space where they could
expend energy, feel joy, and build meaningful social relationships.
Finally, the fifth theme, innovations and alternative participation,
showed that approaches such as gamification, technology-supported
activities, and the chance to take on non-physical roles (e.g.,
refereeing, team management, or assistant coaching) offered new
pathways for engagement, particularly for those who were initially
hesitant about physical performance.

Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that the participation of previously
uninterested students in PE is shaped by a complex interplay of
psychological, educational, social, and environmental factors.
Engagement cannot be fostered by compulsion or mere physical
presence; rather, it requires a multidimensional approach that
empowers students, diversifies opportunities, and cultivates
supportive environments. Practical implications for educators include
designing programs that emphasize success experiences, offering
diverse roles and activities, improving access to appropriate facilities,
and fostering a culture of encouragement within the class. At the
organizational level, school leaders should protect curricular time for
PE, resource safe spaces and basic equipment, support autonomy-
supportive/game-based pedagogy through professional development,
and create formal options for alternative roles to ensure inclusive
participation. On a broader level, these results call for curriculum
designers and policy-makers to view PE as a holistic educational space
where psychological growth and social connectedness are as important
as physical performance.
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