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Abstract 
In this article, we describe a particular aspect of the teaching-learning process: students’ coopera-
tion. Our research attempts to understand the modalities of student engagement at a private in-
stitution in Tunisia. We mobilize the theoretical framework of the ecology of physical education 
(Tousignant, 1982) as a framework for this research. The data results from video recording and 
ethnographic observations of a gymnastics cycle conducted by a teacher specialist of tennis. The 
study was conducted according to a macroscopic analysis of students’ behavior of cooperation 
during three sessions of school education of gymnastics. Through the comparison of forms of en-
gagement for contrasted students (high vs. low), the results reveal recurring characteristics and 
differences in degrees of cooperation between students according to their school levels. 
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1. Introduction 
The researchers developed in the context of motor learning and in context of sport pedagogy raise the impor-
tance of engagement of physical education student in the teaching/learning process. 

Therefore, these researches point the need to better understand the modalities of students’ engagement in physi-
cal education classes. In reality, however, physical education teachers make recurrent observations of students who 
do not progress in class. In this regard, Tunisians teachers express their difficulties in obtaining learning with stu-
dents. They emphasize their low participation in class and point differences in the duration of engagement between 
students according to their skill levels, their motivations, their interests, etc. These findings in the literature (Carlier, 
2004; Doyle, 1986; Siedentop, 1994) show that all students do not engage in the same way in the proposed tasks. 
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Researchers in didactics for their part showed that according to their school position (high, medium, or low) stu-
dents are solicited by their teacher differentially (Schubauer-Leoni, 1996; Elandoulsi, 2011). 

So in light of the recurring difficulties raised by the Tunisian physical education teachers about the non-en- 
gagement of their students, their non-participation in class; in relation to the difficulties they have to obtain sig-
nificant changes in motor learning, our research problematic is to describe student engagement in teaching 
gymnastics in Tunisia. In a private institution and through the comparison of modalities of student engagement, 
we seek to identify how students participate in class? And if students of different school positions (high vs. low) 
participate in the same way in the tasks proposed by the teacher? 

2. Theoretical Registration 
In the 1980s, the North American paradigm of the classroom ecology allowed a better understanding of the class 
activity in all its complexity. This paradigm is to “study the relations between the requests of the environment, 
that is to say, classroom situations, and how people are responding” (Doyle, 1986). 

According to this research streams, the researcher attempts to enter in more depth in the world of the class-
room in order to understand the sense and the meanings that teachers and students give it in order to perform its 
description while taking place in a global perspective. The proponents of this paradigm stipulate that the data 
collected by ethnographic observation allow new hypotheses to discover patterns which could be important for 
the life of the class. 

In physical education, the ecological model was applied by Tousignant and Siedentop (1983). “The ecology 
of physical education” is a research stream of which has been the subject of many studies in our discipline (Sie-
dentop, 1994; Musard, Latch and Carlier, 2010). The first research on the issue of student participation in phys-
ical education class (Tousignant, 1982) reported their engagement by considering the context of learning action. 
To understand the dynamics of the ecological balance of the physical education class, the author was interested 
in how students participated in the course in terms of cooperation. 

Tousignant (1985) considers the cooperation of students in the learning tasks assigned to them as a precondi-
tion for any learning these same tasks. In a qualitative study she describes four categories of student behavior 
when they realize the tasks required of them: complete cooperation, the circumstantial cooperation, disguised 
non-cooperation, expressed non-cooperation. These categories, revealing the degree of cooperation of the stu-
dents are defined as follows: 
- Behaviors of application: the author presumes that when students realize the task, as it was dictated by the 

teacher, they are qualified as “applied”. Students are attentive, they participate in the management of the ac-
tivity and they engage in learning tasks. These behaviors are an indicative of complete cooperation. 

- Tasks transformation behaviors: the author highlighted the fact that when students are confronted with a task 
that does not correspond to their skill level, they make changes to the task. They can change the rules of a 
game or improvise new ways to exercise and even change the nature of the task. These behaviors are asso-
ciated with a circumstantial cooperation. 

- Evasive behavior: the author specifies that these behaviors match those of students who “hide their non-co- 
operation in just evading the achievement of tasks so that teachers think they realize the assigned task” 
(Tousignant, 1985). These evasive behaviors which do not really disturb the progress of the class are indica-
tors of a disguised non-cooperation. 

- Deviant behaviors: the author describes a deviant behavior when a student refuses completely to cooperate. 
This category includes classics deviance such as talk or fights with a friend during the session and also mod-
ifies the task unacceptably. These incompatible behaviors with the objectives set by the teacher obviously 
disrupt the progress of the class and inhibit learning. Deviant behaviors are connected to an expressed 
non-cooperation. 

The theoretical framework of the model of the classroom ecology of physical education is extremely relevant 
to look at the level of student engagement in different systems tasks that the teacher offered. Researches in the 
classroom ecology are more interested in student engagement in terms of classroom climate, educational rela-
tionships or ecological balance than in terms of participation in academic achievement. 

3. Methods 
Our research reports a case study in a private school, which aims to observe the modalities of student engage-
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ment in the teaching/learning process. As we stand in an ethnographic approach, the search follows a descriptive 
approach. 

3.1. Characteristics of the Observed Empirical Contexts 
3.1.1. Context of the Institution 
The International School of Carthage (ISC) is a Tunisian private high school. With international vocation, the 
school is approved by the French Ministry of National Education. Located in Carthage, in the district of Tunis, it 
is distinguished by modern architecture interspersed with green areas creating a quality of life as we find in Eu-
rope. The ISC prepares students for the Diploma and the French Brevet exams in general bachelor (Series: 
scientific (S), economic and social (ES)). 

The ISC is an establishment with a team of 6 teachers of physical education relatively stable for five years. It 
is constituted by three women and three men. The organization of the physical education is based on French 
programs. In bachelor’s degree students choose three activities of a menu, on which they will be evaluated. 

3.1.2. Context of the Learning Cycle and the Observed Sessions 
The learning cycles from which are extracted the three sessions analyzed is a cycle of eight sessions of two 
hours planned for the last semester of the school year just after spring holidays. It takes place with bachelor’s 
science class (S1 and S2) and Economic and Social class (ES). 

Three sessions were observed with each time an interview ante and post session. An interview ante observa-
tion was made in the beginning of the second semester cycle and an interview post observation was completed at 
the end of the cycle before the baccalaureate exam. 

3.1.3. Characteristics of the Teacher 
The teacher that we named Sonia pursued her higher education at the High Institute of Sport and Physical Edu-
cation of Ksar Said (Tunisia) for four years. She holds a Master in Science and technology of physical activities 
and sports. She has always been a teacher in public schools before integrating the private education, four years 
ago at the ISC. 

Sonia has twenty-two years of experience as a teacher of physical education and has always taught gymnas-
tics for terminals classes. She has tennis as a specialty. 

3.1.4. Classroom Characteristics and Choice of Selected Students  
The class group is composed of three terminal classes: ES (12 students), S1 (4 students) and S2 (6 students). The 
class has 22 students including 6 exempted students. 16 girl students are expected to be present during the 
learning cycle. 

According the methodological principle, it is the teacher who indicated the four students (“strong” and 
“weak”) retained for research (Leutenegger, 2003). These students have the following characteristics as shown 
in Table 1. 

3.2. Data Collection 
We collected data concerning students’ activity and teachers’ activity in ordinary class. We filmed three consec-
utive sessions of learning aims in a gymnastics cycle in private institution in connection with the preparation of 
baccalaureate exam in physical education according to the French programs. 
 
Table 1. Characteristics of students selected for the research.                                                             

Names Codes Skill levels 
Parents’ socio-economic levels 

Mothers Fathers 

Myriam F14 Strong Engineer Accounting officer 

Farah F21 Strong Teacher University professor 

Amani f2 Weak Jobless Manager to the bank 

Sarra f7 Weak Official in a travel agency Architect 
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For the three filmed and observed sessions, we identified the planning of the teacher to learn about the objects 
taught and we also took notes to look after the tasks proposed to students, the action of the teacher in the pres-
entation of the work. We took notes on motor actions of students and their evolutions during the session, on the 
relations with peers, and during discussions with the teacher during or after the action. 

We particularly noted impressions on the class and/or on the teacher, on the elements on the content taught, 
on unexpected incidents and on the general functioning of the class (Amade-Escot & Marsenach, 1995). For 
example, we took notes on the devices, the methods of organization, the types and the degree of difficulty of the 
proposed situations. 

We noted, also, the way in which the teacher presented and regulated them. We also took into consideration 
the participation and engagement of students in the proposed tasks. The movie of the session was doubled by 
simultaneous notes which allow the didactic script (Amade-Escot & Léziart, 1996).  

3.3. Processing and Data Analysis 
The processing and the data analysis are based on the framework of the classroom ecology description. The 
analysis allows the understanding of the engagement of students in the teaching/learning process. 

A behavior chronic interested in the engagement of four students selected in situation of teaching/learning in 
gymnastics. This is to study the engagement of two “strong” students and two low “students” following the eco-
logical approach based on the degree of cooperation (Tousignant, 1985). Abbreviations of these behaviors are 
used in the following manner to facilitate their reading from table: 
- AB for application behavior;  
- TTB for task transformation behavior;  
- EB for evasive behavior;  
- and DB for deviant behavior. 

On a double entry table, the chronic presents temporal dimensions of the engagement of four students selected 
for the study. Horizontally, the table presents the various successive tasks of each session indicating the overall 
time spent on this task. On the vertical axis, are presented the behavior of student engagement using a sequential 
method of observation every fifteen seconds. Are listed vertically application, transformation task, evasive or 
deviant behavior as students act in this task. 

Chronic ran as follows as shown in Table 2. 
The analysis allows us to have a global apprehension of the degree of the engagement of the four students 

observed as well as an estimation of the frequency of the different behaviors during the session. 

4. Results and Discussion 
The three observed sessions answer three different objectives. They are characterized by a duration, a number of 
students and very different number of tasks. This variability is summarized in Table 3. 

When we use the categories of the classroom ecology in physical education, we note in this private institution 
and during the three observed sessions that: 
- Students apply in tasks prescribed by the teacher. We record more important percentages of behavior of ap-

plication than the other categories during the three sessions reflecting a predominance of a complete cooper-
ation. 

- The degree of cooperation of F14, F21 and f2 does not seem affected by their level skill. For example, the 
student f2 of low school position engages in the activity as frequently as the students F14 and F21 and even 
more as it is the case in session 2. 

- A significant gap is recorded between both students f2 and f7 who present different duration of behavior of 
application. The student f7 present an important duration of evasive and deviant behaviors (nearly 18 mi-
nutes in session 1). This reflects a non-cooperation with this student, who oscillate between an expressed 
non-cooperation and a disguised non-cooperation. 

- The pupils whatever is their school position are able to produce tasks transformation behavior. 
- Finally, the duration of task transformation behavior of F14 and F21, students in high school position is 

more important than students in low school position. 
The results in terms of percentages relative to the degrees of cooperation of the four students observed during 

the sessions, are illustrated in Table 4. 
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Table 2. Behavior chronic extract of strong and weak students following the degree of cooperation of Tousignant (1985). 
Task 1, session 2.                                                                                                   

Time 

 Task1 15'01'' 

Students F14 F21 f2 f7 

Duration Behavior 

15'      

 15″ AB AB AB AB 

 30″ AB AB AB AB 

 45″ AB AB AB EB 

16' 1min DB DB DB DB 

 1'15'' AB TTB AB DB 

 1'30'' EB EB EB EB 

 1′45'' DB AB CE DB 

17' 2 min DB DB DB DB 

 2'15'' DB TTB DB DB 

 2'30'' DB TTB DB DB 

 2'45'' DB TTB DB DB 

18' 3 min DB DB DB DB 

 3'15'' DB DB DB DB 

 3'30'' EB TTB AB TTB 

 3'45'' TTB TTB CA EB 

19' 4 min DB DB DB DB 

 4'15'' EB EB AB EB 

 4'30''     

 
Table 3. Context of the observed sessions.                                                                             

 Present  
students 

Session  
duration Session objectives Tasks’  

number 
Tasks’  

duration 

Session 1 9 60'15'' 
“The goal ... is the consolidation of gains/I am going 
to work the element/… it is 8-3C/and this is the roll 
backward piked/so I’ll try to make progress.” 

7 47'25'' 

Session 2 11 45'53'' “This is a review of the forward and backward roll” 7 29'75'' 

Session 3 14 59'30'' 
“It’s a finalization ...we will carry out a small review 
of all rolls and jumps and then we will do an  
individual update for each student for the final step. 

10 50'25'' 

 
It appears from these findings that students’ engagement in learning tasks depends on modes of organization 

of the class and on teacher’s ability to regulate the motor productions of students. 
The observation shows that all sessions take place without differentiation of tasks. With the same content, 

students receive a direct instruction (Altet, Bressoux, Bru, & Leconte-Lambert, 1996). 
The organization of the class as a single group can deliver a maximum of information to many students in a 

synchronous way. In this form of organization, all students are considered as equals. The teaching is based on 
the implementation of standards activities. In this type of organization, the teacher assumes the responsibility of 
learning contents that is the same for all students. 

From the didactic point of view we speak in this case of “topos surplombant” (Schubauer-Leoni, 2008). The 
priority is given to the relation teacher/knowledge as well as the class group. The student, as individuality is un-  
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Table 4. Quantitative data of the behavior of four students during three sessions.                                               

Duration and 
number of tasks 

Session 1 Session 2 Session 3 

47'25'' for 7 tasks 29'75'' for 8 tasks 50'25'' for 10 tasks 

Behaviour categries AB 
% 

TTB 
% 

EB 
% 

DB 
% 

AB 
% 

TTB 
% 

EB 
% 

DB 
% 

AB 
% 

TTB 
% 

EB 
% 

DB 
% Students Levels 

F14 Strong 62.43 2.64 33.86 1.06 61.34 0.84 21.85 15.97 54.73 12.93 19.90 12.44 

F21 Strong 74.60 5.29 17.99 2.12 63.02 8.40 21.01 7.56 68.16 4.48 13.93 13.43 

Averages of strong 
students 68.51 3.96 25.88 1.59 62.18 4.62 21.43 11.76 61.44 8.70 16.91 12.93 

f2 Weak 69.84 0.53 20.10 9.52 64.70 2.52 18.49 14.28 63.68 6.96 16.91 12.44 

f7 Weak 34.39 7.41 21.16 37.04 25.21 5.04 21.01 48.74 25.37 0.50 43.78 30.35 

Averages of weak 
students 52.11 3.97 20.63 23.28 44.95 3.78 19.75 31.51 44.52 3.73 30.34 21.39 

Average of the four 
students 60.31 3.97 23.28 12.43 53.57 4.20 20.59 21.64 52.98 6.22 23.63 17.16 

 
derestimated, because the teaching is adapted to a class segment, the other segments being marginalized. So 
every teacher leads his class with regard to a reference group (Crahay, 1989). The course is generally carried out 
for a group of “average” or “median” students. Usually the fastest students, those who finish before the other 
having a high school position and the slowest students those who are behind the advance of knowledge having a 
low position are penalized. 

Student engagement depends also on the nature of the situations prescribed for the class. We have highlighted 
a lack of differentiated learning situations, even though the institution has sufficient specific equipment (crash 
mats, bar springboard) susceptible to create real workshops. We interpret these findings by making the hypothe-
sis that the teacher has no teaching resources to develop learning situations differentiated in terms of arrange-
ment of the environment and in terms of definition of success criteria. 

The low expertise of the teacher, specialist of tennis, does not allow her either to manage in the joint action 
the gymnastic learning of her students. These difficulties of conception and management of the didactic situa-
tions determine a management class that does not take into account the different school positions of students. 
Consequently, this has an impact on the degree of cooperation of students in the proposed tasks. 

We find what was highlighted by several studies about the importance of teachers’ expertise in the didactic 
management or about the determining role of practical epistemology of the physical education teacher in the 
evolutionary dynamics of the didactic processes (Amade-Escot, 2013; Elandoulsi, 2011). 

Our results confirm those of several authors before us in the field of the ecology of physical education (Bru- 
nelle, Drouin, Godbout, & Tousignant, 1988; Florence, Brunelle, & Carlier, 1998; Placek, 1983; Tousignant, 
1985; Siedentop, 1994) who show that there is a link between the way a teacher leads his class and the forms of 
cooperation of students. 

5. Conclusion 
Students play on different modalities of engagement to develop social relationships, to develop recreational ac-
tivities, or to reduce the request of tasks to avoid costs of learning. Our research shows that according to their 
school position, students do not engage in the same way in the proposed tasks: “strong” students are considered 
to be more active than the “weak” students. 

However, to go beyond these observations, we ask ourselves what are the effects of these modalities of en-
gagement on the teaching-learning process? Indeed, the relation of student engagement towards teaching con-
tents is not enough worked in researches in the teaching of physical education. In other words, students’ actions 
are not sufficiently defined in the literature allowing understanding the ways in which students contribute to the 
advancement of knowledge in the classroom. 

The issue of student participation in the didactic process was the object of few researches even if precursory 
works (Amade-Escot & Venturini, 2009; Venturini & Amade-Escot, 2009) showed that there were tracks of 
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deepening to explore in terms of research. 
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