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ABSTRACT
This research explored the experiences of children (age 9–10) when five
Irish generalist primary teachers positioned meaningfulness as the
priority filter for their pedagogical decision-making in physical education
(n = 37). Pedagogies that support meaningfulness include those that are
democratic and reflective, and give attention to individual experiences.
Data sources included non-participant observations (n = 10), pupil diary
(n = 101) and focus groups (n = 21 in five focus groups). Children’s
experiences were enhanced by shared ownership of the learning focus,
collaboration on learning activities and teacher’s attention to individual
experiences. Results provide direction on a coherent approach to
prioritising meaningfulness in primary physical education.
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Introduction

Attention to personal meaningfulness has been proposed as a solution to the weak impact of phys-
ical education on continued physical activity participation for many (Ennis 2017; Kretchmar 2008).
Empirical evidence is lacking, however, about what an intentional focus on meaningfulness might
look like and how it might influence children’s experiences in physical education. Building on
new developments related to pedagogies teachers can use to promote meaningful experiences
(Beni, Fletcher, and Ní Chróinín 2019; Beni, Ní Chróinín, and Fletcher 2019; Fletcher and Ní Chróinín
2021; O’Connor 2019), this research directly attends to children’s experiences of physical education
when pedagogies of meaningfulness are implemented. In our approach, teachers implemented ped-
agogies of meaningfulness within a unit of work with close attention to developing a deep under-
standing of children’s perspectives. Elsewhere we have gathered data that represents the teacher’s
perspective on this approach (Beni, Ní Chróinín, and Fletcher 2021; Vasily et al. 2021) but have lacked
children’s voices in relation to their experience. As such, data collection in this research focused on
capturing individual children’s experiences. Empirical evidence of children’s experiences provides
important direction on refinement of pedagogies of meaningfulness in physical education.

Literature review

There continues to be wide variability of experience and outcomes for children in physical education
settings with concerning gaps revealed between the ideals and realities of children’s experiences.
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For instance, current forms of school-based physical education are failing to promote children’s con-
tinued participation in physical activity (Ladwig, Vazou, and Ekkekakis 2018) and many report that
physical education lacks in meaningfulness and is irrelevant to their lives (Lodewyk and Pybus
2012). Of particular concern is that for many, not having to engage with physical education is
their best memory of the subject (Ladwig, Vazou, and Ekkekakis 2018). Such findings raise questions
about the value of physical education in promoting physical activity across the lifespan for all chil-
dren. The quality of physical education experiences matters to children’s commitment to stay
involved. If the experience is negative, the child may avoid or lose interest in participation (Bergeron
et al. 2015; Knight, Harwood, and Gould 2017). Moreover, recent research has shown that the current
emphasis on health outcomes in many physical education programmes is misplaced, for many
young people, health is not a motivating factor to support physical activity participation (Strömmer
et al. 2021). The match between children’s personal preferences for participation (Balish et al. 2014;
Crane and Temple 2015) and the experiences provided in physical education and physical activity
settings is therefore critical to promoting the types of experiences that children will want to
pursue across time.

By way of solution, Ennis (2017, 248) suggested that teachers of physical education should assist
‘students in their search to find meaningful experiences in which they seek to engage and affiliate
with others in an enjoyable physical activity environment’. Attention to meaningfulness places
emphasis more on the processes than the products of physical education (Kretchmar 2008) by focus-
ing on the quality of an individual’s experience. Meaningfulness is defined as ‘the amount of signifi-
cance something holds for an individual’ (Rosso, Dekas, and Wrzesniewski 2010, 94–95). Identifying
an experience as meaningful therefore entails a retrospective value judgment(s) or interpretation of
circumstances (Baumeister et al. 2013). Meaningfulness is fundamentally about an individual’s
interpretation of experience, not the experience itself (Chen 1998). It involves the individual becom-
ing aware and making sense of the experience in relation to past, present, and future experiences
through a process of synthesis and reconciliation (Jarvis 1987). Meaningfulness in physical education
and related settings for human movement (e.g. sport, physical activity, recreation) involves consider-
ation of the purpose and goals of movement, judgements related to the emotional value of the
experience, and a sense of coherence that provides a ‘big picture’ comprehension and connection
between these and other life experiences (Chen 1998). Personal meaning interpretations are con-
structed in relation to the world, where individuals make connections to ‘something that reaches
beyond the actual experience, linking it to something else’ (Leontiev 2013, 462).

Physical education can support learners to seek and become aware of the personal meaningful-
ness of participating physical activity and physical culture, by offering a ‘suitable learning context for
initiation into a range of worthwhile social and cultural practices’ that enrich an individual’s lived
experience (Thorburn 2018, 26). Meaningful experiences therefore are those that involve democratic
transformation and encourage pupils to search for further experiences in physical education and
related areas rather than to avoid them (Fletcher and Ní Chróinín 2021). This calls to mind
Dewey’s (1938) classification of experiences as educative, miseducative, and noneducative. Accord-
ing to Dewey (1938), the principle of continuity involves an individual taking account of the inter-
action of previous experiences, which modifies the quality of future experiences. Meaningful
experiences (those that are personally significant) could be interpreted by an individual as positive
or negative. Dewey (1938) describes the positive form of meaningful experiences as educative; those
that the individual would seek continuity of the experience rather than avoidance. In physical edu-
cation, pupils have described these experiences as tending to involve and optimal level of challenge,
positive social interactions and relationships with peers and teachers, developing competence, and
seeing the personal relevance in what they are learning (Beni, Fletcher, and Ní Chróinín 2017). Edu-
cative experiences that prompt reflection on the nature of the experience and its outcomes tend to
produce powerful learning (Rodgers 2002). Meaningful experiences that are negative are described
as miseducative, in that they lead an individual to avoid rather than continue an experience. In phys-
ical education, these types of experiences might involve harassment, feelings of embarrassment, or
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incompetence (Carlson 1995; Ladwig, Vazou, and Ekkekakis 2018). Noneducative experiences are
those that lack meaning for individuals, in that they may not care a great deal about the experience
in that it provides little value either positively or negatively. Dewey’s (1938) theorising about the
qualities of experiences provides a useful lens to consider children’s experiences of pedagogies
that have the potential to facilitate meaningful experiences in physical education.

Meaningful physical education

Jewett, Bain, and Ennis (1995) provide direction on what an approach that prioritises meaningfulness
might consist of:

… Personal meaning can be approached either intrinsically or instrumentally, and the sources of meaning in
movement varies widely, both within and among individuals. The focus may be upon the feelings of joy, plea-
sure, and satisfaction inherent in the movement experience itself, or upon the use of movement activities to
accomplish some extrinsic goal important to the participant. (52)

The Meaningful Physical Education (Meaningful PE) approach (Fletcher and Ní Chróinín 2021) is
a pedagogical innovation that prioritises meaningful experiences as an organising concept for
decision-making in PE. The Meaningful PE approach gives special attention to the quality of lear-
ners’ experiences towards meaningfulness and rather than being left to chance, meaningful
experiences are positioned as the main filter for a teacher’s pedagogical decisions. Jewett, Bain,
and Ennis (1995, 52) outline ‘ … the role of the educator is to analyse potential sources of
meaning, to provide a wide range of opportunities, and to respond supportively to the individual’s
search for meaning’. Our understanding of meaningfulness provides important direction on ped-
agogies of meaningfulness (Fletcher et al. 2021). Reflective pedagogies including goal-setting and
review help children to value and appreciate the place of physical activity engagement in their
lives through retrospective interpretations of experience. Democratic pedagogies provide a
scaffold for children’s investment in their participation and empower children to shape and
influence their involvement.

The Meaningful PE approach is built on features of participation that children themselves have
identified as important to them in their experiences. A systematic review of meaningful experiences
in physical education and youth sport (Beni, Fletcher, and Ní Chróinín 2017) led to the identification
of the following qualitative aspects, or features, of sport and physical education participation that
influence meaningfulness:

(1) Having fun in the moment,
(2) Experiencing ‘just right’, optimal challenge,
(3) Feeling competent to participate,
(4) Having opportunities for social interaction, with friends, peers and the teacher/coach,
(5) Seeing the personal relevance of experiences to their lives, both the importance of experiences

as well as how it connects to other parts of their lives.

While these features provide a useful guide to teachers who aim to promote meaningful experi-
ences in physical education, they might be thought of as provisional in that they provide a starting
point (rather than an end) for discussions about the types of things children have identified as mean-
ingful. It is quite likely that other features exist from person to person, such as self-expression and
creativity, and children should be supported to make inductive claims about what made an experi-
ence meaningful (Rintala 2009). Moreover, the presence of these features in a child’s experience is
not a guarantee that they will identify their experiences as personally significant. For instance,
Kretchmar (2006, 7) suggests that what matters is ‘Who our friends are, what we are good at,
where we can go, and what we can do’. This highlights the importance of context, including
access to people, financial, material, and organisational resources (such as clubs, equipment, and
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facilities). Understanding both why and how individual children ascribe significance to experiences,
along with the ‘what’ is important in helping teachers deliver relevant and meaningful experiences in
physical education.

Meaningfulness is ascribed retrospectively rather than ‘in the moment’ – this can make it challen-
ging for teachers to estimate the effectiveness of the experiences they are creating as evaluation of
their personal significance by children is subsequent rather than concurrent to the experience. In
understanding why and how children identify an experience as meaningful, several scholars have
focused attention on processes or tools to access children’s responses. O’Connor (2019) illustrated
how use of embodied meaning-making reflection on past physical activity experiences can
support children to analyse their participation experiences. Others have provided insight on how
teachers can access children’s experiences through poems, drawing and journaling to inform their
pedagogies (Ní Chróinín, Fletcher, and Griffin 2018; Nilges 2004). Koekoek, Knoppers, and Stegeman
(2009) have highlighted the need for research that provides understanding of children’s experiences
that can inform teachers’ pedagogies. In particular, there is a lack of research available that examines
the aspects of experiences and connected teacher pedagogies focused on meaningfulness that are
valued by children as they participate. This study aims to fill this gap. Also, while acknowledging the
personal and idiosyncratic nature of ascribing meaningfulness to experience, there is value in better
understanding how children’s experiences of these pedagogies of meaningfulness may be similar
and different across schools and teachers. The purpose of this research was, therefore, to explore
children’s experiences of physical education when meaningfulness was prioritised guided by the fol-
lowing research question: What are children’s experiences of pedagogies of meaningfulness? Insight
on the experiences of individual children and in different school contexts provides important direc-
tion on the refinement of common pedagogies of meaningfulness in primary physical education.

Methodology

Participants and setting

Ethical approval for this research was obtained from the Mary Immaculate College Research Ethics
Committee. Five primary generalist teachers and the 101 children (age 9–10, 53 males, 48
females) in their classes participated and provided informed consent. The five teachers responded
to an invitation to participate that was circulated through the Irish Primary Physical Education Associ-
ation. Their engagement with the national association suggests a particular interest in physical edu-
cation. Four of the five teachers had a background and experience in sport and/or other forms
physical activity as a participant and coach. All were open to innovation in their practice and inter-
ested in learning about new pedagogical approaches in physical education.

Overview of the intervention

Teachers received input on implementing the Meaningful PE approach in two ways. First, a series of
videos and documents developed by the research team were made available on a password pro-
tected website. These introduced some of the main ideas about Meaningful PE and provided tea-
chers with examples of pedagogies and shared the experiences of other teachers in
implementing these pedagogies. Second, each teacher was provided with a diary that included
an overview of Meaningful PE and suggestions on implementing strategies that could support chil-
dren experiencing each of the five features (social interaction, challenge, motor competence, fun,
personally relevant learning). A general structure for each lesson was also provided. For example,
teachers were recommended to share learning intentions with the children and discuss how the fea-
tures were planned for at the beginning of each lesson. They were also provided with a PE Diary to
share with children to document their experiences. Teachers were encouraged to involve children in
goal setting and decision-making, facilitate them to make choices and respond to their feedback to
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make activities meaningful. Teachers were asked to use observations and regular check-ins during
tasks to identify aspects that could be modified or magnified to enhance children’s experiences.
For example, how a task might be made more fun, challenging, or social. Teachers were also rec-
ommended to build ‘free’ time for children to plan and direct their own activities in every lesson.
Sometimes this could be related to the overarching lesson focus (e.g. free time to explore the
content with friends or free time to focus on a specific aspect of the unit content previously
learned) while at others the choice was left completely open to children. The project team supported
teacher’s implementation in a variety of ways using an online resource bank and forum, e-mail
check-ins, and school visits.

Teachers implemented ideas from the Meaningful PE approach for six to eight PE lessons (n = 37
total). In line with Irish curriculum documents, all teachers identified overall learning objectives for
the unit of work related to skill development, tactical and strategic play, and social relationships. Skill
development activities focused on learning fundamental motor skills related to games, such as
throwing, catching, kicking and striking. Tactical and strategic objectives focused on application
of skills in a variety of contexts. Learning objectives related to social skills prioritised relationship
building, listening and cooperation with others. Teachers drew on ideas and activities available
through a current national physical literacy initiative ‘Move Well Move Often’ (https://www.
scoilnet.ie/pdst/physlit/) to plan content activities and implement a range of pedagogies of mean-
ingfulness that suited their learners and context. All teachers’ approaches represented the spirit of
Meaningful PE, with attention to both democratic and reflective pedagogies. Teachers’ experiences
have been outlined in detail elsewhere (Beni, Ní Chróinín, and Fletcher 2021); this paper focuses
specifically on the children’s experiences.

Data sources

A number of qualitative data sources captured children’s experiences of pedagogies of meaningful-
ness in each school including:

(1) Work samples generated by the children in a weekly diary during PE activities to provide evi-
dence of their experiences. Children completed a diary entry for each lesson – identifying
goals at the beginning of the lesson and reflecting on their achievement subsequently. In
addition, children were prompted to consider the aspects of the lesson that were meaningful
to them using the language of the features.

(2) Focus groups with children in each school were conducted at the end of the unit of lessons. Chil-
dren were asked about their participation experiences, the aspects of Meaningful PE they
appreciated, and changes they would make. Children were asked to bring their diary to the inter-
view and invited to share a standout example.

(3) Non-participant observations of each teacher on at least two occasions to provide another per-
spective on implementation and experiences of Meaningful PE within each local context. The
observer recorded details of tasks and activities undertaken, noticed the atmosphere of the
lesson by recording what they saw and heard, and captured moments related to children’s
engagement with each of the five features.

Data analysis

Final data sources for analysis included non-participant observations (n = 10), pupil diary (n = 122)
and focus groups (n = 21 in five focus groups). All data were digitised and transcribed. A thematic
analysis (TA) is a method for identifying, analysing, interpreting and reporting patterns of
meaning across qualitative data (Clarke and Braun 2014). TA was selected as a good fit to explore
meaningfulness because ‘a good TA involves more than simply reporting what is in the data; it
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involves telling an interpretative story about the data in relation to a research question’ (Clarke and
Braun 2014, 6626). One member of the research team (Déirdre) led the thematic analysis following a
six-step process (Braun and Clarke 2006). First, all children’s data were read and re-read to ensure
familiarisation with the data. This was an active process, inserting comments to note potential
areas of interest. Data for each school were examined separately and connections were drawn
between data from focus groups and diaries. Secondly, the data were reviewed systematically,
and initial codes were allocated to summarise the meaning of the data and to note points related
to the research question. The coding process was completed separately for each school. Third,
codes across schools were reviewed to identify patterns across the data sets from the five schools
and to construct provisional representative themes. Fourth, these provisional themes were then
reviewed, initially in relation to the children’s data, both with their coded data and the full data
set, and subsequently through examination of the teacher and observation data. These other data
sources provided supplemental evidence that helped to contextualise the story of children’s experi-
ences. Fifth, themes were defined and named through interpretation of the key message of each
theme. Sixth, and finally, representative quotes from the data were selected and the findings
were drafted.

To forefront student perspectives, we decided to prioritise children’s data in these represen-
tations. Ideas from the observational data of teachers are weaved through the narrative, but no
direct quotes from these data are included. Other decisions at this point included the order in
which to present the themes and selection of relevant literature to illustrate and support the argu-
ment. Trustworthiness was addressed through triangulation of multiple data sources, and member
checking of the findings with two other members of the research team who were also familiar with
the data set.

Findings

Attention to meaningfulness influenced the quality of individual children’s physical education
experiences. Insight on their experiences addresses a gap in our understanding (Kretchmar 2008)
by providing important direction on the lesson-to-lesson pedagogies teachers can use to
promote educative rather than miseducative experiences that build towards meaningfulness for
pupils (Dewey, 1938). Findings are organised and presented within three themes highlighting the
importance of: a shared learning focus, a collaborative learning process, and, attention to quality
of individual experience. Direct quotes from children illustrate each theme. Quotes are anonymised
indicating the school number and data source as focus group (FG) or diary (D).

Shared ownership of the learning focus mattered

A focus on an educative form of meaningfulness demands a learning collaboration between the
teacher and children. The teachers were observed sharing their learning intentions for the lesson
and initiating conversations about the learning focus in the classroom before moving to the physical
activity space. Based on these learning intentions, the children identified and recognised the
purpose(s) of the lessons and recorded personal goals for their learning in a diary, where they sub-
sequently reflected at the end of the lesson. We provide evidence of the value of sharing purpose(s)
of learning and time for goal-setting in the following sections.

Teachers sharing their learning intentions helped children to see the purpose of activities. One
pupil in a focus group said: ‘you got an idea of what we were going to do’ (FG2). As a result, children
knew what they were learning as well as how, for example: ‘Mostly working on our skills, and doing
different games to bring the skills together’ (FG4). Children appreciated knowing what was happen-
ing, which contrasted with their previous experiences, ‘It kind of meant more because in normal PE
you’d just be passing around a ball and it wouldn’t mean much but when you knew what you were
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doing and working towards something it meant more’ (FG1). This type of experience might be
described by Dewey (1938) as noneducative, in that it ‘didn’t mean much’ to this pupil.

The performative aspect of physical skill learning using pedagogies of Meaningful PE provided
children with a concrete reference point for their participation that contrasted with their previous
experience:

[The] PE we did before was whatever she could think of on that day and then we’d just do that for half an hour.
And now we are doing running and catching, and we learn it properly and at the same time we’re still playing
games. (FG2)

Initial sharing and insight by the teachers on the purpose and direction of children’s learning was
found to be useful and educative within the lessons:

We knew what we were going to learn before the PE class… [the teacher] would tell us some brief things, like
we would be focusing on tactics or learning to pass backwards… It’s good to know what you’re doing because
she didn’t have to explain it that much, she’d just go into what game we’d have to do. Because we’d know in our
heads what tactics we’d be learning so we’d be focusing on it. (FG1)

By teachers sharing their learning intentions, children were also provided with a frame for the
continuity of experience in that they could identify future personal goals for their own participation
based on their prior knowledge, experience and ambitions. For each lesson, children set and
recorded goals for their participation in their diary based on the learning intentions shared by the
teachers. Children appreciated the goal-setting process. One pupil commented: ‘it was nice to
focus in on what you wanted to achieve on that day… follow through with them’ (FG5). As with
articulating the purpose(s) of learning intentions, goal-setting gave children a target for their partici-
pation and provided a reference point within lessons for children to focus and refocus their efforts:
‘you could move towards something, you could have a goal set for yourself. You could have a certain
goal if you wanted to get better at passing or catching’ (FG1). By providing a learning focus, goals
directly influenced what children paid attention to in their participation, for example: ‘I thought of
my goal because I used to kick with my toe at first and I saw all the boys kicking with the side of their
foot and I tried that, and I can kick properly now’ (FG1). Goal setting also made a difference to how
some children engaged with others, for instance: ‘sometimes I would forget it, but other times when
I’mwith my friends who can’t solo, and I’d think what is my goal? And then be like, oh yeah to help a
friend’ (FG4). These examples illustrate the value of goal-setting in supporting the learning process,
to frame a purpose and allow for subsequent reflection on and evaluation of experience (Chen 1998;
Dewey, 1938).

Learning intentions were often recapitulated and lessons concluded back in the classroom, where
pupils were provided with an opportunity to reflect on the goals they set and evaluate each lesson
experience in terms of its educative (or miseducative value). Standal (2015, 110) suggests reflection
moves ‘the learner from one experience to the next’ and helps develop a deeper understanding of
the experience. Echoing the literature (Ennis 2017), reflection provided a scaffold for learners to see
the personal relevance of their participation in ways that added value to their experiences. Children
were comfortable assessing achievement of their goals. Reflection on goal achievement allowed chil-
dren to evaluate their progress, provided a sense of achievement as well as motivation for future
goal setting:

You’d circle if you achieved the goal, or if you were still working on it… It was easy because you would know if
you still need to work on it, because if something wasn’t coming out that well you’d know you’d have to practise
more and get it right. (FG3)

Reflection from lesson to lesson helped children to track their progress. For example, one student
noted she was ‘better than I was at the start’ (D2). Sharing the purpose(s) of learning intentions
by the teacher and providing opportunities for goal-setting and reflection facilitated children to
direct their learning. Crucially, children’s investment in planning for their learning was
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complimented by pedagogies that gave them ownership to shape their participation during the
learning process.

Collaboration on learning processes mattered

Democratic pedagogies that foster inclusivity and provide pupils with opportunities to contribute in
authentic ways to individual and collective decision-making can enhance the educative value and
meaningfulness of physical education (Enright and O’Sullivan 2010; O’Connor 2019; Walseth, Engeb-
retsen, and Elvebakk 2018). Teachers provided opportunities for children to influence the quality of
their own participation in ways that treated children’s perspectives as legitimate and worthy of
notice. Letting children shape their experiences by adjusting challenge levels, who they played
with, as well as the content of games and ‘free time’ activities mattered greatly to the children
who thrived on increased opportunities and autonomy to make choices about their experiences,
and to contribute to their participation (Harvey et al. 2018).

First, teachers involved the children in making decisions in relatively simple ways; for example,
how they engaged with the content of the activity (e.g. a particular skill or task to focus on) or
whom they played with (Koekoek and Knoppers 2015). The freedom to make modifications or
more radical changes to tasks helped align learning goals with tasks. For example, one pupil
explained how peers in their class would modify tasks: ‘after a while they got used to knowing
their goal and doing it, but if they found it too hard or easy we’d make a rule to make it
different’ (FG1). Flexibility to modify tasks also helped to match individual preferences with elements
of the specific task or broader activity (e.g. the game or sport). This pupil explained how modifying a
task could have influences on the educative or miseducative value of engaging with the task: ‘they
mightn’t like it because they weren’t good at a specific thing but by changing the rule it could make
it more fun for them’ (FG1).

Second, some children were empowered to use a voting system to modify group activities. Too
often, children turn off from participation because they find that their experiences do not match
their preferences or have potentially harmful effects (Dewey, 1938; Ryan and Deci 2017). Understand-
ing and involving children in identifying what is meaningful to them can help counteract their dis-
engagement (Kipp 2017). In one focus group, the following three children explained how this
worked for them:

E: Before every PE class she said what we were doing, like: ‘we’ll do this game for 15 minutes’, and stuff like
that, and if one of us didn’t really like the game we’d have a vote if we would you like to do this game or
that game?

G: And if a few people didn’t want to do it she would let them do whatever they wanted.
A: They’d do another game that still involved the same skills, but still not be left out. (FG1)

Such negotiations between children and with the teacher facilitated compromise in making and
enacting individual and collective decisions (Light and Harvey 2017) in ways that accommodated
individual preferences.

Third, children appreciated being allowed to make decisions and choices about their own partici-
pation (Mandigo et al. 2008) in ways that made learning more personally relevant. Of their previous
experience, one pupil stated:

… all the people who loved it said ‘let’s do this’ and the minority didn’t want to, and they were left out. As
someone who doesn’t play football I was grateful to [teacher] because now everyone gets a say, and before
you didn’t. (FG4)

Children were supported to negotiate and use voting to reach agreement. Having a say in partici-
pation mattered ‘because you’re not being told what to do, maybe not everybody would like that
game and they wouldn’t get involved as much’ (FG4).

Fourth, children were facilitated to have some form of ‘free time’ to direct their own activities.
Free time activities are associated with helping children figure out the personal relevance of activities
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as well as to scaffold children’s learning about how to organise and implement activities learned in
PE outside of PE time in their homes and communities. For example: ‘at the end of every session she
would give us five minutes to get into our table groups and make a game’ (FG2) based on the funda-
mental movement they were focused on. The children loved the opportunity to control the content
of activities and make up their own games. In the following quote the child alludes to both the edu-
cative and miseducative potential of their experiences based on reconciling previous experiences
with their current experiences of the Meaningful PE approach:

A lot of the time with school work we’re pushed to do something that we don’t want to do, and we all have
different hobbies, and if we’re pushed to do something we don’t want to do we won’t want to do it. So, if
we can make up a game with the skill we’re learning we can have fun with it instead of just being like: ‘this
is so boring, I hate it’. (FG4)

Increased responsibility for and control over their participation mattered greatly to the children. Chil-
dren were undaunted by this new empowerment and embraced these opportunities to input on
both the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of their participation. Children shared feedback with their teacher
about the aspects of their participation that were important and those they would like changed.
Understanding that the teacher cared about and paid attention to the quality of their experiences
established this collaborative learning atmosphere.

Attention to the quality of individual experience mattered

Attention to meaningfulness in physical education requires that teachers attend to the subjective
and personal experiences of children in responsive and supportive ways (Kretchmar 2000). Children’s
writing illustrated that the features of fun, social interaction, motor learning, and challenge were
important to them. For example, some pupils said they valued participating with peers: ‘being
with others because I learned from someone else from watching them’ (A, M, D) and ‘we joked
and laughed and learned from our partners’ (D2).

On a lesson-to-lesson basis, children provided feedback on aspects of their experiences that could
be improved, ranging from the pitch size to rule modifications, to activities they would like to prac-
tice more, to the desire for longer lessons. Children’s writing provided opportunities for them to
explain and demonstrate that they knew how to make their participation experiences better.
Writing in their diary after each lesson allowed them to share these ideas and for their teacher to
respond. Often, their writing referred to both miseducative and educative moments. Some
suggested how to change the game ‘because nobody understood it’ (D3), or to ‘put in more
running because you were in a queue a lot to hit the ball’ (D5). Others declared they would
change nothing beyond wanting to play for longer, ‘we wanted to do it’ (D5), and ‘I would
change nothing, it was fun’ (D2). Encouragingly and in common with findings elsewhere
(Koekoek, Knoppers, and Stegeman 2009) children’s responses echoed the language of meaningful-
ness promoted by the teachers, suggesting that teachers were influential in shaping children’s
articulation of their learning experiences.

Attention to meaningfulness lends itself to differentiated pedagogies because of the emphasis
on how individuals construct their experience (Fletcher and Ní Chróinín 2021). Teachers imple-
menting approaches that were considerate of the impact on individual interpretations. As a
result, children described their experiences as more inclusive than previously. Attention to indi-
vidual experience involved placing greater importance on positive social interaction and
cooperation, and minimising intense forms of interpersonal competition (Beni, Fletcher, and Ní
Chróinín 2017).

In most of the classes, children described to varying extents a distinct gap between the children
with more experience and/or skill in an activity and those with less. This divide played out in
decisions related to who children picked on their team, whom they passed to, whom they did not
pass to, and ultimately how individual children felt about themselves and their participation experi-
ences. With attention towards meaningfulness, the teachers adopted a variety of inclusive
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approaches that emphasised children’s responsibility to each other to interrupt this dynamic in their
particular context. For example, one pupil said:

If someone wasn’t getting the ball enough they might say that, so then the challenge would be: ‘everyone has to
get the ball before you score’ and then everyone would think that’s a good idea… sometimes people would skip
people, and they would get angry, but we’d settle it after a while… By other people saying: ‘you should pass it to
them’ and then everyone would get more of the ball. (FG1)

Children also provided feedback on aspects of participation that could be adjusted to better suit
them. For example, one pupil explained: ‘I would change the teams cos some were unfair’ (D1).
Despite teachers’ best intentions, at times, some children’s needs were not met: ‘nobody passed
it to me at all, nothing was meaningful for me personally’ (D4). These types of experiences might
be meaningful in a miseducative way. It should be noted that many of the strategy’s teachers
were observed enacting align with good practice recommendations; what was different here is
that their decisions were made with a focus on the quality of individual experience. We believe
this resulted in a more coherent use of appropriate teaching strategies where the process and
outcome of providing an educative type of meaningful experience was the main objective.

Competition was another divisive issue in some of the schools. Similar to Beni, Fletcher, and Ní
Chróinín (2019), teachers made efforts to deemphasise competition in a variety of ways, including
the use of spirit points, emphasising team membership qualities and focusing more on cooperative
and skill-based activities. For example, in one school, the teacher promoted a more cooperative and
inclusive atmosphere, which the children noticed:

Everyone got involved in it… because before people would be left out in a game and now everyone is included
…when we were picking teams no one was left last; it was just one, two, one, two, so the teams were even the
whole time. And no one was left out, because no one likes to be the last one picked. (FG5)

The children also understood that competition was not a top priority: ‘we didn’t care about the
scores or who won, we didn’t even say who won…Otherwise people would start showing off about
it’ (FG3). Lessening the importance of winning and losing made a difference to children who per-
ceived themselves as less skilled. The following quote illustrates how an emphasis on competition
in previous versions of physical education might be described as miseducative, while the current
version is heading toward an educative experience:

Before I felt really undermined by people who knew what they were doing, and I didn’t feel like I could say: ‘lads,
can you help me?’ And I felt embarrassed because I didn’t know what to do, but now because we were all learn-
ing something new, we were equal and all at the same stage. It’s helped me be more confident in football, and
have more fun… That was all down to my friends telling me good job, or hard luck, I’ll help you fix it. (FG4)

In one school, the class included one group who played Gaelic football outside school, and
another group that did not. The teacher chose to emphasise skill performance in ways that neutral-
ised this difference. The children noticed and appreciated their teacher’s approach and the quality of
experience that resulted, particularly when compared with their former experiences.

All the people who played football and are experienced wouldn’t all be on the one team, so it would all be fair.
But before we started doing this, the people who didn’t play football were always the last picked and it was
mean. I think now because everyone is having fun and being involved, it’s fairer. And I think for people who
don’t play Gaelic football it was a lot better. (FG4)

Children who were more experienced and competitive also welcomed de-emphasis on competition
and greater emphasis on other aspects of participation. For example, the following pupil explained:

A lot has changed since we started this. For example, if those who were less experienced were on the team of
people who did play before they’d say ‘aww, we have a crap team’, and it would offend them… I learned to be
more positive, because before I was like ‘oh my god, can you not just pass the ball?’ I feel like I got to practice to
be a better captain, and helped show my friends to solo, and just help them out… To get good at partnering
with other people, because before I just wanted the glory. And now I know to be a better teammate and to pass
to other people. (FG4)
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Taken together, we might interpret the sharing of learning intentions combined with setting individ-
ual and collective goals framed participation in ways that interrupted former elite and performative
narratives. These data also illustrate that thoughtful and proportionate approaches to competition
can provide motivation and context (Aggerholm, Standal, and Hordvik 2018). Collectively, teachers’
pedagogies showed attention to the quality of individual’s experiences in ways that children noticed,
valued and identified as making a positive difference to them.

Discussion

Children’s accounts indicate that their teachers were able to facilitate the types of experiences that
aligned with their personal preferences for participation (Balish et al. 2014; Crane and Temple 2015).
At the outset of this research we positioned meaningfulness as involving consideration of the
purpose and goals of movement, judgements related to the emotional value of the experience,
and a sense of coherence – a ‘big picture’ comprehension and connection between these and
other life experiences (Chen 1998). Children who participated in this research found educative
value in opportunities to interrogate and negotiate the purpose and goals of their movement and
in making judgements about its value (Dewey, 1938). To a lesser extent, given the brevity of the
unit, children made connections beyond these experiences. But were these children’s experiences
meaningful?

The children consistently identified their experiences as meaningful relative to previous experi-
ences. Thorpe (2002) highlights the importance of short-terms events ‘satisfying’ the child given
the relative simplicity of their judgements – we are confident that Meaningful PE as a heuristic of
meaningfulness met this requirement. The findings provide encouraging evidence that the pedago-
gies of meaningfulness implemented – democratic and reflective pedagogies – were fit for purpose.
We anticipate that more time to engage in and reflect on activities more deeply (Kretchmar 2006)
and engaging in diary writing across a longer period may address any novelty effect and yield
more nuanced results. With Dewey’s (1938) theorising about the continuity of experiences in
mind, we suggest that meaningfulness is a longitudinal project that plays out across time, as experi-
ences and units integrate and build upon others and physical activity experiences grow. In addition,
given our aspirations for meaningfulness in physical education to influence children’s daily lives, we
suggest that in future research children need to be provided with extensive opportunities to explore
a range of sources of meaningfulness (Jewett, Bain, and Ennis 1995) in depth as part of the goal-
setting process. It is possible that some of the children involved will look back at this brief 8-week
experience as personally significant in ways that influence their future physically active selves in
an educative way; equally, others may identify both miseducative and noneducative experiences
(Dewey, 1938). Tracking children’s experiences across a longer period of time will help to make
this determination. What is important is that these data provide indicators of how children experi-
ence features of participation, such as social interaction, fun and motor competence within physical
education lessons that are facilitated by democratic and reflective pedagogies. This understanding of
how to shape educative experiences that facilitate individual preferences provides direction on a
version of physical education with a greater likelihood of influencing children’s physical activity
engagement in personally significant ways (Ennis 2017).

Our findings provide a different insight related to children’s experiences to others who have
examined this area. For example, O’Connor (2019) and Nilges (2004) focused specifically on embo-
died aspects of children’s experiences. By casting a wide net on children’s experiences, we attempted
to capture their overall experiences, allowing for a more holistic picture of their experiences to
emerge. This new insight on children’s perspectives addresses a gap in the literature (Kretchmar
2008) by providing direction on the implementation of pedagogies of meaningfulness. Children
within each class identified similar aspects of their teacher’s approaches that made a difference to
their experiences. These findings illustrate that different perspectives within a single group can, to
varying degrees, be accommodated simultaneously and in complimentary ways. While
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acknowledging the undoubted challenge of accommodating individual preferences and abilities
(Koekoek, Knoppers, and Stegeman 2009), we suggest that attention to individual meaningfulness
guided by social constructivist approaches provides direction on how to work towards individualisa-
tion of experience in ways that are both manageable and possible. Identification of common peda-
gogies that impacted individual experience in educative ways within one context is particularly
useful given the collective nature of physical education experiences. Further, the enhancement of
the quality of children’s physical education experiences implemented by five different teachers
suggests that the pedagogies of meaningfulness included within the Meaningful PE framework is
robust and flexible enough to allow for interpretation by individual teachers that still facilitates
similar outcomes for the children involved.

Koekoek, Knoppers, and Stegeman (2009) illustrate the challenges of accessing children’s auth-
entic perspectives. The children’s diary was the means by which teachers accessed children’s
voices. The use of a diary was methodologically appropriate given the important role of reflection
in ascribing meaningfulness to experiences (O’Connor 2019). In their diaries, children tended to
write relatively short phrases in their responses, the fragmented nature of which limited our
interpretation of diary entries. The merits of accessing children’s perceptions within activity experi-
ences in ‘real time’ (Koekoek, Knoppers, and Stegeman 2009) warrants further exploration in the
context of meaningfulness. For example, Ní Chróinín, Coulter, and Parker (2019) illustrated how
photos can help children interpret and communicate their learning experiences. It is possible that
using video or still images within reflective process can enrich children’s representations of their
experiences.

Children’s experiences provide the following direction to teachers aiming to promote meaning-
fulness in physical education. First, articulation of purpose by teachers through sharing of learning
intentions and personal goals provides a learning frame for participation and a platform upon which
those purposes, intentions, and goals can be negotiated. Insight on the purpose, along with crafting
of personal goals for participation (Chen 1998) is an important starting point of a lesson-to-lesson
pedagogical approach focused on meaningfulness. Second, involving children in decisions about
the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of their participation can also help to facilitate negotiation around individual
preferences in inclusive ways. In particular, children appreciated opportunities to direct their own
tasks and make up their own games. Allowing children unstructured play opportunities supported
them in seeing the personal relevance of activities and making connections beyond physical edu-
cation, influencing both the value they place on the activity (Chen 1998) as well as their future par-
ticipation (Ennis 2017). Third, emphasis on inclusive and cooperative values created a supportive
space for all to participate and find value in their participation (Crane and Temple 2015). In this
research, both children who identified as more or less experienced and skilled thrived within the
physical education experience provided. Accommodation of individual preferences for participation
may be key to ensuring continued participation (Lodewyk and Pybus 2012). Fourth, children ident-
ified issues related to their participation, such as not enjoying overly competitive situations and
feeling excluded by elite approaches to performance that are echoed across the physical education
literature. It is encouraging that for these children, the pedagogies of meaningfulness counteracted
these negative or miseducative experiences (Kipp 2017; Ryan and Deci 2017).

Conclusion

Taken together, these findings indicate that pedagogies of meaningfulness require attention to both
reduction and elimination of miseducative or noneducative aspects that detract from participation,
as well as augmentation and emphasis of educative qualities that enhance children’s experiences
(Dewey, 1938). The underlying message from these findings is that involving children in directing
and shaping their learning experiences from start to finish is important to the quality of physical edu-
cation experiences. Such involvement through pedagogies of meaningfulness can accommodate
individual preferences, perspectives and competencies in inclusive ways that echo features children
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identify as significant to the quality of their experiences. These findings, therefore, provide important
direction on pedagogies teachers can use to promote experiences that build towards meaningful-
ness, and promote physical education experiences that children may identify as meaningful to
their physical activity lives inside and outside of school.
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