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The purpose of this study is to examine high school students’ experiences regarding the psychosocial effects of 
physical education and sports classes using a phenomenological approach. The phenomenological approach was 
chosen to reveal students’ experiences related to physical education classes and the meanings they ascribe to 
these experiences. The study was conducted with a total of 14 high school students—7 females and 7 males—
aged 17–18, attending a public high school in Turkey. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews 
and analyzed using thematic analysis. The analysis identified four main themes: self-confidence and self-
perception, social interaction and a sense of belonging, academic and cognitive effects, and emotional and 
psychological relief. Participants described physical education classes as a space where stress is reduced and 
where they experience relaxation and emotional well-being. It was also noted that these classes boost self-
confidence through experiences of success, strengthen peer relationships, and facilitate refocusing on academic 
work by providing mental relaxation. The findings reveal that physical education and sports classes are not 
merely about physical activity; they are also a multidimensional experiential space that supports students’ 
psychosocial development. 
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Fiziksel Aktivitenin Ötesinde: Lise Öğrencilerinin Beden Eğitimi ve Spor 
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ÖZ 
Bu araştırmanın amacı, lise öğrencilerinin beden eğitimi ve spor derslerinin psikososyal etkilerine ilişkin 
deneyimlerini fenomenolojik yaklaşımla incelemektir. Fenomenolojik yaklaşım, öğrencilerin beden eğitimi 
derslerine ilişkin yaşantılarını ve bu yaşantılara yükledikleri anlamları ortaya koymak amacıyla tercih edilmiştir. 
Araştırma, 17–18 yaş aralığında Türkiye’de bir devlet lisesinde öğrenim gören 7 kadın ve 7 erkek olmak üzere 
toplam 14 lise öğrencisi ile yürütülmüştür. Veriler yarı yapılandırılmış görüşmeler aracılığıyla toplanmış ve 
tematik analiz yöntemi ile analiz edilmiştir. Analiz sonucunda dört ana tema belirlenmiştir: Öz güven ve benlik 
algısı, sosyal etkileşim ve aidiyet duygusu, akademik ve bilişsel etkiler ile duygusal ve psikolojik rahatlama. 
Katılımcılar beden eğitimi derslerini stresin azaldığı, rahatlama ve duygusal iyi oluşun deneyimlendiği bir alan 
olarak ifade etmişlerdir. Ayrıca bu derslerin başarı deneyimleri yoluyla özgüveni artırdığı, akran ilişkilerini 
güçlendirdiği ve zihinsel olarak rahatlama sağlayarak derslere yeniden odaklanmayı kolaylaştırdığı belirtilmiştir. 
Bulgular, beden eğitimi ve spor derslerinin yalnızca fiziksel aktiviteye yönelik bir ders olmadığını; aynı zamanda 
öğrencilerin psikososyal gelişimini destekleyen çok boyutlu bir deneyim alanı olduğunu ortaya koymaktadır. 
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Introduction 
Adolescence is defined as a multidimensional and 

critical stage of life during which an individual’s 
psychological, emotional, and social development 
accelerates alongside biological changes, and in which 
identity formation, self-concept, independence, and 
social functioning take shape (Erik Erikson, 1968). The 
formation of self-concept during adolescence is viewed as 
a multidimensional structure resulting from the mutual 
interaction between psychological dynamics related to 
the individual’s inner world and the environmental and 
cultural conditions in which they are embedded (Arnevik 
et al., 2009). In this process, the quality of relationships 
with the family, the level of peer interactions, and social 
experiences in the school environment are among the key 
psychosocial factors influencing the formation of self-
concept (Achterberg et al., 2016; Carter and Vartanian, 
2022; Yavrutürk, 2025). Each of these factors can 
influence a wide range of psychological variables, from an 
individual’s self-esteem level to the process of identity 
formation. For this reason, school-based physical 
education and sports classes stand out as an important 
arena for learning and experience in supporting 
psychosocial development during adolescence. These 
classes have the potential to support not only students’ 
physical development but also areas of development such 
as self-perception, social relationships, and psychological 
well-being (Piñeiro-Cossio et al., 2021). 

Changes experienced during this period, particularly in 
areas such as mental health, stress, anxiety, and social 
adjustment, directly impact individuals’ overall well-being 
(World Health Organization (WHO), 2020).  Recent studies 
have shown that levels of physical activity among 
adolescents are closely linked to psychological well-being, 
self-esteem, and social adjustment (Zhang et al., 2025). In 
particular, it is noted that participation in sports among 
adolescents increases self-esteem, supports life 
satisfaction, and reduces symptoms of anxiety and 
depression (Wade et al., 2026). Furthermore, it is stated 
that school-based physical activity and physical education 
classes support students’ psychological well-being, 
contribute to the development of healthy lifestyle 
behaviors in the long term, and enhance social well-being 
in adolescents, thereby supporting the development of 
social skills and positive social relationships (Viskari et al., 
2025). 

Physical education and sports classes offer an 
important learning environment where students not only 
develop their physical skills but also engage in social 
interaction and strengthen their peer relationships 
(Araújo et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2025). Students who 
regularly participate in sports activities tend to exhibit 
positive psychological factors such as higher self-esteem 
and a greater sense of achievement. Furthermore, these 
positive psychological factors resulting from such 
participation can enhance adolescents’ ability to adapt to 
school (Yan et al., 2021; Tankersley et al., 2021). In 
particular, team sports and group activities contribute to 
the development of cooperation, communication, and a 

sense of belonging among students (Eather et al., 2023). 
At the same time, these activities also enable students to 
develop skills in coping with stress, regulating their 
emotions, and expressing themselves (Fu et al., 2025). 

This study provides a qualitative perspective to the 
existing body of knowledge by conducting an in-depth 
examination of high school students’ experiences with 
physical education and sports classes using a 
phenomenological approach. Existing literature indicates 
that research on the psychological and social outcomes of 
physical education has been conducted predominantly 
using quantitative methods, whereas qualitative studies—
particularly those employing a phenomenological 
approach to explore students’ lived experiences and the 
meanings they attribute to these classes—remain limited 
(Arroyo-Rojas & Hodge, 2024; Fierro-Suero et al., 2023).  
In this respect, the study not only supports the existing 
literature but also addresses a significant gap in the field 
by adopting an approach that places students' lived 
experiences at the center of the research. This study 
provides a qualitative perspective on the existing body of 
knowledge by conducting an in-depth examination of high 
school students’ experiences with physical education and 
sports classes using a phenomenological approach. A 
review of the existing literature reveals that research on 
the impact of physical education and sports classes on 
students’ psychological and social development has 
largely been conducted using quantitative methods; 
however, phenomenological studies that elucidate 
students’ lived experiences of these classes, the meanings 
they ascribe to these experiences, and how they 
experience the psychosocial effects are limited (Arroyo-
Rojas and Hodge, 2024; Fierro-Suero et al., 2023). This 
situation indicates that the role of physical education and 
sports classes in students’ psychosocial development has 
not been sufficiently understood from the students’ own 
perspectives. Consequently, the central problem of this 
study is that the existing literature has not sufficiently 
explained how high school students experience physical 
education and sports classes and what psychosocial 
meanings they ascribe to these classes. The 
phenomenological approach, however, offers a suitable 
method for understanding the research problem, as it 
allows for the exploration of the essence of students’ 
experiences and the meanings they ascribe to them. In 
this regard, the study complements the existing literature 
by centering on students’ experiences and fills an 
important gap in the field. 

 

Method  
 
Research Design  
This study was designed in accordance with a 

descriptive phenomenological approach to reveal 
participants’ experiences of physical education and sports 
classes and the meanings they ascribe to these 
experiences. This approach was considered particularly 
appropriate because the research problem focuses not on 
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measuring predetermined variables, but on 
understanding how students personally experience the 
psychological, social, and cognitive effects of these 
classes. Descriptive phenomenology enables researchers 
to examine the essence of a shared experience through 
participants’ own accounts and to identify common 
meanings across individual experiences. Thus, it provides 
a suitable methodological framework for exploring 
dimensions of physical education classes that may remain 
overlooked in predominantly quantitative research 
(Kurtulgan et al., 2024). A semi-structured interview 
technique was used in the data collection process. The 
data obtained were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s 
(2006) six-step thematic analysis method. 

 
Research Group  
The study group for this research consists of a total of 

14 high school students currently enrolled in 11th and 
12th grades. The primary reason for selecting 11th and 
12th-grade students for the study group is that, as they 
are in the final stage of adolescence, they have reached a 
more advanced level of development in terms of identity 
formation, self-perception, and social relationships. It is 
noted that during this period, individuals’ abilities in 
abstract thinking, self-awareness, and self-expression 
develop significantly; consequently, they are able to 
describe their experiences in a more detailed and 
meaningful way (Steinberg, 2005; Blakemore, 2012). For 
this reason, it was determined that 11th and 12th-grade 
students constitute a study group more aligned with the 
research objective in terms of conducting an in-depth 
examination of their experiences with physical education 
and sports classes. Students in this age group are able to 
express the variables under investigation in a more 
conscious and meaningful manner, both because they 
have reached a more mature level of psychosocial 
development and because they experience more intense 
academic and social pressures. Additionally, their 
advanced abstract thinking skills and increased levels of 
self-awareness enable them to express their emotions, 
thoughts, and experiences in a more open, consistent, and 
profound manner, which plays a significant role in the 
selection of this group for research (Steinberg, 2014). 
Furthermore, the fact that these students have 
participated in physical education and sports classes for 
many years, starting from elementary school, ensures 
they possess accumulated experience related to these 
subjects; this, in turn, contributes to presenting the 
experiences addressed in the research in a more 
comprehensive and meaningful manner. 

Seven of the participants were female and seven were 
male, ensuring a balanced gender distribution. Purposeful 
sampling was used in the study; participants were 
recruited through the school administration and the 
guidance counseling office. From among 11th- and 12th-
grade students who were informed about the study and 
voluntarily agreed to participate, those with direct 
experience in physical education and sports classes and 
who met the inclusion criteria were selected for the study 

group.  Purposive sampling is recognized as an important 
sampling strategy, particularly in phenomenological 
research, that enables the selection of individuals with 
rich and in-depth experiences related to the phenomenon 
under study (Palinkas et al., 2015). 

The number of participants in the study was not 
determined based on a predetermined fixed target, but 
rather in accordance with the principles of data saturation 
and information richness. As the interviews progressed, 
the data collected were analyzed in real time, and it was 
determined that after the fourteenth participant, no new 
themes, subthemes, or units of meaning emerged, and 
the existing themes began to repeat. This indicated that 
data saturation had been reached, and the data collection 
process was concluded with 14 participants. In qualitative 
research, particularly in phenomenological studies, the 
primary focus is on obtaining rich and sufficient data 
capable of thoroughly elucidating the research question, 
rather than on sample size (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; 
Giorgi, 2017). Furthermore, it is noted that sample size 
should be determined in accordance with the principle of 
“information power” alongside data saturation (Malterud 
et al., 2016). Accordingly, considering the study’s 
objective and the scope of the data obtained, it was 
assessed that the 14 participants sufficiently illuminated 
the phenomenon under investigation. 

During the participant selection process, students 
were informed about the research through the school 
administration and the counseling service; individuals 
who met the inclusion criteria were selected from among 
the students who voluntarily agreed to participate. For 
participants under the age of 18, parental/legal guardian 
consent was obtained, and written informed consent from 
the students was secured; the data collection process was 
conducted in accordance with ethical principles. 

Inclusion criteria for the study: 
1.Be a student in the 11th or 12th grade,  
2.Be actively participating in physical education and 

sports classes,  
3.Agree to participate in the study voluntarily,  
4.Have obtained consent from a parent/legal guardian 

and the student for participation in the study,  
5.Be capable of expressing their feelings, thoughts, 

and experiences during the interview process,  
6.Have no physical or mental health issues that would 

hinder communication. 
 
Data Collection Process  
In this study, data were collected using semi-

structured interview questions developed by the 
researcher. This method allows for data collection based 
on predetermined questions while also enabling the 
researcher to ask follow-up questions depending on the 
participants’ responses (Gürbüz and Şahin, 2018, p. 184). 
The semi-structured interview form was developed by the 
researcher in line with the study’s objective and the 
relevant literature. Since the researcher holds a bachelor’s 
degree in Psychological Counseling and Guidance and a 
doctoral degree in Physical Education and Sports, the 
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interview questions were structured from both 
psychological and educational perspectives. The prepared 
questions were then evaluated by an academic expert in 
the field for content, clarity, and alignment with the 
study’s purpose; necessary revisions were made based on 
the feedback received, and the final version of the 
interview form was finalized. The interviews were 
conducted as individual sessions, each lasting 
approximately 15–20 minutes. With the participants’ 
consent, audio recordings were made and later 
transcribed verbatim. An interview form consisting of five 
open-ended questions, posed to all participants in the 
same manner, was used. The interview questions were 
designed to elicit students’ experiences regarding physical 
education and sports classes and were structured as open-
ended questions in line with a phenomenological 
approach (Creswell and Poth, 2018). To ensure the 
content validity of the interview form, the questions were 
reviewed for content and conceptual coherence by the 
principal investigator an academic expert in the fields of 
sports psychology and psychological counseling (a subject 
matter expert holding a doctoral degree in the relevant 
field) and necessary revisions were made. Prior to the data 
collection process, participants were informed about their 
rights to voluntary participation, confidentiality, and the 
right to withdraw from the study at any time (the right to 
withdraw from the study without providing any reason); 
the process was conducted in accordance with ethical 
principles. 

 
Research Objective and Research Questions  
In this study, we sought to answer the question: “What 

is the nature of high school students’ experiences with 
physical education and sports classes, and what 
psychosocial meanings do they ascribe to these 
experiences?” To this end, a semi-structured interview 
form was used as the data collection tool, and participants 
were asked the following questions: 

1.How do physical education and sports classes go for 
you? How do you feel during these classes? 

2.Do you think physical education classes have an effect 
on your self-confidence? If so, could you describe this a bit? 

3.How are your relationships with your friends during 
these classes? What do you experience when playing 
together or participating in activities? 

4.How do physical education classes affect you in your 
daily life? For example, do they help reduce stress, make 
you feel happy, or help you relax? 

5. Why do you think physical education and sports 
classes are important for students? What could be done to 
improve these classes? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 1. Demographic ınformation about the participants 

Participant 
Code 

Gender Age Class 

K1 Woman 18 11 
K2 Woman 18 12 
K3 Woman 17 11 
K4 Woman 17 11 
K5 Woman 17 11 
K6 Woman 18 12 
K7 Woman 18 12 
K8 Man 17 11 
K9 Man 18 12 

K10 Man 17 11 
K11 Man 17 11 
K12 Man 17 11 
K13 Man 17 12 
K14 Man 17 11 

 
Table 1 shows that a total of 14 high school students 

participated in the study. Seven of the participants were 
female and seven were male, indicating a balanced gender 
distribution. It was determined that the participants’ ages 
ranged from 17 to 18, and while the vast majority were 
11th-grade students, a portion were enrolled in 12th 
grade. 

When evaluated in terms of grade level, the fact that 
the participants consist of both 11th and 12th-grade 
students ensures that individuals with different academic 
workloads and exam schedules are included in the study. 
This allows for the examination of experiences related to 
physical education and sports classes within the context 
of different educational levels. 

Overall, the participant profile consists of individuals 
from different grade levels but within a similar age group. 
This diversity allows participants to experience their 
physical education and sports class experiences in 
different contexts, thereby contributing to a deeper 
understanding of the phenomenon under investigation. 

 
Data Analysis 
In this study, data analysis was systematically 

conducted in accordance with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 
six-step thematic analysis approach. This method allows for 
the division of data into meaningful units, their coding, and 
their organization under themes. 

In the first stage of the analysis, the audio recordings 
from the interviews were transcribed verbatim, and the 
transcripts were read repeatedly to help the researcher 
become familiar with the data. Subsequently, each 
interview transcript was examined line by line to identify 
meaningful units of expression relevant to the research 
objectives, and open codes were created. Codes with 
similar content were grouped together to form categories, 
and these categories were structured under higher-order 
themes based on common patterns of meaning. During the 
theme-building process, care was taken to ensure that each 
theme maintained internal coherence and that conceptual 
differentiation was maintained between themes. In the 
final stage, the themes were reviewed, validated by 
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comparing them with participants’ statements, named, and 
reported in accordance with the research questions (Braun 
and Clarke, 2006). 

In accordance with the principle of confidentiality 
during the analysis process, participants were coded as K1, 
K2, …, K14. The coding and theme-generation process was 
reviewed by a subject matter expert, and consensus was 
reached on the themes to enhance the consistency of the 
analysis. To ensure the findings were presented clearly and 
comprehensibly, the themes were supported by the 
participants’ direct statements (Krippendorff, 2018). 

 
Ethical Considerations 
This research was conducted with the approval of the 

Ethics Committee for Social and Humanities Research at 
Aydin Adnan Menderes University, dated March 4, 2026, 

and numbered 31/01. The research process was carried out 
in accordance with the ethical principles established for 
studies involving human participants and the Declaration of 
Helsinki. 

Participants were provided with detailed information 
about the purpose of the study, their voluntary 
participation was ensured, and informed consent was 
obtained. Participants’ identities were kept confidential, 
and data were anonymized and used solely for scientific 
purposes. 

In the present study, artificial intelligence-assisted tools 
were used exclusively to improve the English language, 
grammar, and readability of the manuscript. No artificial 
intelligence tool was used for the generation, analysis, or 
interpretation of the research data, or for drawing the 
scientific conclusions of the study.

 

Findings 
 
Table 2. Themes, Categories, and Codes Related to Participant Experiences 

Themes Categories Codes 

Emotional and psychological relief 

Stress reduction 
stress relief, relaxation, escaping academic 

pressure, mental refreshment 

Emotional well-being 
happiness, peace of mind, feeling energized, 

emotional relief 

Self-confidence and self-perception 

Experience of success 
achievement, success experience, proving oneself, 

increased self-confidence 

Self-expression 
self-expression, participation, feeling competent, 

taking initiative 

Social interaction and a sense of 
belonging 

Peer relationships 
communication, spending enjoyable time together, 

cooperation, socialization 

Social connectedness 
friendship, belonging, strengthening relationships, 

developing new friendships 

Academic and cognitive effects 
Academic readiness 

increased motivation, better concentration, mental 
readiness for lessons 

Cognitive renewal 
mental relaxation, refreshed mind, improved focus, 

cognitive recovery 

An examination of the themes, categories, and codes 
presented in Table 2 reveals that participants expressed 
their experiences with physical education and sports 
classes in emotional, social, and cognitive dimensions. The 
categories and codes under these themes demonstrate 
that participants articulated their experiences with 
physical education and sports classes across various 
dimensions. 

Under the theme of emotional and psychological well-
being, participants used expressions related to reduced 
stress, relaxation, and emotional well-being; under the 
theme of self-confidence and self-perception, they 
described experiences related to a sense of achievement 
and self-expression. Under the theme of social interaction 
and belonging, participants expressed their experiences 

regarding peer relationships, communication, and social 
bonds; while under the theme of academic and cognitive 
effects, statements related to focusing on lessons and 
mental relaxation came to the forefront. 
In this study, high school students’ experiences regarding 
physical education and sports classes were analyzed in 
line with a phenomenological approach, and four main 
themes were established based on the data: 
 

1. Emotional and Psychological Relief 
Participants described physical education and sports 

classes as a space where they could temporarily escape 
the pressures of their intense academic lives, relax 
mentally, and feel better emotionally. 
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K1: “Playing sports really does me a world of good; it 
helps me relax.” 

K3: “When I play sports, I feel so relaxed, it’s as if all my 
stress has vanished.” 

K5: “I see it as a place where I can release the stress 
I’ve built up during the day.” 

K8: “It clears my head.” 
K9: “I let go of my daily stress here; when I leave, I feel 

like I’ve been reset.” 
K13: “It doesn’t do much, but it helps me relax a little.” 
K4: “I feel like I’ve shed all the pressure weighing on 

me.” 
When the participants’ statements are evaluated 

together, it becomes clear that physical education and 
sports classes are not merely classes where physical 
activity takes place; rather, they serve as a space where 
students can temporarily escape intense academic 
pressure, alleviate their emotional burdens, and restore 
their psychological balance. However, not all participants 
experienced this effect to the same degree. While the vast 
majority of students stated that the classes provided 
significant relief, some participants noted that this benefit 
was more limited. This suggests that the emotional and 
psychological effects of physical education and sports 
classes may vary depending on individual experiences. 

 
2. Self-Confidence and Self-Perception 
Participants noted that physical education and sports 

classes boosted their self-confidence and helped them 
express themselves more comfortably. In particular, 
experiences of success during class and taking an active 
role within the group stood out as experiences that 
strengthened students’ positive self-perception. 

K1: “I was shy at first, but my self-confidence grew over 
time.” 

K2: “Achieving something gives me self-confidence.” 
K6: “I think I’m able to express myself better.” 
K9: “When I score a goal, my self-confidence 

skyrockets.” 
K10: “Since I’ve been playing sports since I was little, I 

have more confidence in myself.” 
K11: “Doing things as part of a group boosts my self-

confidence.” 
K14: “It doesn’t change things much, but it provides a 

moderate level of self-confidence.” 
 
When evaluating the participants’ statements, it is 

evident that experiences of success in physical education 
and sports classes support students’ sense of competence 
and positively influence their self-perception. However, 
not all participants experienced this effect to the same 
degree. While some students stated that physical 
education and sports classes made a significant 
contribution to their self-confidence, others noted that 
this contribution was limited. This suggests that the 
impact of physical education and sports classes on self-
confidence may vary depending on students’ prior athletic 
experiences, individual characteristics, and level of 
participation in the class. 

3. Social Interaction and A Sense Of Belonging 
Participants described physical education and sports 

classes not only as classes where physical activities take 
place, but also as a social interaction environment where 
friendships are strengthened, new social bonds are 
formed, and a sense of belonging develops. 

K3: “Sports activities help improve my relationships 
with my friends.” 

K4: “We even bond with people we don’t usually talk 
to in class.” 

K7: “When we’re on a team, we learn to work 
together.” 

K9: “Even if we have arguments, we still have fun 
together.” 

K10: “Thanks to sports, I’ve made a lot of friends.” 
K11: “We both have fun and chat with my friends.” 
K12: “You get closer even to people you aren’t close 

with.” 
When the participants’ statements are evaluated 

collectively, it becomes evident that physical education 
and sports classes are not merely an environment where 
students spend time with friends; rather, they are a 
shared space where social boundaries within the 
classroom diminish, communication and collaboration 
develop, new friendships are formed, and a sense of 
belonging is strengthened. However, participants 
experienced social interaction in different ways. While 
some students viewed the classes as an opportunity to 
form new friendships, others described them as an 
environment that strengthened existing friendships and 
allowed them to spend quality time together. This 
indicates that the social benefits of physical education and 
sports classes take on different meanings depending on 
students’ individual social experiences and the dynamics 
of classroom interactions. 

 
3. Academic and Cognitive Effects 
Participants described physical education and sports 

classes as a process that allows them to take a short break 
from their schoolwork, mentally relax, and refocus on 
their lessons. 

K1: “After relaxing, I can focus better on my lessons.” 
K6: “Since it’s the last class of the day, it helps me shake 

off the week’s fatigue.” 
K7: “I feel more energetic after exercising.” 
K8: “It has a positive effect on my classes, too.” 
K11: “It lightens the load of my other classes a bit.” 
K13: “It has some effect, but I can’t say it has a huge 

impact.” 
When the participants’ statements are evaluated 

together, it is evident that physical education and sports 
classes do not merely provide physical activity; they also 
help students reduce their mental fatigue, refocus their 
attention, and feel more psychologically prepared for 
academic activities. However, participants did not 
experience this benefit to the same degree. While most 
students noted that physical education and sports classes 
made it easier for them to focus on their studies and 
helped them feel mentally refreshed, some students 



Canikli Temel and Kılıç / Sivas Cumhuriyet University Journal of Sport Sciences, 7(2): 85-95, 2026 

91 

 

indicated that this effect was more limited. This suggests 
that the academic and cognitive benefits of physical 
education and sports classes may vary depending on 
students’ individual needs, academic workload, and 
expectations of the class. 

 

Discussion, Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
One of the most prominent findings of this study is 

that physical education and sports classes are perceived 
by students as a space for emotional and psychological 
relief. Participants described these classes as a space 
where they could temporarily escape the pressure caused 
by academic workload, mentally unwind, and emotionally 
recharge. Participants associated these classes with 
“stress relief,” “relaxation,” and “taking one’s mind off 
things.” This finding aligns with recent studies 
demonstrating that physical activity reduces stress levels 
and enhances psychological well-being. Similarly, Biddle S. 
J. H. et al. (2021) note that physical activity has a strong 
positive effect on emotional well-being in adolescents. In 
this sense, students’ perception of physical education 
classes as a space to escape academic pressure and 
restore psychological balance aligns with the literature. 
Although the majority of participants perceived physical 
education classes as a source of emotional relief, a small 
number reported that this contribution was more limited. 
This finding suggests that the psychological benefits 
attributed to physical education classes are not 
experienced uniformly but may vary depending on 
students’ individual experiences, expectations, and 
engagement with the class. 

Although most participants reported that physical 
education classes contributed positively to their self-
confidence, some participants stated that this 
contribution was limited. This finding suggests that the 
effect of physical education on self-confidence may vary 
according to individual experiences and participation 
levels. Some participants specifically mentioned that their 
self-confidence increased through experiences of success 
(e.g., scoring a goal, performing well). This finding is 
consistent with studies on psychological well-being in the 
context of physical education and school sports (Piñeiro-
Cossio et al., 2021; Çalık and Öktem, 2024) and studies 
highlighting the positive effects of physical activity 
participation on self-efficacy and self-esteem (Aydoğan 
and Kurt, 2023). The research findings of Lubans D. R. et 
al. (2020) indicate that physical activity increases self-
efficacy, self-esteem, and psychological resilience in 
adolescents. Additionally, the physical education 
classroom environment’s ability to allow individuals to 
express themselves can be considered an important factor 
supporting the identity development process. This finding 
is significant in that it demonstrates that students’ 
development is supported not only physically but also 
psychologically. However, there are also studies in the 
literature reporting that the effects of physical education 
and sports classes on self-confidence and self-concept are 
not always consistent. A recent systematic review 

reported that while some findings regarding the effects of 
physical education practices on self-esteem were positive, 
many studies failed to yield statistically significant results 
(Rocliffe et al., 2024). This suggests that the psychosocial 
effects of physical education and sports classes may be 
influenced by contextual factors such as the content of the 
class, the method of implementation, the teaching 
approach, and the level of student participation in the 
class. 

The third theme, social interaction and belonging, 
constitutes one of the study’s strongest findings. The fact 
that participants described physical education classes 
using concepts such as “friendship,” “bonding,” and 
“having fun together” indicates that these classes provide 
an environment that strengthens social bonds. This 
finding aligns with studies that highlight physical 
education and sports as effective socialization tools for 
the positive development of individual behavior (Öztürk 
Karataş et al., 2021; Kral et al., 2025). It is emphasized that 
physical education and sports classes play a critical role in 
the development of students’ personal and social skills—
such as problem-solving, communication, and 
teamwork—and in the transfer of these skills to daily life 
(Martinek and Hellison, 1997; Goudas and Giannoudis, 
2008; Bailey et al., 2009). More recently, Wang P. et al. 
(2025) reported in their study that physical activity 
enhances social-emotional development in children and 
adolescents and strengthens peer bonds. Fröberg and 
Lundvall (2022) and Opstoel et al. (2020) also noted that 
the benefits of physical education extend beyond physical 
well-being and the development of healthy habits to 
encompass cognitive, social, and emotional domains. In 
this regard, it can be said that physical education classes 
are not merely a subject for students, but also a space 
where a sense of social belonging is fostered. 
Furthermore, research indicates that physical education 
and school sports provide a suitable and effective 
framework for the transmission and teaching of skills and 
strategies to reduce risky behaviors and promote well-
being (Méndez and Ruiz-Esteban, 2020; Opstoel et al., 
2020). 

The final theme of the study—academic and cognitive 
effects—reveals that physical education classes have a 
positive impact on students’ ability to focus on lessons and 
their mental refreshment processes. Participants’ 
statements regarding “better focus on lessons” and 
“mental relaxation” align with studies supporting the 
effects of physical activity on cognitive performance. 
Indeed, Donnelly et al. (2016) demonstrated that physical 
activity has positive effects on attention, executive 
functions, and academic achievement. Similarly, there is 
strong evidence that regular physical activity enhances 
cognitive flexibility and concentration skills. Indeed, it is 
known that physical activity enhances cognitive functions 
such as attention, decision-making, and memory by 
inducing changes particularly in the prefrontal cortex 
(Hillman et al., 2008; Donnelly et al., 2016). Additionally, 
it can contribute to arithmetic learning by fostering the 
development of cognitive skills such as visuospatial 
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abilities, rapid automatic naming, and memory (Zhang et 
al., 2017). In this context, physical education classes can 
be considered an important component that indirectly 
contributes to academic achievement (Barbosa et al., 
2020). It is thought that this finding may be related to the 
fact that the students participating in the study were in 
11th and 12th grade and were experiencing the heavy 
academic workload associated with preparing for the 
college entrance exam. The fact that participants 
described physical education and sports classes as a space 
where they could mentally relax and temporarily escape 
academic pressure indicates that these classes contribute 
to processes of cognitive renewal and refocusing. 
Therefore, it can be said that physical education and 
sports classes serve not only as physical activities for 
students but also as an important learning environment 
that supports mental balance amid an intense academic 
process. 

Finally, an examination of the research findings reveals 
that 11th and 12th grade students attribute similar 
meanings to physical education and sports classes; 
however, it is observed that 12th grade students, in 
particular, describe these classes as a space for relaxation 
and stress relief amidst the academic workload and exam 
period. This suggests that students’ attitudes toward the 
class and the meanings they ascribe to it may differ. 
Additionally, the findings indicate that experiences 
related to physical education and sports classes can be 
expressed in different ways depending on gender in 
certain aspects. In particular, some female participants 
described the classes primarily in terms of social 
interaction, spending time together, and emotional relief; 
in contrast, some male participants placed greater 
emphasis on performance, competition, and physical 
activity. However, it is also noteworthy that these 
differences do not apply to all participants, and there are 
instances where similar experiences were expressed by 
both genders. It is believed that this difference may stem 
from the fact that 12th-grade students experience more 
intense academic pressure while preparing for the college 
entrance exam. For this reason, physical education and 
sports classes may have taken on special significance for 
these students in particular as a psychological respite 
from their academic workload. Gender-related 
differences, on the other hand, may be influenced by 
variations in students’ athletic experiences, gender roles, 
and expectations regarding physical education classes. 
However, the fact that similar experiences are observed in 
both genders suggests that the psychosocial benefits of 
physical education and sports classes can be experienced 
by students regardless of gender. 

Given the phenomenological design and limited 
sample size of the current study, it can be argued that 
these findings are not generalizable and should be 
interpreted solely within the context of the participants’ 
experiences. Overall, the findings of this study suggest 
that physical education and sports classes may provide a 
multidimensional learning environment that contributes 
to students’ psychological well-being, self-confidence, 

social relationships, and cognitive functioning. However, 
these contributions appear to vary according to students’ 
individual experiences and should be interpreted within 
the context of the present study. This underscores the 
need to consider the role of physical education classes 
within the educational system not merely from the 
perspective of physical development, but through a 
holistic approach to development. 

In this study, high school students’ experiences with 
physical education and sports classes were examined 
using a phenomenological approach, and the findings 
revealed that these classes hold a multidimensional 
meaning for students. The findings suggest that physical 
education and sports classes extend beyond supporting 
physical development and may also contribute to 
students’ emotional, psychological, social, and cognitive 
development. The research found that students primarily 
experience physical education classes as a space for stress 
reduction and psychological relaxation. Furthermore, it 
was observed that these classes boost students’ self-
confidence, support their ability to express themselves, 
and contribute to the development of their self-
perception. On the social front, it was understood that 
physical education classes provide an environment that 
increases interaction among students, strengthens peer 
relationships, and fosters a sense of belonging. 
Furthermore, findings indicate that these classes 
contribute to students’ mental relaxation and help them 
refocus on academic subjects. 

In light of these findings, it is clear that the role of 
physical education and sports classes within the education 
system must be reevaluated. It is important that these 
classes be viewed not only as focused on physical 
performance but also as a learning environment that 
supports students’ holistic development. In this context, 
physical education classes must be structured to address 
students’ psychosocial needs, and the curriculum must be 
enriched accordingly. In conclusion, this study highlights 
the impact of physical education and sports classes on 
students’ quality of life and overall well-being, indicating 
that the role of these classes within educational programs 
must be strengthened. Furthermore, the findings are 
considered to serve as a guide for both practitioners and 
educational policymakers. 

Based on the findings of this study, it is recommended 
that physical education and sports classes be designed not 
only to improve physical performance but also to serve as 
a learning environment that supports students’ 
psychological well-being. Given that the study found 
students experience physical education classes as a space 
where they can escape intense academic pressure and 
feel psychologically at ease, it would be beneficial to 
incorporate more stress management, collaboration, and 
educational game-based activities into the curriculum. 
Furthermore, it is recommended to prioritize 
participatory and supportive teaching practices that 
enhance students’ experiences of success, thereby 
contributing to the development of their self-confidence 
and self-concept. Building on the themes of social 



Canikli Temel and Kılıç / Sivas Cumhuriyet University Journal of Sport Sciences, 7(2): 85-95, 2026 

93 

 

interaction and belonging, it is important to incorporate 
more group activities and teamwork exercises into lessons 
to strengthen communication, collaboration, and peer 
interaction among students. In terms of academic and 
cognitive impacts, considering that physical education and 
sports classes provide a learning environment that 
contributes to students’ mental renewal, the role of these 
classes in the curriculum should be strengthened, and 
increasing the number of class hours should be 
considered. It is recommended that future research 
include similar studies involving different age groups, 
school types, and socioeconomic levels, and that the 
findings be supported by mixed-methods studies that 
combine quantitative and qualitative methods. 

 
Limitations  
This study has several limitations. It was conducted 

with 11th and 12th grade students from a single province, 
which limits generalizability. The small sample size, 
inherent to phenomenological design, emphasizes depth 
over generalization. Data based on self-reports may 
introduce biases such as social desirability. Additionally, 
only student perspectives were included, excluding 
teachers and administrators, which limits a 
multidimensional understanding. Finally, individual 
differences (e.g., interest, sports background, motivation) 
and environmental factors (e.g., teacher attitudes, school 
context, facilities) may have influenced students’ 
experiences. 
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