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Is there a Gap between Research and Practice? Reflecting on the motivational
climate and attitudes towards physical education
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Abstract. Over the last decades, motivational climate and students’ attitudes towards physical education has been extensively
discussed by the teaching community and investigated in many socio-cultural contexts. Nevertheless, in some cases, there
are numerous discrepancies between research and practice due to the cultural relevancy of physical education across
educational systems, policy and teachers’ beliefs and practices. The purpose of this article is to analyze the existence of
potential gaps between research and practice across socio-cultural contexts and suggest guidelines for future research and
practice on motivational climate and attitudes towards physical education. In order to effectively create and disseminate
knowledge, a broader focus on multiple contextual variables is needed which might help develop policies and evidence-
based guidelines that reflect contextual intricacies across several socio-cultural contexts. In this article, we explore potential
avenues for research and practice that might help increase our understanding about students’ attitudes towards physical
education through an appropriate motivational climate.
Keywords: education, teacher, youth, schools.

Resumen. A lo largo de las últimas décadas, el clima motivacional y las actitudes de los estudiantes hacia la educación física
han sido ampliamente discutidos por la comunidad docente e investigados en muchos contextos socioculturales. Sin
embargo, en algunos casos, existen numerosas discrepancias entre la investigación y la práctica debido a la relevancia
cultural de la educación física en todos los sistemas educativos, políticas y creencias y prácticas de los docentes. El
propósito de este artículo es analizar la existencia de posibles brechas entre la investigación y la práctica de la kinesiología
en contextos sociocultural y sugerir pautas para futuras investigaciones y prácticas sobre el clima motivacional y las
actitudes hacia la educación física. Para crear y difundir el conocimiento de manera efectiva, se necesita un enfoque más
amplio en múltiples variables de contexto que puedan ayudar a desarrollar políticas y pautas basadas en evidencia que
reflejen las complejidades contextuales en una variedad de contextos socioculturales. En este artículo, exploramos posibles
vías de investigación y práctica que podrían ayudar a aumentar nuestra comprensión sobre las actitudes de los estudiantes
hacia la educación física a través de un clima motivador apropiado.
Palabras clave: educación, docente, juventud, colegios.

Introduction

Many researchers and practitioners such as Physical
Education (PE) teachers (Merino-Barrero, Pedreño,
Valenzuela, & Fernandez-Rio, 2019; Dyson, 2014; Sallis et al.,
2012) have devoted their time and efforts to investigating
how to foster quality of PE in several educational systems
and countries. The need to foster quality PE drives for the
increased levels of physical inactivity across the world, as
well as lack of motor proficiency and intrinsic motivation
towards this discipline (Onofre, 2017). Therefore, the quality
of PE throughout childhood and adolescence is dependent
on students’ motivation towards physical and sport activities,
motor competence and life skill development (McLennan &
Thompson, 2015). However, applying these pedagogical
principles and attaining these goals is not unproblematic.
Such variables have motivated researchers to understand
how to bridge the gap between research and PE teachers’
practices for better student outcomes (Quennerstedt, &
Larsson, 2015).

2021, Retos, 39, 887-892
© Copyright: Federación Española de Asociaciones de Docentes de Educación Física (FEADEF) ISSN: Edición impresa: 1579-1726. Edición Web: 1988-2041 (www.retos.org)

Fecha recepción: 30-12-19. Fecha de aceptación: 19-06-20
Fernando Santos
fsantos@ese.ipp.pt

Conducting research-to-practice efforts that contribute
to enhance the quality of PE is challenging, but indeed a
priority for many stakeholders, organizations and researchers
(Martinek & Ruiz, 2005; Wallhead & O’Sullivan, 2005). Such
challenges include helping PE teachers adopt evidence-based
practices, develop an appropriate curriculum, and consider
communities and students’ needs (Casey & MacPhail, 2018).
McLennan and Thompson (2015) highlighted how quality
of PE is not exclusively dependent on physical fitness and/
or motor skill development. These researchers, alongside
others (Santos, Neves, & Parker, 2020) alluded to the role
played by PE teachers and school institutions to provide
learning opportunities conducive to students’ life skills
development. Conversely, Onofre (2017) indicated PE
teachers’ and school institutions’ roles and responsibilities
to foster autonomous sport participation throughout the life
span through an appropriate motivational climate. Therefore,
the quality of PE encompasses multiple contextualized
variables that reflect intended outcomes and need to be
considered. Ferrer-Caja and Weiss (2000) have highlighted
that investigating «...variations in motivated behaviors such
as choice, effort, and persistence in physical activity is a
primary objective of researchers and educators in the physical
domain» (p.268).
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Previous studies have stated the importance of fostering
a motivational climate that provides students with high
quality developmental experiences in PE that may (a) increase
physical activity and sport participation through adulthood,
(b) develop life skills needed throughout the life span and (c)
help overcome current societal challenges such as obesity
and antisocial behaviors (Curtner-Smith, 1999; Hastie &
Sharpe, 1999; Shek, Ma, & Sun, 2011; Jung, Ressler, & Linder,
2018; Quennerstedt, 2018). Achieving these developmental
goals may also positively influence students’ attitudes
towards PE. This holistic approach towards PE has enabled
an understanding about the role played by motivational
climate and students’ attitudes towards PE (Escartí, Gutiérrez,
Pascual, & Wright, 2013).

Background

Several theories and postulates such as achievement goal
theory and self-determination theory (Ntoumanis & Biddle,
1999; Deci & Ryan, 2008; Smith et al., 2015; Molina, 2018)
have been used to understand the features of quality PE
settings. As such, investigations have attempted to
understand how to foster an intrinsically motivating
environment in PE that may lead to long-lasting sport
participation and increased levels of physical activity (Li,
Wright, Rukavina, & Pickering, 2008). Further, students’
attitudes towards PE have also been explored (Subramaniam
& Silverman, 2007; Woodson-Smith, Dorwart, & Linder, 2015;
Evangelou & Digelidis, 2018) to provide an understanding
about students’ positive and negative developmental
experiences in PE. Thus, considering the influential role played
by the motivational climate and attitudes toward PE in long-
term sport participation and physical activity (Morgan &
Carpenter, 2002; Robertson-Wilson, Baker, Derbyshire, &
Côté, 2003), reviews have been conducted to analyse the
motivational climate in PE, interventions focused on
changing students’ attitudes towards PE, and/or rigor in
previous research designs (Braithwaitea, Sprayb, &
Warburton, 2011; Silverman, 2017). Nevertheless, there is
the need to critically reflect on the literature on motivational
climate and attitudes towards PE to analyze the connection
between research and the challenges placed by practice
across socio-cultural contexts. This approach has numerous
implications for researchers and stakeholders such as PE
teachers and policy makers.

Despite the numerous calls for better PE across socio-
cultural settings that may enable sport participation and
physical activity across the life span (Casey & MacPhail,
2018; Robertson-Wilson et al., 2003), research, in some cases,
still has limited impact on PE teachers’ practices. In some
cases, such limited impact drives from the way research
questions are framed and research priorities defined. First,
we should have in mind that a range of variables influence
PE differently across socio-cultural contexts. For example,
Jung and Wright (2012) examined the implementation of
Hellison’s (2011) model in South Korea and highlighted the
challenges of fostering an autonomy-based climate due to
the fact teachers were traditionally seen as «power
controllers» (p. 155). Baptista et al. (2018) conducted an
outcome evaluation of a teacher training program in Timor-

Leste focused on Hellison’s (2011) model. These researchers
highlighted the number of certified PE teachers in Timor-
Leste is still lower than expected as more efforts should be
directed towards teacher training. Second, there are variables
beyond the motivational climate and students’ attitudes
towards PE that may need to be included in research designs
if the aim is to ultimately improve PE teachers’ practices and
students’ outcomes. The nature of PE teachers’ practices
and the challenges inherent to striving for quality PE may
require a more holistic approach to research and practice
(i.e., considering a vast array of variables such as teacher
training and policy) across socio-cultural contexts. On one
hand, researchers may need to reflect on how research
projects are framed in their contexts and provide insight to
solve real world problems. On the other hand, PE teachers
may need to consider how to operate with the aim of improving
the quality of PE in a sustainable manner. This debate may
enable a better alignment between research and practice (Côté
& Hancock, 2016) by helping PE teachers use evidence-based
practices and researchers develop practice-based evidence.

Purpose

The purpose of this article is to provide insights about
potential gaps between research and practice across socio-
cultural contexts and suggest guidelines for future research
and practice on motivational climate and attitudes towards
PE. This insights article considers the experiences and
reflections made by the authors within the Portuguese
context and on the existent body of literature which may be
useful for researchers and practitioners across a range of
contexts.

Motivational climate research and attitudes toward
physical education: What do we need to know?

Over the last decade, research on motivational climate in
PE has provided valuable insight on how to provide solid
grounds for meaningful participation in PE (Cid et al., 2019;
Jaakkola, Yli-Piipari, Barkoukis, & Liukkonen, 2017;
Liukkonen, Barkoukis, Anthony, & Jaakkola, 2010; Moreno-
Murcia, Sicilia, Cervelló, Huéscar, & Dumitru, 2011). For
example, Moreno-Murcia et al. (2011) conducted a study
with 565 children from a Spanish setting that aimed to test a
motivational model focused on the relationships between
situational and dispositional motivation and self-reported
discipline. These researchers have alluded to the fact
perceived motivational climate and students’ motivational
disposition are variables that may be used to predict self-
reported discipline. More recently, Cid et al. (2019) conducted
with 618 students from Portuguese public schools in order
to understand the motivational climate, students’ satisfaction
of basic psychological needs as well as the role played by
variables such as PE grades and intention to practice sport.
Findings showed perceived competence had a positive
relationship with students’ autonomous motivation, PE grade
and intention to practice sport. Most research has alluded to
the notion that motivational climate influences students’
perspectives toward PE and intention to perform sport and
physical activity in the future through quantitative designs
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(Escartí & Gutiérrez, 2001; Morgan & Carpenter, 2002;
Mendes, Martins, & Costa, 2006; Warburton, 2017). However,
are students’ perceptions about PE only a by-product of an
appropriate motivational climate?

Several theories have been used by researchers to
conceptualize motivational climate (Ames & Ames, 1984;
Morgan, 2017). Of these theories, achievement goal theory
has been largely used (Ames & Ames, 1984). Considering
the work conducted by these researchers, achievement goal
theory focuses on individuals’ desire to attain competence
through two types of objectives: task-oriented objectives
and ego-oriented objectives. Task-oriented goals reflect an
individual’s desire to improve his/her performance, learn more
and highlights the role played by individual improvement
and an intrinsically motivating climate. In contrast, ego-
oriented objectives outline the importance of outperforming
others and have been linked to the lack of intrinsic motivation,
low competence and ultimately lack of engagement in PE
(Ntoumanis & Biddle, 1999). Thus, considering achievement
goal theory’s tenets, motivational climate has been considered
either focused on mastery or competitiveness (Ames & Archer,
1988). Previous research (Escartí & Gutiérrez, 2001;
Warburton, 2017) has shown that a climate of competitiveness
may lead to negative outcomes (Valero, Martínez, & Botella,
in press) such as less perceived competence when compared
to a climate of mastery. Conversely, self-determination theory
(Deci & Ryan, 2008) has also been utilised to understand
students’ motivation towards PE (Chirkov, 2009; Salazar-
Ayala & Gastélum-Cuadras, 2020). This theory considers
motivation within a continuum whereas students’ move from
being extrinsically to intrinsically motivated towards PE (Deci
& Ryan, 2008). Indeed, intrinsically motivated students may
have increased chances of participating in sport and physical
activity throughout adulthood (Villarino, Valeiro, Reboredo,
& Costa, 2017; Cid et al., 2019).

Positive attitudes toward PE have suggested an increased
likelihood of sport participation across the life span (Biddle
& Goudas, 1996; Subramaniam & Silverman, 2007). The two-
component view of attitude is a framework that has been
largely used in previous studies (Evangelou & Digelidis,
2018; Kaj et al., 2015; Woodson-Smith et al., 2015). This
framework focuses on two components: cognition and affect.
On one hand, cognition refers to students’ beliefs, feelings
and perspectives towards PE and reflects the perceived value
of PE. For example, a student might feel PE helps improve
physical fitness. On the other hand, affect has been linked to
students’ expressions of feelings towards PE and their
evaluation of this discipline. A student might feel the PE
teacher does not provide appropriate support to improve
physical fitness. Thus, attitudes toward PE directly influence
students’ behaviors and reflect how PE teachers are able to
foster sport participation outside the school environment.
Constantinides and Silverman (2018) conducted a study to
examine the attitudes toward PE of 763 Cypriot students with
ages ranging from 10 to 12 years and found the curriculum is
viewed as less useful as students move to other grades.
Findings showed there was a decrease in students’ perceived
usefulness of the PE teacher and curriculum (i.e., cognitive
component) as the grade increased. Reina, Hutzler, Iniguez-
Santiago, and Moreno-Murcia (2019) analysed associations

between students’ ability beliefs and attitudes toward
inclusion within the Spanish context. These researchers
found that students with higher scores for ability beliefs had
a less positive attitude toward inclusion in PE. Mohammed
and Mohammad (2012) aimed to examine 2700 students’
attitudes towards PE in Kuwait. Findings showed students
believed PE was conducive to health benefits and provided
a fun and positive atmosphere. Further, several variables
have been considered important while investigating attitudes
toward PE such as «... prior experience, either successful or
unsuccessful; feedback received from outside sources;
societal expectations for appropriateness of engagement;
perceptions of usefulness of material; and feedback received
from peers and teacher» (Scrabis-Fletcher & Silverman, 2017,
p. 86). Therefore, researchers have raised concerns about
how to sustain positive attitudes toward PE across youth’s
participation in school and develop a context conducive to
long-lasting sport participation and positive health
(Woodson-Smith et al., 2015).

It has been consensual that
...with the knowledge we currently possess, it seems

reasonable to predict that, in cultures with democratic values,
where giving opportunities to all students is a primary
educational value, the mastery motivational climate will favor
not only the intrinsic motivation and the intention of the
students to carry out physical activity and sport, but also
the personal and social development of the pupils (Escartí &
Gutiérrez, 2001, p. 8).

Hence, research on motivational climate and attitudes
toward PE have considered the need to acknowledge the
role played by context and variables such as teacher
education, policy, students’ competence and the social forces
present in diverse socio-cultural settings (Moyano, Pacheco,
& Urbieta, 2018; Baños & Arrayale, 2020). Nevertheless,
studies that have analyzed «...the relative influence of
significant others changes according to the developmental
status of individuals and contexts» (Weigand, Sam Carr,
Petherick, & Taylor, 2001, p.8) are still scarce in some socio-
cultural contexts such as Portugal. The socio-cultural context
and related variables are crucial to explain the motivational
climate and attitudes toward PE (Quennerstedt, & Larsson,
2015). In other words, «cultural, institutional and historical
contexts of PE can create different conditions for teaching
and learning» (Quennerstedt & Larsson, 2015, p.569). For
example, in Portugal, there are diverse contextualized variables
that directly impact PE. For example, PE in primary schools
may be delivered by a PE or generalist teacher (Neves, 2019).
Throughout teacher education programs, generalist teachers
are exposed to few courses specifically focused on PE. Thus,
generalist teachers might have, in some cases, limited ability
to create an intrinsically motivated climate and generate
positive attitudes towards PE (Neves, 2001). Previous studies
(Santos, Farias, Hilvoorde, Gould, & Pereira, 2020) have
attempted to provide a nuanced understanding about the
particularities of PE in primary schools. To disseminate a set
of contextualized research and practical implications, it is
necessary to understand the need to consider motivational
climate and attitudes towards PE as outcomes of a given
education system and a range of context variables. This
approach may help improve the quality of PE and impact
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research and practice, and potentially change the current
status quo whereas PE is, in some cases, considered a less
important discipline (Neves, 2001).

In sum, previous studies have provided great insight on
how motivational climate may be structured by PE teachers
to increase student participation, engagement and
competence that ultimately leads to positive attitudes toward
PE and the intention to engage in physical education and
sport (Côté & Fraser-Thomas, 2007; Fraser-Thomas, Côté, &
Deakin, 2008). Nevertheless, certain variables such as student
perceived competence have been investigated separately
which may limit our understanding about the role played by
context, specifically in socio-cultural contexts whereas
research and practice are still distant (Braithwaitea et al., 2011;
Quennerstedt & Larsson, 2015). In order to effectively create
and disseminate knowledge, a broader focus on contextual
variables is needed which might help develop policies and
evidence-based guidelines that reflect contextual intricacies
across a range of socio-cultural contexts (Guwatudde et al.,
2016).

Implications for Research and Practice

Several educational reforms across the world (Ministry
of Education, 2007; Silva, Marques, Mata, & Rosa, 2016;
Statistics Canada, 2014) have been conducted to increase
sport participation among students and generate better
outcomes such as positive attitudes toward PE, higher
perceived competence and a fun/enjoyable climate. Thus,
research on motivational climate and attitudes toward PE
has the power to help shed light on real-world problems with
tremendous impact across a range of socio-cultural contexts
(Sevil, García-González, Abós, Generelo, & Aibar, 2019).
However, many schools are still «…fearful of receiving
negative publicity when participating in research»
(Quennerstedt & Larsson, 2015, p.568) and researchers still
struggle to influence practice and develop practice-based
evidence. In this sense, it could be necessary to consider
integrating theory and contextual variables through
appropriate research designs. Appropriate research designs
may (a) be defined through discussions with stakeholders
such as PE teachers and school administrators, (b)
acknowledge the influence of context variables and identify
the most relevant ones to investigate motivational climate
and attitudes towards PE, and (c) focus on knowledge
translation.   First, context variables may help explain the
relationship between teachers’ instructional efforts within a
specific socio-cultural context and students’ outcomes. An
analysis focused on how and why teachers foster a specific
motivational climate and attitudes towards PE is needed. For
example, in the Portuguese context, throughout the last
decades some researchers have criticised teacher education
programs and the lack of value given to PE (Neves, 2001) as
this line of inquiry has been considered crucial (Sá & Costa,
2009). However, there is still the need to further understand
the connection between teacher education programs,
motivational climate and students’ attitudes towards PE. A
thorough assessment of the current teacher education
program that considers motivational climate and students’
attitudes as desired outcomes is needed. Such as approach

could facilitate knowledge translation and the bridge the
potential gap between research and practice.

If an appropriate motivational climate that leads to positive
attitudes toward PE is to be created on a larger scale, future
studies may need to provide a more diverse and integrative
outlook. Such integrative outlook could be facilitated by
policy makers through a national research program whereas
research priorities per school and/or district are defined and
consider context variables deemed crucial for actual change
in PE. This national research program could serve as a guide
for researchers to focus on the most relevant context variables
that need to be investigated. Evidence-informed decisions
and a concern towards practice-based evidence may be key
to improve students’ experiences in PE since early childhood
until adolescence. This is a necessary step within the
Portuguese context, and possibly among other contexts, to
create impactful research that reaches PE teachers, school
administrators, parents and ultimately students. Further, an
integrative outlook may highlight how variables such as
policy, curriculum, teachers’ instructional efforts, student
outcomes and teacher education influence motivational
climate and attitudes toward PE.

Neves (2001), reflecting on the Portuguese context, raised
awareness about how research has not reached stakeholders
who still have a narrow perspective on PE. The extent to
which researchers and practitioners are open to develop
research-to-practice partnerships and contextualized
knowledge may be influenced by a set of social forces such
as the way PE and research are valued, how the teaching
profession is portrayed by society, professional development
opportunities, the priorities set by policy makers, the need to
publish, among other factors (Quennerstedt & Larsson, 2015).
Therefore, we invite researchers to (a) develop collaborate
efforts to understand what quality PE means across age
groups/grade levels, (b) help increase practitioners’ openness
to research and (c) use research designs that include context
variables to understand why there is a specific motivational
climate and a set of attitudes toward PE and what needs to be
considered moving forward. Considering these notions, an
outcome evaluation of teacher education programs through
motivational climate and students’ attitudes toward PE may
be necessary to inform future education reforms and research
priorities. A process evaluation of teacher education
programs could also help understand why there is a specific
motivational climate and a set of attitudes toward PE. This
process evaluation may include an analysis of the number of
hours focused on specific grade levels and types of learning
experiences. Research on how practitioners use evidence is
also needed to assess knowledge translation. Taking into
consideration the intricacies of the Portuguese context, we
aim to prompt reflection about PE through the case of Portugal
and highlight what do we know about motivational climate
and attitudes toward PE and current challenges.

Conclusions

The purpose of this article is to analyze the existence of
potential gaps between kinesiology research and practice
and suggest guidelines for future research and practice on
motivational climate and attitudes towards PE. We used our
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experiences and reflections on the Portuguese context to
prompt reflection about this topic. Previous research has
provided great insight on motivational climate and attitudes
towards PE. However, there are still concerns about the
disconnect between research and practice in some contexts.
In this sense, we urge researchers to develop a reflection
about how investigations could better reflect concrete
practical issues and «get at» the nature of providing an
appropriate motivational climate that generates positive
attitudes towards PE. To do so, looking beyond students’
attitudes towards PE and the motivational climate experienced
in PE may be necessary. To help bridge the gap between
research and practice, other variables such as teacher
education, curriculum and social pressures may need to be
considered.
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