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ABSTRACT
Students’ perceived learning in physical education (PE) is an important yet
neglected area of research. Increased knowledge about students’
perceived learning can provide teachers with useful information to
promote meaningful learning experiences in PE. Moreover, perceived
learning can potentially be an alternative measurement to school
grades when analyzing equality of outcome. Given that gender and
migration background are associated with equality issues in PE, these
groups are of particular focus in this study. With this background, the
aim of this paper is threefold: (a) to explore students’ perceived
learning in PE in Sweden, (b) to analyze what perceptions of PE are
most prominent, and (c) present a way to quantitatively illustrate how
perceptions about PE vary across gender and migration background.
The analysis was based on a question about students’ perceived
learning and was conducted in two steps. First, the students’ answers
were categorized using qualitative content analysis. The analysis shows
that the perceived learning in PE can be categorized into the following
categories: ‘Physical doing’, ‘Emotional experiences’, ‘Health’, ‘Do not
learn’, ‘Outdoor Education’ and ‘Social interaction’. Second, by
quantitatively illustrate all answers in relation to the six categories, the
result showed that the category of ‘Physical doing’ (36%) was the most
prominent, and thereafter, in descending order are the categories of
‘Emotional experiences’ (22%), ‘Health’ (18%), ‘Do not learn’ (10%),
‘Outdoor Education’ (10%) and ‘Social interaction’ (4%). The results also
showed that regardless of gender and migration background, students
have somewhat similar perceptions of what they learn in PE. In this
study we: (i) present a categorization of students’ perceived learning in
PE, (ii) show that physical doing is a prominent aspect in students
answers, lastly (iii) by quantitatively illustrate students’ perceived
learning in PE, this study also suggest an alternative measurement to
analyze equality in PE.
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Introduction

School grades are by far the most common measurement when it comes to analyzing equality of
outcome in education. When there are large ‘gaps’ in school grades between equality relevant
groups, this is considered a strong indicator of inequality (see Gustafsson et al., 2016; SOU, 2019,
p. 40; The National Agency for Education [NAE], 2010; OECD, 2015, 2017). Although that there are
several equality relevant groups, both the Swedish Educational Act (see SOU, 2019, p. 40) and pre-
vious research (see Barker et al., 2014) state that groups based on gender and migration background
are two groups of particular importance. Studies have shown that both gender and students’
migration background, and the intersection of these groups, are closely associated with unequal
school grades in Physical Education (PE1) (Svennberg & Högberg, 2018). Although school grades
are important when analyzing equality of outcome in PE, there is a great need to explore additional
measurements that acknowledge the ‘student voice’ (see Dyson, 2006; López-Pastor et al., 2013).
Therefore, instead of using school grades in PE, this study focus on an alternative measurement
to gain the student perspective on learning in PE – that is students’ perceived learning in PE.

The main reason for focusing on students’ perceived learning in PE is that it can uncover elements
in PE practice that students experience as being meaningful. Research suggests that meaningful
experiences in PE should be promoted because such experiences have the potential to positively
affect students’ quality of life and well-being. It can also promote lifelong learning (Beni et al.,
2017; Beni et al., 2019; Kretchmar, 2007; Ní Chróinín et al., 2018; Ní Chróinín et al., 2019). To gain
insight on this, it is important to listen to what the students have to say, particularly because only
the students themselves can provide teachers with relevant information about what they experience
as being meaningful.

Given the importance of gaining the students’ experiences in PE, there is nonetheless limited
knowledge about, (i) what students perceive they learn in PE, (ii) what aspects of learning in PE
that are prominent in students’ answers, and (iii) alternative measurements to school grades that
could be used when analyzing equality of outcome. Therefore, this study intends to address this
knowledge gap. The aim of this paper is threefold: (a) to explore students’ perceived learning in
PE in Sweden, (b) to analyze what perceptions of PE are most prominent, and (c) to present a
way to quantitatively illustrate how perceptions about PE vary across gender and migration back-
ground. To summarize, this paper will make three contributions to existing research. First, it sheds
new light on students’ perceived learning in PE. Second, it highlights that increased knowledge
about students’ perceived learning in PE can help teachers create meaningful learning experiences
in PE. And third, instead of using school grades as a measurement to analyze equality of outcome,
this paper demonstrates an alternative measurement, that is, students’ perceived learning in PE.

Learning in physical education

Although ‘the goal of physical education is student learning’ (Ennis, 2014, p. 9), studies indicate that
students do not articulate well both what they perceive they learn in PE (Larsson, 2008) and what
they are supposed to learn according to curricula (Lundvall, 2004; Nyberg & Larsson, 2014; Redelius
et al., 2015). What was found was that instead of articulating what they learn or what they are sup-
posed to learn, students more often describe what they do during PE. This ‘doing’ is often associated
with some sort of non-competence-based physical activity, sport, or game (Nyberg & Larsson, 2014).
Consequently, when students describe their learning in PE, they often tend to focus on what they do
rather than on what they perceive they learn (Larsson & Redelius, 2008; Lundvall, 2004; Lundvall &
Meckbach, 2008; Nyberg & Larsson, 2014; Redelius et al., 2015).

The focus on ‘doing’ activities rather than learning in PE is not new. Nearly four decades ago,
Placek (1983) described that successful learning in PE was often defined by the extent to which
the students were ‘busy, happy, and good’ (p. 49), meaning, busy with physical activities, happy
while doing them, and feeling good as a result of doing them. While the busy aspect corresponds
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well with the ‘doing’ aspect, the ‘happy’ and ‘good’ aspects are consistent with research showing
that students often associate learning with personal and emotive experiences in PE. A palpable
example of this is that students often associate learning in PE with their personal experience of
having fun (Annerstedt, 1991; Barr-Anderson et al., 2008; Kretschmann, 2015; Larsson & Redelius,
2008; Nyberg & Larsson, 2014; Whitehead, 2005). According to some research, the ‘fun’ aspect is actu-
ally one of the most prominent aspects of learning when students describe what they learn in PE (see
Annerstedt, 1991; Lundvall, 2004; Quennerstedt et al., 2008; Swedish Schools Inspectorate, 2018).
Despite that, the ‘fun’ aspect seems to be important for students in relation to learning, studies
show that it is difficult for students to describe why and how this is important (see Nyberg &
Larsson, 2014).

As described, research has shown that students often have difficulties describing what they per-
ceive they learn in PE. However, when they do, they often tend to focus on ‘doing’ physical activities
and describe learning in terms of personal and emotive experiences, such as having ‘fun’. Consider-
ing that the aim of PE is student learning, this can be problematic in terms of the curriculum. None-
theless, from a teacher’s perspective, it can be important to know which elements of learning
students find important and meaningful. Without this knowledge, it is difficult or even impossible
to create and promote a stimulating and inclusive learning environment (see Dyson, 2006; Ennis,
2014).

Perceived learning and meaningfulness

Meaning in PE has for long been of interest for researchers (Arnold, 1979; Hawkins, 2008; Metheny,
1968; Quennerstedt et al., 2011). Kretchmar (2007) explains that meaning ‘includes all emotions, per-
ceptions, hopes, dreams, and other cognitions – in short, the full range of human experience’
(p. 382). Moreover, Kretchmar (2007) distinguishes between meaning and meaningful(ness), with
the latter reflecting experiences in PE that have a ‘personal significance’ to the student (p. 382).
Many studies on meaningful experiences in PE have been conducted (see Beni et al., 2017; Kretch-
mar, 2000, 2001, 2006, 2007, 2008); according to Kretchmar (2006), several aspects can represent
qualities of meaningful experience: social interaction, fun, a challenge, increased motor competence
and delight. In a review, Beni et al. (2017) conclude that another aspect should be included – per-
sonally relevant learning. Several studies propose that teachers should strive to design PE so that
learning becomes meaningful for students. Those studies highlight that meaningful experiences
in PE have the potential to positively influence students’ quality of life. Furthermore, a strong
focus on meaningful experiences can contribute to the students’ attention being directed
towards the quality of physical movement and how such experiences contribute to feelings of
well-being and joy (see Beni et al., 2017; Beni et al., 2019; Chróinín et al., 2019; Ní Chróinín et al.,
2018). Based on our understanding of the concept of meaningful experiences in PE, it is possible
to gain new information about what aspects of learning students experience as meaningful, by
exploring what students perceive they learn. In addition to the importance of exploring students’
perceived learning, there is also a great need to explore measurements that are meaningful from
the students’ perspective. Such measurements can be alternatives to school grades when analyzing
equality of outcome in PE.

Perceived learning and (in)equality

Although the concept of equality is complex, it can be understood as based on two key components.
The first component decide the principle of equality (for example, strict equality, adequate equality
and equality based on prioritarianism). The various principles of equality are based on different
assumptions about what is to be considered as fair. For example, if students should have the
same amount of what is valuable, or if the most disadvantaged students should be as well off as
possible. Although equality is a goal in school systems around the world, it can mean different
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things depending on which principle of equality that is used (Gustafsson et al., 2016). The second
component decides what values that should be equal based on the first component. Values are
by definition something that are valuable in relation to a specific context and could both be under-
stood as opportunities and outcomes (see Evans, 1993; Phillips, 2004). In this study, we focus on equal-
ity of outcome and one particular value – students’ perceived learning in PE.

Studies on equality in PE have a rich tradition (Evans, 1993; Griffin, 1984; see also Evans &
Davies, 2008, 2015, 2017). During the last 30 years, a vast amount of literature has been pub-
lished. This includes, but are not limited to, studies that focus on: school reforms, privatization
and neoliberalism (Evans & Davies, 2008, 2015, 2017), the significance of socially just guidelines
in curriculums and policies (Gerdin et al., 2019; Walton-Fisette & Sutherland, 2020), race and eth-
nicity (Blackshear, 2020; Dagkas & Hunter, 2015; Safron, 2020) and norms, objectification and
sexuality (Larsson et al., 2011). There is also a large amount of literature that in various ways
focus, explores and highlights the importance of social justice in PE (Enright et al., 2018; Hill
et al., 2018), transformative PE education (Lynch & Curtner-Smith, 2019), critical PE education
(Fitzpatrick & Russell, 2015; Shelley & Mccuaig, 2018; Sicilia-Camacho & Brown, 2008) and how
to change the traditional PE practice using an activist approach (Luguetti et al., 2019; Oliver
et al., 2018).

Many studies show that students’ opportunities to succeed in PE differ, among others, as a result of
gender and migration background. However, there is clearly a lack of studies that focus on equality
of outcome and the use of an alternative outcome to school grades. Therefore, in this study we focus
on one alternative outcome to school grades, that is, students’ perceived learning PE. Although we
use an alternative outcome (students’ perceived learning) it is possible to draw conclusions about
equality based on a principle proposed in previous research that uses school grades (SOU, 2019,
p. 40). That principle states, were there are considerable differences in school grades ‘between
girls and boys, […] and between students with different migration backgrounds – then there is
reason to suspect that equality is not sufficient’ (NAE, 2010, p. 60). In this study, the aforementioned
principle is used in the interpretation of the results, more precisely; considerable differences in stu-
dents’ perceived learning in PE between groups based on gender and migration background, may
be a strong indicator of inequality (see SOU, 2019, p. 40).

Method

This study is based on data from the School–Sport–Health (SSH) project. SSH is an interdisciplinary
and longitudinal Swedish research project focusing on students’ perceptions of PE and schoolchil-
dren’s physiological and medical health. The empirical material used in this study derives from a
questionnaire collected in 2016. All data was used in line with the approved ethical application
(ref. no. 2019-00172) and handled in accordance with rules and prevailing ethical practice.

Participants

The participants were a national sample of students (N = 1,203, girls n = 598, boys n = 594, and 11
students who did not report gender) from Grade 6 (n = 562) and Grade 9 (n = 641). The students
in Grade 6 were aged 12–13 years, and the students in Grade 9 were aged 15–16 years. The students
were from the same schools (N = 24) or the same geographical areas as the randomly selected
schools in the first SSH study (see Sundblad et al., 2005 for more information).

As described above, we use the same indicator of inequality as in studies that use school
grades. In this study, the interpretation of the results is bound to quantitatively illustrate perceived
learning in PE across groups based on gender and migration background. To categorize migration
background, we use the same definition as in previous research and the national classification
from Statistics Sweden (SCB) (Gustafsson et al., 2016; SCB, 2002; SOU, 2019, p. 40). Accordingly,
the students migration backgrounds were dichotomously categorized: (a) Swedish background
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– students born in Sweden having at least one parent born in Sweden (n = 1,037), or (b) foreign
background – students born in Sweden and whose parents were both born abroad or students
born abroad no matter where the parents were born (n = 163). Only three students did not
report migration background.

Procedure

We analyzed students’ answers from one question with an open response alternative and a state-
ment with one response alternative. The question with an open response alternative was, What
do you think you learn during physical education classes and during sports-/outdoor days? The state-
ment with one response alternative was, I do not learn anything.

Content analysis
First, the students’ answers were categorized using a qualitative content analysis. Second, based on
the categories, a quantitative content analysis was conducted in which the students’ gender and
migration backgrounds were taken into account.

Qualitative content analysis. The analysis was based on manifest content and inductively driven.
This means that the analysis was data-driven and the categories identified were strongly linked to
the students’ answers (see Braun & Clarke, 2006). The analysis was based on the guidelines of pre-
vious research (see Graneheim & Lundman, 2004) and conducted in five steps: (1) the empirical
material was read several times so that the content would be recognized and to create an awareness
of the extent of answers. After that, (2) the students’ answers were condensed/shortened, without
losing the original meaning. Thereafter, (3) the condensed answers were abstracted to codes. (4)
The codes were then further categorized into a subcategory. For example, in the meaning-carrying
unit, Learning how to move in order to get the most out of my training, both ‘move’, ‘training’ and the
entire meaning-carrying unit indicated that learning to move was described as a way to benefit most
from physical training. ‘Move’ and ‘training’ are clearly related to each other and therefore suitable to
include in the same category. In the last step, (5) the themes under ‘Subcategory’ formed the final
categories. To promote trustworthiness and suitable names for the final categories, the process
was presented and discussed during seminars with PETE researchers – which have proven successful
in earlier studies (see, e.g. Haraldsson et al., 2010). See Table 1 for an example of the analysis.

Quantitative content analysis. Guided by the work of Rourke and Anderson (2004), the quantitative
content analysis was conducted by: (1) summarizing the number of meaning-carrying units for each
category; (2) dividing the number of meaning-carrying units for the specific category with the total
number of meaning-carrying units (∑ = 1,530), such as specified in the following formula

∑
units(one category)

∑ = 1530 (units all categorys)
.

Based on the empirical material from this study, the meaning-carrying unit are as follows: ‘Physical
doing’ (548), ‘Emotional experiences’ (341), ‘Health’ (282), ‘Do not learn’ (148), ‘Outdoor Education’,
(149) and ‘Social interaction’ (62). An example for all students and the category ‘Physical doing’ is

Table 1. Example of the analysis with the responses (R) from two students (R1 and R2).

Meaning-carrying unit
Condensed meaning-

carrying unit Code Subcategory Category

R1: Learn how to move to get the most out
of my training.

R1: Move to gain the most. R1: Move/
movement.

R1:
Movements.

R1: Physical
doing.

R2: I think I learn about different training
forms.

R2: Different training
forms.

R2: Train/training. R2: Training. R2: Physical
doing.
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presented in the formula
∑ = 548
∑ = 1530

= 36%.

Thereafter, to enable a quantitative illustration with regards to equality relevant student groups, the
analysis was conducted separately for (a) girls with a Swedish background, (b) girls with a foreign
background, (c) boys with a Swedish background and (d) boys with a foreign background.

Results

Firstly, based on the qualitative content analysis, we can answer the first aim of the study. The result
is presented in Table 2. The category ‘Do not learn’ is not included as a result. Secondly, based on the
quantitative content analysis, we can answer the second and third aims. The result is presented in
Figure 1 under the heading, ‘Quantitative content analysis’.

Physical doing

This category shows that students describe learning in relation to the following subcategories: Train-
ing, Sports, Movements, Techniques or Games. As such, students’ perceived learning in the category
‘Physical doing’ was, in a broad sense, associated or equated with ‘doing’ physical activities. The cat-
egory illustrates that students’ perceptions of learning was closely related with being physically
active and understanding why physical activity is important (often in terms of the ‘right’ or ‘best’
way to be physically active). In all the subcategories, students described learning both in terms of
how the physical activity is done, or should be done, and why the physical activity is important.
Common examples in each subcategory follow: Training: ‘I think that you learn to train in the
right way and that training is important’ and ‘how I should train, training techniques’. Sports: ‘I’m
learning how to perform sport activities in the right way’. Movements: ‘I learn how I can train in
the best way, so that I move in the right way when I should lift something or breathe with
regular intervals when I run’. Techniques: ‘I learn a lot about technique, for example, if it is basketball
I learn how to throw’ and ‘The technique on different things, how to do and how not to do’. Games: ‘I
learn about different sports and games’ and ‘I have learned to play some new games’.

Emotional experiences

This overarching category involves students’ descriptions of their learning in relation to other related
aspects, which are placed into three subcategories: Emotive, Expected or Learning related to personal
experience. In the first subcategory, Emotive, students typically described learning as closely related
to emotional experiences, such as fun and hate, for example, ‘It is fun’ and ‘When I had PE? Nothing
but hating myself more’. In the subcategory, Expected, the students answers were typically related to
the notion that there was something ‘tacit’ (cf. Gourlay, 2002) that they were supposed to learn or do.
For example, ‘I learn what I am supposed to learn’. Typical answers also include students describing

Table 2. Result from the qualitative content analysis – categories and subcategories of students’ perceived learning in PE.

Categories Physical doing Emotional experiences Health Outdoor Education Social interaction

Subcategories Training Emotive Health prevention Outdoor
Education techniques

Collaboration

Sports Expected Health promotion To take care of nature Consideration
Movements Personal experiences Rules
Techniques
Games
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how learning is expected to take place during certain types of lessons, for example, ‘I learn most
during theory’ and ‘I think it is fun to move; of course, I have learned from the theory lessons
too’. In the subcategory, Personal experiences, students typically described learning in relation to
self-confidence and self-belief. For example, ‘I have learned to believe in myself,’ ‘You learn to
compete against yourself,’ ‘[I] take myself seriously,’ and ‘Be committed, fight.’ Other typical
answers in the subcategory, Personal experiences, were related to students experiencing that they
learn ‘a lot’; however, they do not mention what they have learned ‘a lot’ about. For example, ‘I
think I have learned a lot,’ ‘Very much,’ ‘Most things, you get to learn most,’ and ‘[I] don’t know,
but I’ve learned things.’

Health

In this category, students describe learning as closely related to the Health promotion and Health pre-
vention. In both subcategories, the aspect of the body featured prominently. In the subcategory,
Health promotion, the students described that they need to learn about and (learn to) take care of
the body. For example, ‘How to take care of your body’ and ‘I learn a lot about the body and
what is good and bad for it. Even how to take care of it the best way’. In general, the students typi-
cally described that they learn about the body rather than through or with the body. One example is
that students describe that they learned about diet, ‘You learn more about health and diet’ and ‘I
learn a lot about diet and how to take care of the body’. Furthermore, learning related to achieving
and maintaining a healthy body was prominent in the students’ answers, for example, ‘I have also
learned how to live a healthy life with a balance between diet and exercise. How to get a healthier
life’ and ‘I think we learn [that it’s] important to feel good and get through life in a good way’. In the
subcategory, Health prevention, students typically associated learning with injury prevention, cardi-
opulmonary resuscitation, and emergencies. For example, ‘I learn how to prevent injuries’, ‘I think I
learn most about how to take care of your own body and also be able to save the others’, ‘I learn
about how I should work with my body better and get stronger without injuring myself’, and
‘First aid’.

Outdoor education

This category shows that students describe learning in relation to the following caregorys: Outdoor
Education techniques, To take care of nature or Rules. Students’ perceived learning in the subcategory,
Outdoor Education techniques, shows that learning was typically associated with nature and ‘doing’
activities that usually take place in nature, such as orienteering, hiking, cooking, and making a fire.
For example, ‘To read a map, outdoor life’, and ‘How one should be dressed/pack a backpack’ for an
outdoor day in winter, ‘We got to learn to navigate in nature and read maps and compasses. That is
something I learned’, ‘I think you learn to handle the wilderness’, and ‘I learned that you do not need
to have a regular stove to cook good food’. In some cases, students also described what they per-
ceive they learn with just the word, friluftsliv, which is a Swedish word that translates to ‘outdoor
life’. In the subcategory, To take care of nature, learning was typically associated with how to
behave/act and how (not) to use nature’s resources. For example, ‘I learn to use nature’s resources’
and ‘To appreciate our beautiful nature and take care of it’. In the subcategory, Rules, students typi-
cally describe learning as closely associated with different ‘do’s and don’ts’, such as, right of public
access (allemansrätten). For example, ‘We got to learn about the right of public access’ and ‘I learn
about the right of public access and about the rules of nature’.

Social interaction

This category shows that students describe learning in relation to social interaction, which in this
study, includes the subcategories Collaboration and Consideration. Taken together, in the category
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‘Social interaction’, students often associated learning with specific activities, such as ball games. An
example from the subcategory, Collaboration, is ‘cooperation in the ball game, ball game communi-
cation’. In addition, in the subcategory, Collaboration, students often describe learning as closely
relating to classmates or groups, for example, ‘Collaborate, work in groups during the physical con-
ditions’ and ‘I learn to collaborate with my peers’. In the subcategory, Consideration, students’ per-
ceived learning was typically associated with how to support others, behave correctly, and be fair, for
example, ‘I have learned how to behave in class’ and ‘I learn how to behave with others’.

Quantitative content analysis

Based on the results from the qualitative content analysis, we were able to achieve the second and
third aims. Regarding the second aim of this study, Figure 1 shows that the most prominent category
was ‘Physical doing’ (36%) and thereafter in descending order, ‘Emotional experiences’ (22%),
‘Health’ (18%), ‘Do not learn’ (10%), ‘Outdoor Education’ (10%) and ‘Social interaction’ (4%). As
shown in Figure 1, there are considerable variations, with certain categories clearly more prominent
than others, for example, ‘Physical doing’ (36%) versus ‘Social interaction’ (4%).

Regarding the third part of this study, the result presented in Figure 1 shows small variations in
relation to students’ gender and migration backgrounds. This is particularly visible in the four cat-
egories ‘Physical doing’, ‘Health’, ‘Outdoor Education’ and ‘Social interaction’. However, there are
also some noteworthy variations; the most marked observations to emerge from the quantitative
illustration are the variation within the category ‘Do not learn’, in which girls with a foreign back-
ground had a higher value (14%) compared to girls with a Swedish background (7%).

To summarize, the quantitative illustration of students’ perceived learning in PE showed which
category is the most prominent (‘Physical doing’). The results also showed that regardless of
gender and migration background, students have somewhat similar perceptions of what they
learn in PE.

Discussion

This study contributes to existing research in three ways: (1) it contributes with new knowledge
about students’ perceived learning in PE, (2) it highlights that knowledge about students’ perceived
learning can provide information to teachers about elements in PE practice that can promote mean-
ingful learning experiences and (3) by quantitatively illustrate students’ perceived learning in PE, this
study also suggest an alternative measurement to analyze equality of outcome in PE.

First, there is an ongoing discussion about how teachers can positively promote students’ mean-
ingful experiences in PE. The categorization of students’ perceived learning in this study (see Table 2)
can shed new light on aspects that students themselves find important and meaningful. In earlier
studies, Kretchmar (2006) and Beni et al. (2017) described several aspects which are central influ-
ences on students’ meaningful experiences in PE: social interaction, fun, challenge, increased
motor competence, delight and personally relevant learning. Although we selected other names
for most of the categories in this study compared to Beni et al. (2017), there are several similarities
in regard to what the categories symbolize. Guided by the work of Kretchmar (2006), we named one
of the categories in this study ‘Social interaction’. On one hand, in accordance with previous research,
we propose that ‘Social interaction’ can positively influence meaningful experiences in PE. However,
on the other hand, we share the claims made by Beni et al. (2017) that ‘Social interaction’ not is an
aspect that promotes meaningful experiences in PE for all students. The empirical findings in this
study support this claim (see Figure 1). That is, compared to all the other categories, the category
of ‘Social interaction’ is the least prominent. This indicates, although somewhat simplified, that
few students experience ‘Social interaction’ as important in relation to perceived learning in PE.
As mentioned, although we gave other names for the remaining categories in this study, the cat-
egory ‘Increased motor competence’ corresponds well with the category ‘Physical doing’. This is
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clear because both categories have a strong focus on students’ ability to perform physical activity/
movements, games, and sports. Based on the results from this study, the prominent position of the
category ‘Physical doing’ supports the claims of previous studies. That is, for several students, ‘doing’
physical activities are closely associated with learning in PE. Additionally, our category of ‘Emotional
experiences’ has a number of similarities with the ‘Fun’, Delight’ and ‘Challenge’ categories
suggested by Kretchmar (2006). Despite that we named the category ‘Emotional experiences’, the
category entails all the personal feelings and experiences that students attribute to learning in PE.
Finally, in addition to the categories proposed by Kretchmar (2006) and Beni et al. (2017), our
results show that the categories ‘Health’ and ‘Outdoor Education’ also are elements in PE practice
that can positively promote meaningful learning experiences in PE.

Second, based on the categorization of students’ perceived learning in PE, we quantitatively illus-
trated which categories are most prominent. The most striking result to emerge from the data is that
the category ‘Physical doing’ is much more prominent than the other categories. However, the
strong focus on ‘doing’ in PE is not new. Several other studies have shown that students often
strongly associate, and even equate, learning in PE with ‘doing’ physical activities (see Chen &
Ennis, 2004; Lundvall & Meckbach, 2008; Nyberg & Larsson, 2014). Given the results of previous
research, the prominent position of the category ‘Physical doing’ in this study is somewhat expected.
However, what was surprising was that the category was so much more prominent than all the other
categories.

The second most prominent category was ‘Emotional experiences’. The category illustrates that
learning was associated with personal experiences that students often have difficulty describing
in explicit terms. For example, in the study, several students describe that they learn ‘a lot’ and/or
to have ‘fun’. However, the students’ answers do not illustrate what they learn ‘a lot’ about, or
what there is to learn when having ‘fun’. The results are nonetheless somewhat expected, as
several studies have shown that students often find it difficult to articulate what they learn in PE
(see Larsson & Redelius, 2008; Lundvall, 2004; Nyberg & Larsson, 2014). Considering that ‘Emotional
experiences’ is the second most prominent category in this study, it is clear that a large proportion of
students find this important in relation to perceived learning. Although these findings are not new,
our study provides additional support to further explore students’ perceptions of learning in PE that
are difficult for students to articulate.

Third, we quantitatively illustrated how the students’ perceived learning in PE varied across two
equality relevant groups, that is, groups based on gender and migration background. As presented
in the results (see Figure 1), the results indicate that students, regardless of gender or migration
background, have somewhat similar perceptions of what they learn in PE. However, there is one
aspect of the results that is conspicuous, girls with a foreign background (14%) have a twice as
high value compared to girls with a Swedish background (7%) with regards to express that they
‘Do not learn’. Several studies that focus on equality of outcome state that large differences across
gender or migration background can be a strong indicator of inequality (see SOU, 2019, p. 40; Svenn-
berg & Högberg, 2018; NAE, 2010). Given that the result from this study show that girls with a foreign
background express that they ‘Do not learn’ in PE, to a considerably higher degree, can therefore be
an indicator of inequality. There is undoubtedly a vast amount of literature that show that students’
opportunities to succeed in PE differs based on gender and migration background (see Barker et al.,
2014; Svennberg & Högberg, 2018). Although it is beyond the scope of the present paper to study
how students’ opportunities in PE differ – the results from this study can provide knowledge about
the potential effects on one particular outcome, that is, students’ perceived learning. Although one
aspect of the results in this study gives us reason to question the degree of equality in PE, there are in
general small variations across groups based on gender and migration background with regards to
perceived learning in PE. However, more work will need to be done to confirm our findings.

This study has limitations, even though we use the same definition of migration background as
SCB (2002), the categorization includes a wide variation of students with different backgrounds. For
example, girls with foreign background is in no way a homogeneous group (Barker et al., 2014;
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Dagkas & Hunter, 2015). Although this is a broad categorization, by including both gender and
migration background, it was possible to have an intersectional approach when analyzing the
results. Moreover, given that this study use the same indicator of inequality as in studies that use
school grades (see Gustafsson et al., 2016; SOU, 2019, p. 40), the interpretation of the results were
bound to quantitatively illustrate perceived learning in PE across groups based on gender and
migration background.

To conclude, given that meaningful experiences in PE have the potential to positively influence
students’ quality of life, teachers should strive to design PE so that learning becomes meaningful for
students. The findings in this study sheds new light on what students learn in PE practice, and
suggest that students’ perceived learning in PE can uncover elements in PE that students experience
as meaningful. In addition, previous research has gained considerable insight with regard to equality
of outcome by analyzing how school grades vary across gender and migration background.
However, there is a great need to explore additional measurements that are meaningful for students
and that acknowledge the ‘student voice’. Therefore, this study suggest an alternative measurement,
instead of using school grades as the main measurement, we quantitatively illustrate how students’
perceived learning in PE can be an alternative.

Note

1. ‘Physical Education and Health’ is the correct term in Sweden. However, in the article, we will use the inter-
national term ‘physical education’ and its abbreviation, PE.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

References

Annerstedt, C. (1991). Idrottslärarna och idrottsämnet [Physical education teachers and the subject physical education].
[Doctoral dissertation, Gothenburg University]. Göteborg Studies in Educational Sciences. http://hdl.handle.net/
2077/11968.

Arnold, P. J. (1979). Meaning in movement, sport and physical education. Heinemann.
Barker, D., Barker-Ruchti, N., Gerber, M., Gerlach, E., Sattler, S., & Pühse, U. (2014). Youths with migration backgrounds

and their experiences of physical education: An examination of three cases. Sport, Education and Society, 19(2), 186–
203. https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2011.632627

Barr-Anderson, D. J., Neumark-Sztainer, D., Schmitz, K. H., Ward, D. S., Conway, T. L., Pratt, C., Baggett, C. D., Lytle, L., &
Pate, R. R. (2008). But I like PE: Factors associated with enjoyment of physical education class in middle school girls.
Research Quarterly for Exercise and Sport, 79(1), 18–27. https://doi.org/10.1080/02701367.2008.10599456

Beni, S., Fletcher, T. D., & Ní Chróinín, D. N. (2017). Meaningful experiences in physical education and youth sport: A
review of the literature. Quest (grand Rapids, Mich ), 69(3), 291–312. https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2016.1224192

Beni, S., Ní Chróinín, D. N., & Fletcher, T. D. (2019). A focus on the how of meaningful physical education in primary
schools. Sport, Education and Society, 24(6), 624–637. https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2019.1612349

Blackshear, T. B. (2020). #SHAPEsoWhite. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 25(3), 240–258. https://doi.org/10.1080/
17408989.2020.1741533

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77–101.
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa

Chen, A., & Ennis, C. D. (2004). Goals, interests, and learning in physical education. The Journal of Educational Research, 97
(6), 329–339. https://doi.org/10.3200/JOER.97.6.329-339

Chróinín, N., Beni, D. N., Fletcher, S., Griffin, T. D., & Price, C., & A, C. (2019). Using meaningful experiences as a vision for
physical education teaching and teacher education practice. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 24(6), 598–614.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2019.1652805

Dagkas, S., & Hunter, L. (2015). ‘Racialised’ pedagogic practices influencing young Muslims’ physical culture. Physical
Education and Sport Pedagogy, 20(5), 547–558. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2015.1048210

Dyson, B. (2006). Students’ perspectives of physical education. In D. Kirk, D. Macdonald, & M. O’Sullivan (Eds.), The hand-
book of physical education (pp. 326–346). Sage Publications.

SPORT, EDUCATION AND SOCIETY 11

http://hdl.handle.net/2077/11968
http://hdl.handle.net/2077/11968
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2011.632627
https://doi.org/10.1080/02701367.2008.10599456
https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2016.1224192
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2019.1612349
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2020.1741533
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2020.1741533
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.3200/JOER.97.6.329-339
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2019.1652805
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2015.1048210


Ennis, C. D. (2014). The role of students and content in teacher effectiveness. Research Quarterly for Exercise and Sport, 85
(1), 6–13. https://doi.org/10.1080/02701367.2014.872979

Enright, E., Williams, B., Sperka, L., & Peucker, K. (2018). Pedagogic rights and the acoustics of health and physical edu-
cation teacher education: Whose voices are heard? Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 23(5), 524–535. https://
doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2018.1470616

Evans, J. (1993). Equality, education and physical education. The Falmer Press.
Evans, J., & Davies, B. (2008). The poverty of theory: Class configurations in the discourse of physical education and

health (PEH). Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 13(2), 199–213. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408980701852571
Evans, J., & Davies, B. (2015). Neoliberal freedoms, privatisation and the future of physical education. Sport, Education

and Society, 20(1), 10–26. https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2014.918878
Evans, J., & Davies, B. (2017). In pursuit of equity and inclusion: Populism, politics and the future of educational research

in physical education, health and sport. Sport, Education and Society, 22(5), 684–694. https://doi.org/10.1080/
13573322.2017.1307176

Fitzpatrick, K., & Russell, D. (2015). On being critical in health and physical education. Physical Education and Sport
Pedagogy, 20(2), 159–173. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2013.837436

Gerdin, G., Philpot, R. A., Larsson, L., Schenker, K., Linnér, S., Moen, K. M., Westlie, K., Smith, W., & Legge, M. (2019).
Researching social justice and health (in)equality across different school health and physical education contexts
in Sweden, Norway and New Zealand. European Physical Education Review, 25(1), 273–290. https://doi.org/10.
1177/1356336X18783916

Gourlay, S. N. (2002, April 5–6). Tacit knowledge, tacit knowing, or behaving? (Paper presentation). 3rd European
Organizational Knowledge, Learning, and Capabilities Conference, Athens, Greece.

Graneheim, U. H., & Lundman, B. (2004). Qualitative content analysis in nursing research: Concepts, procedures and
measures to achieve trustworthiness. Nurse Education Today, 24(2), 105–112. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2003.
10.001

Griffin, P. (1984). Girl’s participation patterns in a middle school team sports unit. Journal of Teaching in Physical
Education, 4(1), 30–38. https://doi.org/10.1123/jtpe.4.1.30

Gustafsson, J.-E., Sörlin, S., & Vlachos, J. (2016). Policyidéer för svensk skola [Policy ideas for Swedish school]. SNS Förlag.
Haraldsson, K., Lindgren, E.-C., Hildingh, C., & Marklund, B. (2010). What makes the everyday life of Swedish adolescent

girls less stressful: A qualitative analysis. Health Promotion International, 25(2), 192–199. https://doi.org/10.1093/
heapro/dap061

Hawkins, A. (2008). Pragmatism, purpose, and play: Struggle for the soul of physical education.Quest (grand Rapids, Mich
), 60(3), 345–356. https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2008.10483585

Hill, J. M., Philpot, R., Walton-Fisette, J. L., Sutherland, S. L., Flemons, M., Ovens, A., Phillips, S. R., & Flory, S. B. (2018).
Conceptualising social justice and sociocultural issues within physical education teacher education: International
perspectives. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 23(5), 469–483. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2018.
1470613

Kretchmar, R. S. (2000). Movement subcultures: Sites for meaning. Journal of Physical Education, Recreation & Dance, 71
(5), 19–25. https://doi.org/10.1080/07303084.2000.10605140

Kretchmar, R. S. (2001). Duty, habit, and meaning: Different faces of adherence. Quest (grand Rapids, Mich ), 53(3), 318–
325. https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2001.10491748

Kretchmar, R. S. (2006). Ten more reasons for quality physical education. Journal of Physical Education, Recreation &
Dance, 77(9), 6–9. https://doi.org/10.1080/07303084.2006.10597932

Kretchmar, R. S. (2007). What to do with meaning? A research conundrum for the 21st century. Quest (grand Rapids, Mich
), 59(4), 373–383. https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2007.10483559

Kretchmar, R. S. (2008). The increasing utility of elementary school physical education: A mixed blessing and unique
challenge. The Elementary School Journal, 108(3), 161–170. https://doi.org/10.1086/529099

Kretschmann, R. (2015). Pupils’ and student’s attitudes towards physical education: A review. International Journal of
Physical Education, 52(2), 2–13.

Larsson, H. (2008). ‘Man ska inte behöva vara bra på nå’nting’ – elevers syn på lärande i skolämnet idrott och hälsa [‘You
shouldn’t have to be good at anything’ – students’ views on physical education]. Svensk Idrottsforskning, 4, 43–46.

Larsson, H., & Redelius, K. (2008). Swedish physical education research questioned – current situation and future direc-
tions. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 13(4), 381–398. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408980802353354

Larsson, H., Redelius, K., & Fagrell, B. (2011). Moving (in) the heterosexual matrix: On heteronormativity in secondary
school physical education. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 16(1), 67–81. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.
2010.491819

López-Pastor, V. M., Kirk, D., Lorente-Catalán, E., MacPhail, A., & Macdonald, D. (2013). Alternative assessment in physical
education: A review of international literature. Sport, Education and Society, 18(1), 57–76. https://doi.org/10.1080/
13573322.2012.713860

Luguetti, C., Kirk, D., & Oliver, K. L. (2019). Towards a pedagogy of love: Exploring pre-service teachers’ and youth’s
experiences of an activist sport pedagogical model. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 24(6), 629–646.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2019.1663499

12 A. JANSSON ET AL.

https://doi.org/10.1080/02701367.2014.872979
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2018.1470616
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2018.1470616
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408980701852571
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2014.918878
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2017.1307176
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2017.1307176
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2013.837436
https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336X18783916
https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336X18783916
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2003.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2003.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1123/jtpe.4.1.30
https://doi.org/10.1093/heapro/dap061
https://doi.org/10.1093/heapro/dap061
https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2008.10483585
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2018.1470613
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2018.1470613
https://doi.org/10.1080/07303084.2000.10605140
https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2001.10491748
https://doi.org/10.1080/07303084.2006.10597932
https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2007.10483559
https://doi.org/10.1086/529099
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408980802353354
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2010.491819
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2010.491819
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2012.713860
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2012.713860
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2019.1663499


Lundvall, S. (2004). Bilder av ämnet idrott och hälsa – en forskningsöversikt [Pictures of physical Education and Health –
A survey of research]. In H. Larsson & K. Redelius (Eds.),Mellan nytta och nöje. Bilder av ämnet idrott och hälsa (pp. 19–
43). The Swedish School of Sport and Health Sciences.

Lundvall, S., & Meckbach, J. (2008). Mind the gap: Physical education and health and the frame factor theory as a tool for
analysing educational settings. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 13(4), 345–364. https://doi.org/10.1080/
17408980802353362

Lynch, S., & Curtner-Smith, M. D. (2019). ‘You have to find your slant, your groove:’ one physical education teacher’s
efforts to employ transformative pedagogy. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 24(4), 359–372. https://doi.
org/10.1080/17408989.2019.1592146

Metheny, E. (1968). Movement and meaning. McGraw-Hill.
The National Agency for Education. (2010). Morgondagens medborgare: ICCS 2009: Svenska 14 -åringars kunskaper,

värderingar och deltagande i internationell belysning [Citizens of Tomorrow ICCS 2009: Swedish 14-year-old’s knowl-
edge, values and participation in an international scope]. Skolverket.

Ní Chróinín, D. N., Fletcher, T. D., & O’Sullivan, M. (2018). Pedagogical principles of learning to teach meaningful physical
education. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 23(2), 117–133. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2017.1342789

Nyberg, G., & Larsson, H. (2014). Exploring ‘what’ to learn in physical education. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy,
19(2), 123–135. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2012.726982

OECD. (2015). The ABC of gender equality in education: aptitude, behaviour, confidence. OECD Publishing.
OECD. (2017). Educational opportunity for all: Overcoming inequality throughout the life course, educational research and

innovation. OECD Publishing.
Oliver, K. L., Luguetti, C., Aranda, R., Nuñez Enriquez, O., & Rodriguez, A.-A. (2018). ‘Where do I go from here?’: Learning to

become activist teachers through a community of practice. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 23(2), 150–165.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2017.1350263

Phillips, A. (2004). Defending equality of outcome. Journal of Political Philosophy, 12(1), 1–19. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.
1467-9760.2004.00188.x

Placek, J. (1983). Conceptions of success in teaching: Busy, happy and good? In T. Templin & J. Olsen (Eds.), Teaching in
physical education (pp. 46–56). Human Kinetics.

Quennerstedt, M., Almqvist, J., & Öhman, M. (2011). Keep your eye on the ball: Investigating artifacts-in-use in physical
education. Interchange, 42(3), 287–305. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10780-012-9160-0

Quennerstedt, M., Öhman, M., & Eriksson, C. (2008). Physical education in Sweden – a national evaluation. Education-
Line, 1–17.

Redelius, K., Quennerstedt, M., & Öhman, M. (2015). Communicating aims and learning goals in physical education: Part
of a subject for learning? Sport, Education and Society, 20(5), 641–655. https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2014.987745

Rourke, L., & Anderson, T. S. (2004). Validity in quantitative content analysis. Educational Technology Research and
Development, 52(1), 5–18. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02504769

Safron, C. (2020). ‘No perfect image’: Health, fitness and visual affects with youth after-school. Physical Education and
Sport Pedagogy, 25(3), 225–239. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2020.1741535

Shelley, K., & Mccuaig, L. (2018). Close encounters with critical pedagogy in socio-critically informed health education
teacher education. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 23(5), 510–523. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2018.
1470615

Sicilia-Camacho, A., & Brown, D. H. K. (2008). Revisiting the paradigm shift from theversusto thenon-versusnotion of
Mosston’s spectrum of teaching styles in physical education pedagogy: A critical pedagogical perspective.
Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 13(1), 85–108. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408980701345626

SOU. (2019). Jämlikhet i möjligheter och utfall i den svenska skolan [Equality in opportunities and outcome in the Swedish
school]. Regeringskansliet.

Statistics Sweden. (2002). Personer med utländsk bakgrund: Riktlinjer för redovisning i statistiken [Statistics on persons
with foreign background: Guidelines and recommendations]. Statistiska centralbyrån.

Sundblad, G., Saartok, T., Engström, L.-M., & Renström, P. (2005). Injuries during physical activity in school children.
Scandinavian Journal of Medicine and Science in Sports, 15(5), 313–323. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0838.2004.
00419.x

Svennberg, L., & Högberg, H. (2018). Who gains? Sociological parameters for obtaining high grades in physical edu-
cation. Nordic Journal of Studies in Educational Policy, 4(1), 48–60. https://doi.org/10.1080/20020317.2018.1440112

Swedish Schools Inspectorate. (2018). Kvalitetsgranskning av ämnet idrott och hälsa i årskurs 7–9 [Quality review of the
subject physical education and health in grades 7–9]. Skolinspektionen.

Walton-Fisette, J. L., & Sutherland, S. (2020). Time to SHAPE Up: Developing policies, standards and practices that are
socially just. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 25(3), 274–287. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2020.1741531

Whitehead, M. (2005). Physical literacy – a developing concept. British Philosophy of Sport Association.

SPORT, EDUCATION AND SOCIETY 13

https://doi.org/10.1080/17408980802353362
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408980802353362
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2019.1592146
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2019.1592146
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2017.1342789
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2012.726982
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2017.1350263
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9760.2004.00188.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9760.2004.00188.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10780-012-9160-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2014.987745
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02504769
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2020.1741535
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2018.1470615
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2018.1470615
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408980701345626
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0838.2004.00419.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0838.2004.00419.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/20020317.2018.1440112
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2020.1741531

	Students perceived learning in physical education variations across students gender and migration background in Sweden.pdf
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Learning in physical education
	Perceived learning and meaningfulness
	Perceived learning and (in)equality
	Method
	Participants
	Content analysis
	Qualitative content analysis
	Quantitative content analysis

	Results
	Physical doing
	Emotional experiences
	Health
	Outdoor education
	Social interaction
	Quantitative content analysis
	Discussion
	Note
	Disclosure statement
	References




