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Abstract

Purpose: Examining the differences in motivation between learners in schools with a choice-based
physical education (PE) curriculum and those with a non-choice-based curriculum, and identifying
which sport activities these students prefer, using SDT as a conceptual framework. Method: Par-
ticipants were 536 pupils from grades 10 - 12 from eight schools. Four schools offered a choice-
based curriculum in PE and the other operated according to a teacher-based curriculum. A ques-
tionnaire examined their PA habits in leisure time, their motives for activity in PE lessons, and
their preferred activities in these lessons. Results showed that pupils in classes with no choice-
based curricula reported higher levels of motives then pupils in classes with choice-based curri-
cula. Girls reported higher level of motives than boys. Preferred areas of activity illustrated the
traditional-social difference between boys and girls. Conclusion: Schools that offer choice-based
curricula should sharpen the answer to the question-what constitutes a worthwhile or true choice.
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1. Introduction

Deci & Ryan’s (2012) self-determination theory (SDT) presents three innate needs which, if satisfied, affect a
person’s motivational state: competence-the individual’s need to demonstrate ability, autonomy-the individual’s
need for independence, and relatedness-the need to feel that one belongs to a place and/or to others. In this
theory, pupils’ behaviors can be distributed along a continuum ranging from lack of motivation to intrinsic mo-
tivation, with various levels of extrinsic motivation between them. Moreover, learners will be motivated to en-
gage in activities from which they derive enjoyment, activities that they can choose independently, activities that
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they can control, and activities that make them feel connected and supported by key personnel such as the prin-
cipal, teacher, parents and team members (Lima & Wang, 2007; Rosenkranz et al., 2012).

In light of this theory, studies examined the links between satisfying learners’ personal needs and motivation
in physical education lessons. According to Reeve & Hyungshim (2006), teaching that promotes or supports
learners’ autonomy includes six essential components to heighten the motivation to learn: 1) providing a choice;
2) encouraging learners to try and to initiate; 3) encouraging learners to undertake challenges, test new ideas,
and persevere in difficult activities; 4) adapting the difficulty level of the activity to the learners; 5) providing
feedback that does not evaluate the learner’s personality but rather helps in learning; and 6) presenting a mea-
ningful rationale for the behavior required of the learners.

The choice principle enables an educational process in which the student develops skills such as judgment, rea-
soning, and accountability in his/her choices, even if it eventually turns out that they were mistakes (Kaplan & Glas-
ner, 2014). It is expected that going through this process will increase students’ involvement in the subject matter.

Based on SDT, it is possible to hypothesize that in physical education lessons promoting or supporting learner
autonomy, some sort of choice will be offered in terms of type of sport, continuity in the lesson, and level of dif-
ficulty of the material being taught, as a result of which learners will manifest higher motivation than in lessons
where the teacher determines the activity and does not offer a choice (see Johnson, Prusak, Pennington, & Wil-
kinson, 2011; Prusak, Treasure, Darst, & Pangrazi, 2004). However, contradictory findings often emerged from
the studies that examined these links. For example, Johnson et al. (2011) did not find differences in the level of
motivation between learners who were able to choose the level of difficulty of a skill drill before a test and
learners who were not given a choice. In contrast, others (e.g., Prusak et al., 2004; Ward, Wilkinson, Graser, &
Prusak, 2008) found differences in motivation among girls in grades 7 - 8 between those whose curriculum was
choice-based and those whose curriculum was not choice-based. Yew Meng, Whipp, Dimmock, & Jackson
(2013) also found differences between high school pupils in choice-based vs. non-choice-based curricula. Stan-
dage, Duda, & Ntoumanis (2006) based their study on SDT in investigating the link between motivational
processes among pupils in physical education lessons and a rating of their effort and perseverance as reported by
the teachers. Their study showed that pupils who received autonomy and a supportive environment had higher
ratings in self-determination than pupils who were not given such an environment. The researchers recom-
mended giving the pupils a choice, taking their personal desires into consideration and understanding how to
support their psychological needs in order to develop and foster their motivation in physical education lessons
(Standage et al., 2006). Other studies recommended increasing the number of options to choose from and pro-
viding a broad variety of activities, providing greater opportunities for the pupils to influence the lesson and
content matter that will arouse interest and are relevant to the pupils’ lives (e.g., Condon & Collier, 2002; John-
son, 2005; Lima & Wang, 2007; Lonsdale, Sabiston, Raedeke, Ha, & Sum, 2009).

An important part of understanding the motivation of adolescents to participate in physical education lessons
is socially-related. A number of researchers reported that the need of adolescents to be close to friends and to
create new friends was found to be a main motive for participating in the lessons (e.g., Bryan & Solmon, 2012;
Rosenkranz et al., 2012; Rubin & Raviv, 1999). Physical education teachers can influence and direct meaningful
social processes, such as fostering proper means of communication, demonstrating caring and concern for others,
developing relationships based on enjoyment and a feeling of belonging to a group, developing leadership, ac-
cepting and containing the other, accepting oneself as part of self-identity development, encouraging indepen-
dence, fostering creativity, and others (see Barnes & Spray, 2013; Grimminger, 2013; Sansock, 2007, Wallhead,
Garn, & Vidoni, 2013).

Another important aspect is adolescents’ perception of ability and their perception of improved ability. Ntou-
manis (2001) and Papaioannou, Bebetsos, Theodorakis, Christodoulidis, & Kouli (2006) examined motivation in
physical education lesson and found that pupils felt satisfied when teachers emphasized improvement in their
performance. A positive correlation was found between intrinsic motivation and effort in lessons. In contrast,
when pupils were obliged to participate in lessons or when they felt that the lesson was a waste of time, they re-
ported feelings of boredom and a decline in motivation. Xiang, McBride, & Bruene (2006) implemented a run-
ning program in elementary school and examined changes in motivation among the pupils. Their reports indi-
cated that all the pupils improved their running times although lacked motivation to participate in the annual
running program. The pupils’ perception of their running ability during the program and their perception of run-
ning as an enjoyable and interesting activity appeared to be the strongest positive motives for participation. The
researchers concluded that children’s perception of ability and interest in the activity are essential for motivation



S. Zach, E. Yanovich

in physical education activity in elementary school (Xiang et al., 2006). Such a conclusion is quite obvious;
however, applying it is very challenging for teachers (see Barker, Quennerstedt, & Annerstedt, 2013; Bryan,
Sims, Hester, & Dunaway, 2013; Decorby, Halas, Dixon, & Wintrup, 2005).

An additional line of research examined motivational climate. Many studies have examined the connection
between motivational climate in physical education lessons and the extent of learner enjoyment, activity, re-
sponse, and satisfaction from the lesson (e.g., see Jaakkola & Liukkonen, 2006; Morgan, Kingston, & Sproule,
2005; Ommundsen, 2006). Ferrer-Caja & Weiss (2000) studied social factors, personal factors, intrinsic motiva-
tion, and behavioral motivation have been investigated among high school pupils in physical education lessons.
Following their study’s findings, the authors emphasized the need to create a class climate that encourages effort,
learning, and personal improvement, in order to heighten intrinsic motivation, effort, and perseverance).

There is an ongoing need for a better understanding of adolescents’ motives to be physically active in general
and in physical education in particular, in order to update and adjust physical education programs to their needs.
Considering the lack of consistency that was manifested in the findings regarding the sources of such motivation,
we decided to specifically examine the link between the choice principle, meaning offering learners choices, and
their motivation to engage in activities in PE lessons. We maintain that such knowledge is imperative when
planning and implementing programs aimed at promoting motivation. Hence, the present study aims at examin-
ing the differences in motivation, and the type and level of motives, between learners in schools with a choice-
based physical education curriculum and those with a non-choice-based curriculum, using SDT as a conceptual
framework.

2. Study Hypotheses

1) Differences will be found in the motives of students in choice-based and non-choice-based physical educa-
tion curricula in the following aspects: a) the extent of enjoyment from PA; b) their perception of self-compe-
tence; and c) their perception of the contribution of the activity, and in all questionnaire’ factors: i) self-compe-
tence and physical fitness; ii) social aspect; and iii) leisure and recreation. In these three parameters the level of
motivation of learners participating according to choice-based curricula will be higher than their peers partici-
pating according to non-choice-based curricula.

2) There will be differences between the groups as follows: a) between boys and girls; b) between those who
engage in PA in addition to physical education lessons and those who do not; and c¢) between boys and girls in
their preferred activities (frequency of preferred sports or activities).

3. Method
3.1. Participants

Participating in the study were 536 high school pupils (178 boys and 358 girls) from grades 10 - 12, aged 15 -
18.5. The pupils came from eight schools. In four of them a choice-based curriculum was in use in physical
education classes which allowed each pupil to choose his or her preferred activities during a quarter, semester,
or year, and the learners focused only on these activities. The four other schools involved in the study did not
have a choice-based physical education curriculum but instead worked according to the program set down by the
teacher for all the pupils in the class.

3.2. Questionnaire

A questionnaire to examine motives for participating in physical education lessons, based on the questionnaire
by Watkin (1978), was translated from English to Hebrew and back using the committee approach (see, e.g.,
Marsh, Bar-Eli, Zach, & Richards, 2006; Zach & Lidor, 2002). The questionnaire is composed of three parts.
The first contains general questions about PA in school, the second provides three questions relying on SDT
postulations regarding three needs satisfaction, and self-determined behavior: enjoyment, perception of the ac-
tivity’s contribution, and self-competence, and the third, statements related to the student's motives for partici-
pating in PA. The answers were graded on a five-point Likert scale. Analysis of the data elicited distribution of
the statements into three factors: a) Self-competence and physical fitness (questions 1, 5, 6, 7, 9, 11, 17) (e.g.,
“an opportunity to improve fitness and health,” “willingness to examine my self-competence”) ; b) the social
factor (questions 2, 4, 8, 10, 12, 13, 14) (e.g., “a chance to socialize,” “a chance to achieve high social status
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when presenting a high level sport performance”); c¢) leisure and recreation (15, 16, 18, 19) (e.g., “physical ac-
tivity gives me a good feeling,” “physical activity enables me to escape from routine”). Cronbach alpha internal
consistencies for the three factors were as follows: self-competence and physical fitness o = 0.849, social a =
8.26, and leisure and recreation a. = 7.53 (Rubin & Raviv, 1999).

3.3. Procedure

As part of their college study requirements, 32 physical education student teachers were asked to plan a teaching
program for a full year for a class of learners. To this end, they were divided into work teams of four participants
each. The teams surveyed the pupils’ needs, their motives for PA in school, their preferred activities within
physical education lessons, and their level of satisfaction with the existing program. In addition to Watkin’s
questionnaire, the student teachers were asked to examine the learners’ leisure-time PA habits, that is, outside
the school framework. They had to indicate the type, frequency, and duration of the activity in the last week.
The questionnaire was distributed by the student teachers during the physical education lesson to one of the grade
10 - 12 classes they were teaching. The students distributed the questionnaire in 16 classes, two in each of the
eight schools, analyzed the data they collected, and based on the findings planned a class-tailored teaching cur-
riculum for a full year. This article presents the findings of the questionnaires.

3.4. Statistical Analysis

The following analyses were conducted: ANOVA on the questionnaire’s factors (gender*choice/no-choice), Chi
square tests to examine gender differences, and t-tests to examine the differences between active and inactive
pupils in their extra-curricular leisure time.

4. Results

According to the first study hypothesis, we expected that the level of motivation of pupils learning according to
choice-based curricula would be higher than that of their peers in non-choice-based curricula in six aspects: in
three questions-a) extent of enjoyment from PA; b) perception of the activity’s contribution; and c) perception of
self-competence, and in three questionnaire factors: self-competence and physical fitness, social, and leisure and
recreation.

Figure 1 presents the distribution of participants’ answers regarding enjoyment, perception of the activity’s
contribution, and self-competence.

We re-grouped the original five categories into three in order to emphasize the differences between low to
high degrees of motives. The first question examined pupils’ enjoyment from PE lessons. y° test showed no dif-
ferences between pupils who studied in a choice-based curriculum and their peers who studied in a no choice-
based curriculum (x® (2) = 2.47, p < 0.05), nor were there differences between pupils who were active compared
to their peers who were inactive in extra-curricular leisure time (x? (2) = 1.22, p < 0.05). However, significant
gender differences were demonstrated (x? (2) = 7.64, p < 0.05). Girls reported a greater level of enjoyment (40%)
than boys (30%).

The second question examined students’ perception of the contribution of PA. y? test showed no differences
between pupils who studied in a choice-based curriculum and their peers who studied in a no-choice-based cur-
riculum (x? (2) = 7.98, p < 0.05), nor did it show gender differences (x? (2) = 3.04, p < 0.05). However, signifi-
cant differences appeared between pupils who were active (74.2%) compared to their peers who were inactive
(49.5%) in extra-curricular leisure time PA (32 (2) = 32.59.04, p < 0.05).

The third question examined students’ self-competence. y? test showed significant differences both between
pupils who studied in a choice-based curriculum (37.3%) and their peers who studied in a no choice-based cur-
riculum (46.8%) (x2 (2) = 9.34, p < 0.05), and between pupils who were active (44.4%) compared to their peers
who were not active (35.6%) in extra-curricular leisure time physical activity (x> (2) = 7.05, p < 0.05). No gend-
er differences were demonstrated (* (2) = 0.85, p < 0.05).

Figure 2 presents the findings for the three factors of the questionnaire according to mean scores, gender, and
choice-based and non-choice-based physical education lessons. The mean scores in the self-competence and
physical fitness factor among the boys in the choice- and non-choice conditions were 3.083 and 3.314, respec-
tively. Among the girls the mean scores in the choice-based and non-choice based conditions were 3.314 and
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Figure 1. Distribution of enjoyment, perception of the activity’s contribution, and self-competence
among male/female, active/inactive participants at choice/non-choice curriculum.

3.6009, respectively. Analysis of Variance revealed significant differences between the two groups (F (1, 537) =

10.522, p < 0.05). Similarly, differences were found between the choice-based and non-choice-based conditions
(F (1, 537) = 10.591, p < 0.05). No interactions between gender and choice were demonstrated (F (1, 537) =
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Figure 2. Differences between learners in choice-based curricula and non-choice-based curricula, and between
boys and girls in motives for activity in physical education lessons.

0.158, p <0.05).

The mean score in the social factor among the boys in the choice-based condition was 2.212, as compared to
2.744 among those in the non-choice-based condition. Among girls the mean score with and without choice was
2.758 and 2.897, respectively. Significant differences were found between boys and girls, F (1, 537) = 18.726, p <
0.05). In addition, significant differences were found between the groups with and without choice (F (1, 537) =
17.322, p < 0.05), and an interaction was found between gender and choice regarding perception of self-com-
petence (F (1, 537) = 5.939, p < 0.015). The mean scores for leisure and recreation among boys in the choice
condition was 2.829, as compared to 3.115 for those in the non-choice condition. Among girls the mean for
those with choice was 3.034 as compared to 3.319 without choice. Significant differences were found between
boys and girls (F (1, 519) = 6.262, p < 0.05). In addition, the groups differed in terms of their option to choose
(F (1, 519) = 12.244, p < 0.05). No interaction was found between gender and option to choose (F (1, 519) =
0.000, p <0.994).

According to the second research hypothesis, we expected to find differences between boys and girls in terms
of their preferred activities and sports. Table 1 presents the frequency of pupil preferences in areas of activity in
physical education lessons.

As presented in Table 1, the distribution of pupils’ preferences in choosing areas of activity in the lesson sin-
gles out five especially preferred areas: physical fitness and ball games (most popular), followed by track and
field, walking, and dance. Analysis of the data also indicates that the activities preferred by the girls were phys-
ical fitness, walking, track and field, and dance. In contrast, the areas preferred by the boys were ball games,
followed-with a large gap-by physical fitness, track and field, and swimming. Both boys and girls responded to
the “Other” category and included activities such as windsurfing, surfing, sports orienteering, ballroom dancing,
capoeira, and others, but the number of respondents exercising this option constituted a marginal minority.

5. Discussion

According to the first research hypothesis, we expected to find greater motivation to participate in physical edu-
cation lessons among junior and senior high school students in classes conducted according to choice-based cur-
ricula as compared to non-choice-based curricula. This hypothesis was refuted, and in actual fact the opposite
was found: students in non-choice-based physical education lessons manifested higher levels of motivation for
PA than did their peers in choice-based programs, in all the measures examined in the questionnaire. At first



S. Zach, E. Yanovich

Table 1. Pupils’ Preferences when given a choice of physical activities.

Activity Boys Girls Total
Physical fitness 31 91 122
Ball games 88 20 108
Track & field 22 43 65
Walking 2 48 50
Dance 4 39 43
Swimming 13 16 29
Other 11 13 24
Martial arts 11 9 20
Gymnastics 1 9 10
Body sculpting 1 7 8
Tennis 2 5 7
Kung fu 2 3 5
Rugby 1 1 2
Table tennis 1 0 1
140 217 357

glance, this finding is surprising and counterintuitive to the SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2012) on which we based our
hypothesis. However, a closer examination of the choice programs in the schools that were sampled reveals a
great variance in each school’s interpretation of the term “choice” in the actual programs offered, which may
have affected the findings.

In comparing the choice-based programs, we saw a substantial variance from one school to the other. Some
offered pupils a choice of five to eight sports/activities to select from while others offered only two. In either
case, the learners’ first choice may often have been the result of a process of elimination; that is, pupils may
have chosen an activity not because they liked it the most but because they disliked the other options. At times,
space limitations in the class meant that pupils were assigned to their second choice, in which case their activi-
ties in the lessons were ordained by the system and not necessarily by the pupils’ choices. This raises the ques-
tion of what constitutes a “worthy” choice-is it sufficient to offer a large variety of activities? It should be kept
in mind that activity options in some schools are based on teachers’ skills and expertise, while in other schools
teachers attend in-service courses to master activities selected by the pupils. As a result, the teachers’ knowledge
and mastery of activities selected by the learners may be relatively weak. Another problem arises from the per-
ception by some teachers that “choice” refers not to the actual selection of activities but rather to the level of
difficulty and intensity at which pupils wish to perform them (Johnson et al., 2011). Other teachers see choice as
deciding whether to actively participate in the activity, and still others understand attendance in the lesson to
represent a pupil’s choice. We noticed, as did others (e.g., Bryan & Solmon, 2012; Rosenkranz et al., 2012; Ru-
bin & Raviv, 1999), that some pupils choose an activity in order to be in the same group as their friends; for
them, the actual content of the activity is of secondary importance in their considerations. This variance in the
interpretation of “choice” may explain the findings that were obtained.

The second aim of the study was to examine differences in motivation between boys and girls. Findings
showed that girls reported a higher level of motivation compared to boys. We hypothesize that the explanation
for these findings, as for the previous ones, can be found in the abilities and skills of the teachers. In other words,
while findings in other studies show that during leisure hours girls in junior and senior high school engage in
less PA than boys (e.g., Yew Meng et al., 2013; Zach et al., 2012), the findings of the present study refer activi-
ties within the compulsory lessons in school.

In comparing the preferred areas of activity among the learners, we were again surprised to find how under-
informed youth are regarding the variety of options for activity that are included in physical education. The in-
structions in the questionnaire told respondents to “dream” about the types of activities/sports they would like to



S. Zach, E. Yanovich

include in physical education. It appears that the dream framework of these adolescents is quite conservative.
Again and again the subjects of interest that arose were ball games, physical fitness, and walking. Moreover, as
was reported by other researchers (e.g., Vilhjalmsson & Kristjansdottir, 2003), the traditional-social differences
between the boys and girls in our study was evident in their preferences-girls manifested clear preferences for
engaging in dance, physical fitness, walking, and ball games, while among boys the clear and unquestioned pre-
ference was for ball games above all other activities. We might relate these findings to the notion that thinking
outside the box when the box is missing is almost impossible (Shuhong, Xiaomeng, & Martocchio, 2011). In
other words, creativity cannot exist where fundamental knowledge and skills do not exist. Based on theorists of
creativity (e.g., Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Csikszentmihalyi & Wolfe, 2000; Davis, 2004; Feldman, 1999), it may
be that a lack of imagination stems in part from a lack of motivation to think of something new, or that studentss
have a fatalistic view of school-they have to be in school, and whether they do A or B does not really make
much of a difference. Therefore, they do not really think deeper, or simply cannot picture a situation different
from what exists.

Operative Recommendations

Contrary to expectations, the research findings indicated that the level of motivation for PA in physical educa-
tion lessons was higher among learners not exposed to a choice-based program than among those in a choice-
based program. In light of the contradiction between the actual findings and the expected results based on the ra-
tionale underlying the research hypothesis, it would seem that the choice principle by itself is not enough.
Therefore, several actions are required. First, schools that offer choice-based programs must ask whether it is
even possible to create a condition of real choice in the education system. Second, the answer to the question of
what constitutes a worthy choice, or a real choice for that matter, should be clarified. Third, it is recommended
to determine the additional variables may affect the level of learner motivation, which obviously is not depen-
dent solely on a choice-based program. Only by providing detailed answers to these questions will it be possible
to conduct a more systematic examination of the connection between choice-based and teacher-dictated pro-
grams in physical education.
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