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Abstract

The purpose of the present study was to examine fifth and sixth graders” perceptions of and their experiences
with the program entitled “ After School Exercise”. Twenty students were purposefully selected and participated
in the study (N =7 boys, N = 13 girls). The students were asked to answer open-ended questions. The results
indicated that the students had positive experiences with participating in the program. They also stated that due
to their participation in the program they increased the time they spent in physical activity (PA). Finally, differ-
ent aspects of the program were found to be attractive to them. This confirms that students have different char-
acteristics and needs that curriculum designers should consider when designing a new curriculum. The provi-
sion for PA with a differentiated level of difficulty and parents” involvement in extracurricular PA proved to be
effective strategies, based on students’ reports, in promoting their participation in PA.
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Introduction

Organizations (e.g., United States Department of Health and Human Services, 2010; World Health Organiza-
tion, 2014) and studies (Hallal et al.,2006; Janssen & LeBlanc, 2010; Poitras et al., 2016) argued that systematic
participation in PA protects against several non-communicable diseases (e.g., cardiovascular disease, types of
cancer). For this reason, the World Health Organization (WHO) recommends that children (5 to 17 years old)
should be engaged in moderate to high-intensity PA of at least one hour per day (WHO, 2010).

A significant number of researches has been conducted aiming at increasing the duration of students’ partic-
ipation in after school PA. However, the results of a respective review (Dobbins et al.,2013) indicated that only
ten of them (Aratijo-Soares et al., 2009; Barbeau et al., 2007; Donnelly et al., 2009; Kriemler 2010; Luepker et al.,
1996; McManus et al., 2008; Salmon et al., 2008; Simon et al., 2004; Stone et al., 2003; Webber et al., 2008), resulted
in an increased duration of students’ participation in PA. However, little is known, as far as we know, of stu-
dents' perceptions of the aspects of these programs that influenced their intention to increase their participation
in PA.

Factors related to children's physical activity

The findings of a significant number of studies have shown that a number of physiological, psychological,
socio-economic and environmental factors influence children's participation in PA. For example, psychological
factors such as perceived competence (Sallis et al., 2000), satisfaction (Dishman et al., 2005) perceived benefits
resulting from children's involvement in PA (Zakarian et al., 1994) positively influence their participation in
them. Social factors such as parents’ (Adkins et al., 2004), siblings’, and friends” involvement in PA (Sallis et al,,
1988) have also a positive effect on children's participation in PA. Additionally, parents' support (Sallis et al.,
2000) for engaging in PA plays a pivotal role in children’s engagement in PA. Finally, environmental factors
such as children’s accessibility to nearby home destinations, mild intensity and speed vehicle traffic in their
neighbourhood, the proximity of children’s homes to destinations such as shops, their accommodation in the
densely populated neighbourhood and their accessibility or proximity to recreational facilities/sports facilities
(Bauman et al., 2012) and their lack of transportation to sports areas located in a long distance from their home
(Lovell et al., 2010) significantly affect children’s participation in PA.

Arguably, based on the aforementioned findings, it can be concluded that the promotion of students’ partici-
pation in PA is a multifactorial process. Therefore, curriculum designers should take all of these factors into ac-
count in their efforts to design an effective program. In addition, they should bear in mind that in a typical phys-
ical education (PE) lesson the teacher addresses students who have developed a unique personality, and each
one of them learns in different ways and has different needs and ambitions (Gallahue & Donnelly, 2007; Moss-
ton & Ashworth, 2008; Sanchez et al., 2012). Therefore, it is likely that different aspects of the lesson will attract
the interest of the students.

The current Greek PE curriculum has proven to be ineffective to promote students’ participation in PA to
meet WHO's recommendations (2010). Recent research findings have revealed that in Greece only 12% of chil-
dren over 13 and 14% of over 15 met WHO’s recommendations (2018). Based on the above findings, the re-
searchers designed the program "After School Exercise". The program was developed by taking into account the
aforementioned factors and was based on the socio-cognitive model of self-regulation of learning (Zimmerman,
1989). A detailed account of this program can be found in Syrmpas, Kolovelonis, & Goudas, 2020 (this issue).

The purpose of the study

The purpose of the research was to explore students' perceptions regarding their participation in the "After
School Exercise" program. More specifically students’ perceptions of the aspects of the program that they found
more or less attractive as well as the knowledge (kinetic and cognitive) they gained from their participation in it.

Methods

Participants and procedure
Students who participated in the program “After School Exercise” were asked to share their perceptions re-
garding the program. A purposeful selection of participants was employed. More specifically, PE teachers were
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asked at the end of the program to indicate, based on students' motivation to participate in the program, a high
and a low motivated student from each class. Eight PE teachers participated in the study. Two of them delivered
the program to four classes each and the rest delivered it to two classes each. As a result, 20 students (N =7
boys, N =13 girls) 10 highly and 10 low motivated were asked to answer open-ended questions. The Ministry of
Education and the University Institutional Review Board approved this study. Participants’ anonymity was en-
sured in the text bellow presenting quotes of the students by following a coding process. More specifically, if the
participant was a boy the letter “A” was used, while the girl was the letter “K” and then a number was added.
For example, the first participant was a girl and was coded as K1 while the second was a boy and coded as A2.

Data analysis

Content analysis was performed according to the guidelines of LeCompte and her colleagues (1993). Initially,
during the open coding process, two researchers created, independently of each other, codes based on the re-
sponses of each student individually. For example, to the question, "Can you tell me more specifically what you
learned in this program?" the answer "We learn that we should participate in after school PA because it is good
for our health" was coded as "knowledge of the benefits of exercise". Whereas the answer was "Doing exercise
properly, it was coded as "fitness training knowledge". Each student's answer to each question was examined
and then all of the answers were compared and categorized. Then the two researchers compared the coding and
checked for agreement. When differences in researchers’ coding occurred after discussion and exchange of ar-
guments, they came to an agreement.

Results

Students were asked to indicate what they thought was the purpose of the program, it's advantages, and dis-
advantages, to which extent they acquired new knowledge, and finally, whether the program urges them to in-
crease the time they spent in PA. The main findings of the study are presented in the following section.

Students' perceptions of the purpose of the program

Interestingly, students reported that the program aimed at a variety of goals. For example, six of them (K1,
A13, K17, A18, K19, and K20) stated that the purpose of the program was to "Learn to exercise properly". While,
six other students (A2, K4, K11, K14, A15, and K16) said, “To do more exercise during PE lesson and out of
school... without equipment and in each possible place”. Two students (K8, A9) attributed a knowledge charac-
teristic to the program and stated that the program aimed to "Help them to know what physical fitness is and
what skills it consists of". Finally, three students (A3, K6, and K7) perceived that the program was designed to
"Help them to understand how important fitness and beneficial is to their health". Overall, students pointed out
different aspects of the program as the main purpose.

Students' perceptions of their acquired knowledge

The majority of students reported they had learned "... a lot of new information” or “... I was aware of some
of them, while I was not aware of some of them". Only one of the students (A2) stated: "I knew all of them ...".
More specifically, seven students (A3, K4, K5, K6, K7 A13, and K14) reported that they learned "... that exercise
is good for our health... and how to exercise properly". Two students (A2 and A15) stated that "(I learned) to
exercise without special equipment and to measure my heart rate". In the same vein a student (K16) reported "(I
learned) to exercise without special equipment, to set goals and not to give up my effort... not to compare my
performance with other students’ performance, but to compare my current performance with my previous per-
formance... to measure my heart beats and to be aware of the level of the intensity of exercise". Four students
(A9, K8, K10, and K11) also responded that they learned "to maintain my aerobic endurance and to be fit". While
four students (K1, A3, K19, and K20) stated that, I learned to do "curl-ups, dorsal raise and measuring my heart
beats by putting my fingers to my throat". Finally, one student (A18) stated that he learned to do “cycling and
exercise properly" and K17 recorded that he learned that "that our heart beats many times...".

Students' perceptions of the aspects of the program that they satisfied them
Students reported that they found attractive a variety of aspects of the program. For example, four students
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(A9, K10, K17, and A18) stated that they found the program attractive because it includes “... new activities es-
pecially in circuit training (practice teaching style)”. Three others (K1, A13, and K14) reported: "... (I liked) curl-
ups, dorsal raise, and push-ups... we did them for exercise". Similarly, three students reported that different ac-
tivities attract their interest. More specifically, K11 stated "(I liked) stretching exercises ... (Because they help me
to) improve my flexibility", while K12 reported "basketball practice and basket shots (because they) ... help me to
exercise at least 2 days a week" and K20 stated "volleyball and football". Alternatively, four students stated that
they liked that the program urged them to practice with their families. For example, two students (K5 and K6)
reported “... because of the program, my mom and I enjoyed exercise” similarly two students (K7 and K8) stated
that "... my parents and I go for walking, running and cycling and is very nice to exercising ... I improved my
fitness”. Three students (A3, K4, and A16) said that they liked "... the goals we set and we were trying to over-
come day by day" additionally A16 stated, “I think we were very lucky to have this opportunity". Two more
students (A15 and K19) said they liked that "... I learned to measure my heart beats” and A15 added, "... so (by
measuring my heart beats) I can understand how intense the exercise is." Finally, one student (A2) stated, "... we
were in a team and we try to achieve a goal".

Students' perceptions of the aspects of the program that they did not satisfy them

Interestingly the majority of students reported that there were satisfied with all aspects of the program.
However, four students reported that they did not like some of the program’s activities. More specifically, three
of them (K14, K17, and A19) stated that they did not like “... curls ups and pushups”. One of them (K17) justi-
fied this answer by saying “... because they make me feel tired”. However, K14 stated, "... that although he did
not like pushups I did it to strengthen my arms". Finally, the K1 student said "... I didn't like it when we were
running for a long duration of time" because "l was tired". Interestingly, the running activity was of six minutes
duration.

Students' perceptions of the effectiveness of the program

Finally, the majority of the students reported that due to their participation in the program they increased the
time they spent in PA. Five of them (K5, K8, A9, K10, and K12) reported that they participate in activities they
learned through the program. For example, they stated, “I did curl-ups, dorsal raise, and push-ups”. Some of the
students increased the time they spent in structured PA, (e.g., (A13) reported that he is doing more football and
swimming"). While some of the students increased, the time they spent simultaneously in structured activities
and after school personal activities (e.g., K16 stated "... Yes, I exercise three times a week in the club and almost
daily alone". Interestingly, three of the students (K4, K6, and A15) reported that they were exercising with their
parents or siblings (e.g., K6 stated, "... I started walking with my dad and doing better curl-ups and dorsal raise".
Finally, only two students (K1 and K20) reported that the program did not encourage them to participate more
often in PA.

Discussion

The purpose of the present study was to explore the perceptions of fifth and sixth graders of the aim of the
program “Exercise After School”, and its effectiveness, its aspects that they found more or less attractive, and the
acquired knowledge. Based on the students' reports it can be said that students formed a wide range of percep-
tions regarding different aspects of the program they perceived as the program’s priorities.

Students' reports revealed a variety of goals that the program prioritizes. Most of them stated that the aim of
the program was to participate more often in PA with no special equipment and to learn how to perform the
exercise properly. Therefore, it can be said that the majority of students capture the key point of the program.
However, some students appeared to prioritize different goals of the program (e.g. students” awareness of PA
health benefits). A rational explanation for the variety of students” perceptions could be their different needs and
priorities. Researchers from other disciplines have argued that students have their own mentality (Nunan, 1995)
and that even if the teacher explains to the students the purpose of the teaching unit or the course they often ei-
ther misunderstand the purpose of it or they not even know why they participated in specific course activities
(Block, 1994). However, taking into consideration that most of them reported that they had increased the time
involved in PA it can be argued that they were aware of the main purpose of the program even if they did not
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mention it.

Interestingly the majority of students, with one exception, reported that they acquired new knowledge
through their participation in the program. However, it was found that they reported having learned a variety of
subject matter. More specifically, a significant number of students stated that they learned that systematic partic-
ipation in PA is beneficial to their health. They also reported that they learned how to design a proper exercise
program. The rest of the students stated that they had learned about different aspects of the program. Therefore,
it can be assumed that, depending on his or her abilities and needs, each of the participants emphasized a differ-
ent learning aspect of the program. The above confirms that each of them has formed a different learning profile
(Shen & Chen, 2007). In addition, each student is a unique personality who learns in different ways and has dif-
ferent needs and ambitions (Gallahue & Donnelly, 2007; Mosston & Ashworth, 2008; Sanchez et al., 2012). There-
fore, teachers should take into account the individual characteristics of each student during the educational pro-
cess in order to lead them to effective learning (Alexander & Jetton, 2000). Researchers taking into consideration
the aforementioned suggestions and the fact that the curriculum developers should design programs should aim
at the development of students' motor, cognitive, emotional and social skills designed a program that includes a
variety of skills, knowledge, and strategies in order to cope with students” diversity.

Additionally, students reported that they were satisfied and enjoyed different aspects of the program. For ex-
ample, some students reported that they liked new and differentiated difficulty PA (e.g., sit-ups, dorsal raise,
and push-ups). Similarly, some of them were impressed by the improvement in their skills and physical condi-
tioning. This finding is aligned with the findings from previous studies which showed that when PE teachers
help students to adopt activities commensurate with their individual abilities then they may promote students’
autonomy (Byra et al., 2014) which urge them to feel success and satisfaction (Fairclough, 2003) and eventually
help them to develop positive attitudes towards this activity (Hagger & Chatzisarantis, 2007).

Furthermore, a significant number of students supported that they liked that the program urged them to par-
ticipate along with their parents in after school PA. In particular, six students reported that their decision to par-
ticipate along with their parents in PA help them to increase their level of PA and their satisfaction as well. This
finding confirms that the involvement of significant others (Duncan et al., 2005; Adkins et al., 2004) in PA posi-
tively influences children's participation in PA. In addition, parental support, combined with children's per-
ceived competence (Sharma et al., 2008), are likely to increase their participation and satisfaction with PA (Beets
et al., 2010; Hodge et al., 2017).

Interestingly, four students reported that although in general, they liked the program; they did not like some
of the program activities. However, they not only reported that they regularly participated in the program but
also increased the time they involved in PA. The main reason for this as they reported was the perceived bene-
fits of PA to their health. Arguably, it can be assumed that students' perceived benefits of engaging in PA are
related to their willingness to participate in PA (Ar-yuwat et al., 2013; Robbins et al., 2010).

One of the main objectives of the program was to motivate students to participate in after school PA. Interest-
ingly, the majority of students, with two exceptions, stated that the program urges them to increase the time
they spent in PA. Therefore, it can be argued that the program was effective and helped specific students to be
physically active. It can also be said, based on the students’” reports that different aspects of the program con-
tributed to the increase of their participation in PA. More specifically, students reported that they were prac-
tising after school with activities differentiated in terms of difficulty that they found enjoyable and learned
through their participation in the program. The above are aligned with findings of previous research (Allender
et al., 2006; Robbins et al., 2010; Sallis, 1992) according to which children's satisfaction is related to their intention
to engage in PA. It can also be concluded that if students are introduced to alternative activities that do not re-
quire special equipment then they are more likely to adopt them. This kind of activities may eliminate factors
that inhibit students' participation in PA, such as lack of sports infrastructure, difficulty in accessing them
(Stucky-Ropp & DiLorenzo, 1993) and lack of transportation to sports facilities (Lovell et al., 2010; Moore, 2010;
Sallis, et al., 1992).

In conclusion, the findings of the present study suggested that the overwhelming majority of students in-
creased their time in PA. In addition, students, based on their individual characteristics and needs, found inter-
esting and adopted different aspects of the program. Therefore, it can be said that the "After School Exercise"
program has those characteristics that may urge students to participate in after school PA.
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Limitations

Even though researchers attempted to select a representative number of students, the results cannot be gen-
eralized. Finally, students’ increased participation in PA based on their reports and not in objective measure-
ments (e.g., accelerometers). Future studies with a larger and more representative number of participants as well
as the use of objective assessment of students in PA will need to confirm the findings of this study.
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