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ABSTRACT
BACKGROUND: Physical activity is beneficial to physical, social, and emotional well-being, and schools are required to provide
opportunities to engage in physical activity. While physical education and school sport have been extensively researched, little is
known about the value of informal, unstructured, exercise opportunities.

METHODS: This study involved interviews with 19 adolescent girls who attended ‘‘extra’’ exercise opportunities provided by
their school. The 3 opportunities were: (1) informal before-school exercise sessions at school, (2) before-school sport training,
and (3) externally provided exercise sessions in a community setting during school hours.

RESULTS: Students perceived all opportunities as valuable with benefits to confidence, social well-being, and emotional
well-being. The informal exercise sessions held greater benefits to confidence as confidence transferred from the physical activity
context into the academic classroom more so than for those participating in sport. Social benefits were greater for those
exercising before school as this opportunity created new relationships with teachers and with students from other classes and
year groups.

CONCLUSIONS: The opportunity to engage in informal exercise with peers before school widened social networks, increased
confidence, changed the overall school climate, and increased attendance.
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Adolescence is a transformational period within the
life course, defined by rapid changes in physical,

cognitive, social, and emotional development.1 While
many changes take place during this period, one
of the most crucial changes that takes place during
adolescence is the development of one’s sense of
self.2 During adulthood, individuals tend to have a
much firmer, or more concrete, sense of self-identity,
whereas during early adolescence, individuals tend to
struggle with confidence, self-esteem, and their sense
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of self-identity, all of which are crucial to mental
health and well-being.1 While many factors influence
the development of self-identity, self-esteem, and
self-confidence, including cognition, parents, culture,
personality, and opportunities to explore different
interests, ideas, and contexts,2 during adolescence,
individuals are heavily influenced by their peers.1

Not only does adolescence mark a transformative
period in terms of self-identity, but adolescence also
presents an important and unique time in young
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people’s lives to develop positive health behaviors.1

In fact, many future patterns of adult health origi-
nate during adolescence.1 Physical activity is perhaps
1 prime health behavior that is not only important for
adolescent and adult health, but indeed physical activ-
ity has been highly associated with self-esteem, self-
confidence, and the development of self-identity.3,4

Physical activity can also lead to psychological and
emotional benefits for adolescents.5-7

While out of school activities during leisure-time
can provide people with opportunities to engage in
physical activity, adolescents who come from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds access youth sport and
recreational facilities to a lesser extent than those from
higher socioeconomic backgrounds.8 During adoles-
cence, social learning and peer connections largely
drive human behavior,1 and while this makes schools
an important environment for the development of
healthy behaviors and the promotion of confidence,
self-esteem, and self-identity for all students,1 this
is particularly the case for students from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds who are less active during
leisure-time.9,10 While physical education provides
opportunities for physical activity during school,11

physical education can sometimes be viewed as too
competitive, dominated by sports, boring, and lacking
real-world exercise opportunities.12,13 In addition,
physical education is an educative subject12 and
indeed, low-perceived skill and a fear of ridicule from
peers are barriers to engaging for adolescent girls.14

Further, a recent systematic review of systematic
reviews identified a lack of support from peers, family,
and teachers as the most frequent barrier to physical
activity participation among adolescent girls.15

While several research studies have examined the
effects of before-school physical activity programs,
a systematic review identified that these studies
largely take place in primary schools.16 While those
conducted in high schools, secondary schools, or
elementary schools showed increased physical activity
levels, cardiorespiratory and muscular improvements,
and an increased readiness to learn, psychosocial
benefits were not often explored.16 Further, programs
involving adolescents included running,17 yoga,18

and a mix of aerobic and muscle-strengthening
exercises.19 While those participating in the running
program were allowed to choose their running pace,
both the yoga and exercise interventions were led
by exercise professionals not by teachers or by
students, meaning potential benefits are limited to
the intervention period, or are influenced by financial
factors influencing access to such programs. In fact,
a recent study examining stakeholder perspectives
of before-school physical activity highlighted the
need for sustainable designs, indicating that program
transience is often the result of individual teachers
being responsible for programs.20 Woodforde et al20

also reported, however, that empowering students
through leadership and decision-making is a viable
strategy to improve the sustainability of before-school
physical activity programs.

At 1 secondary school in Western Sydney, Australia,
many students struggle to arrive to school on time,
attendance is low, and girls in particular have reported
having a poor sense-of-self.21 Interestingly though,
the school had recently commenced running before-
school exercise sessions for female students, and it
was observed by staff that several students wanted to
participate. In fact, they appeared eager and organized
to arrive at school earlier than what would be expected
for a normal school day. Given longstanding poor
attendance at this school, the notion that students
were eager to attend school was considered novel by
school staff. As such, the school wanted to explore how
physical activity opportunities that are not educative
and not part of their normal academic classes could
possibly be used to build peer connections, broaden
one’s sense of self, increase confidence, and develop a
desire to attend school, all while engaging in a positive
health behavior.

While adolescence is a key period for the
development of self-identity, social-identity theory
explains that individuals are members of several
groups (ie, social categories) and group member-
ship partly defines self-identity.22 This is because
social-identity (ie, the part of an individual’s
self-concept derived from group membership and
the emotional value of being a member of that
group)23 is essential to maintaining self-esteem
and meaning in life, as individuals make constant
comparisons with those in other groups.22 However,
individuals belong to several groups simultaneously,
based on age, gender, culture, school, and personal
interests or hobbies. One literature review examined
how schools influence identity development, and
found that experiences aimed at exploring new iden-
tity positions, as well as experiences which further
specify existing self-understandings are 2 methods via
which schools can intentionally support adolescent
identity development.24 As such, it is certainly plau-
sible that providing additional exercise opportunities
could strengthen adolescent girls’ sense of identity by
either developing new identities as part of belonging to
a new group, or by having the opportunity to engage
in a behavior that highlights an existing strength.

While social-identity theory explains the impor-
tance of being associated with positively perceived
social groups, self-determination theory similarly
explains relatedness (ie, contributing to, and feeling a
valuable member of, a group) as a basic psychological
need that is essential for positive psychological func-
tioning and well-being.25 However, self-determination
theory also explains that competence (ie, a sense of
mastery and effectance) and autonomy (ie, engaging
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in behaviors and actions that are in line with one’s
values and interests) are also essential for optimal
well-being.26 Physical activity can certainly provide
opportunities for experiencing mastery, and if the par-
ticipant is provided with choices and ownership over
the way in which they exercise, it can also facilitate
autonomy. Therefore, it is quite possible that auton-
omy, competence, and relatedness play a role in the
positive emotional outcomes of engaging in additional
exercise opportunities at school.6,27

Self-efficacy refers to an individual’s belief in their
ability to succeed in a particular situation.28 While
self-efficacy is considered situation-specific, research
shows that exercise-specific self-efficacy can result
in increased confidence toward other aspects of life
among both adults and adolescents.6,29 Self-efficacy
theory explains that feedback, encouragement, and
a sense of accomplishment, all which come from
engaging in a behavior (eg, physical activity) increase
self-efficacy towards that behavior.28 Therefore, it is
plausible that engaging in physical activity would
increase exercise-specific self-efficacy, however, it is
not as well understood how exercise-specific self-
efficacy might influence confidence within the broader
school environment.

The aim of this study was to explore the potential
value of an informal before-school exercise program
run at 1 school in Western Sydney. This particular
opportunity was perceived as novel because it was
largely run by the students themselves, meaning
its sustainability is not dependent on teacher input,
financial factors, or external expertise. It is also
noteworthy that students choose to attend these
sessions even at a school where attendance and
lateness are both high. Guided by social-identity
theory and self-efficacy theory, to explore the value
of these sessions and understand why any potential
benefits occur, we developed the following 2 research
questions: (1) how does the program develop or
influence students’ social-identity, and possibly, self-
identity; (2) how does the program influence students’
self-efficacy, and are there any broader benefits of
increased self-efficacy in relation to their time at
school, beyond exercise-specific self-efficacy.

METHODS

At the time of this study, 3 different physical
activity opportunities were afforded to female students.
To help understand whether benefits were unique
to an informal before-school exercise opportunity,
or consistent with any physical activity opportunity
provided, we explored all 3 opportunities with
participants. The school involved in this study runs
2 before-school physical activity opportunities. The
first opportunity, and main reason for this study,
was informal exercise sessions making use of the

schools’ gymnasium and exercise equipment. During
these sessions, female students typically follow online
exercise videos or do exercise based movements of
their own choosing in the gym with the other
attendees. Sessions usually go for between 30 and
60 minutes in the hour before school starts 1 or 2 days
per week. There is no cost to participate, and any
female student in any grade can attend. These sessions
are usually attended by a teacher for safety and
supervision but are guided by the students attending
and have no connection to physical education. Because
the sessions are guided by those who attend, there are
no set exercises or exercise topics. Activities range from
a run, to yoga or Pilates movements, to strength-based
exercises. This opportunity, at the time of the study
was only afforded to female students.

The second opportunity is sport training before
school. While these sessions are also run before school,
they focus on competitive sport and involve training
and game play, all based on the same sport each week
to prepare for school-based competitions. Because of
this, sessions are more structured, and are led by a
PE teacher who is responsible for the sport. There is
no cost to attend training, but training is only open
to those in the specific sport team. While males and
females both partake in school sport, they train and
compete separately. The third opportunity involves
attending physical activity sessions off school grounds
(ie, within the community) with an external provider
at a local youth center (ie, PCYC). These sessions
are open to males and females and take place during
school hours. For these sessions, there is a small cost
to the school.

The school in which these opportunities are
afforded is a government-funded secondary school
in Western Sydney. The school is within the
5% most disadvantages based on an Australian
Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage.
Approximately, 40% of year 7 students arrive at
secondary school with complex learning, health, or
behavior needs, and 70% of students speak a language
other than English at home.

Study Design and Philosophical Framework
Qualitative research consists of multiple interpretive

processes that aim to understand, and make visible,
a particular world, view, or phenomenon.30 Phe-
nomenological studies focus not on people, or stories,
but on a phenomenon that is to be explored.30 Within
phenomenological studies, the interpretive processes
focus on understanding, and portraying, the meaning
that participants hold in relation to the phenomenon
being studied.30 Phenomenology also follows the basic
principle that all knowledge begins with experience.31

Transcendental phenomenology focuses on describing
the participants’ experiences, rather than focusing
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on the interpretation of the researcher.30 To conduct
a transcendental phenomenology study, researchers
must first identify a phenomenon, then collect data
from several individuals who have experienced the
phenomenon, and then develop a description of
the participants’ experiences to demonstrate the
essence of the phenomenon.31 This approach was
appropriate to the current study because the aim
was to develop an understanding of the essence of
participant experiences with these specific physical
activity opportunities provided.

While phenomenology aims to eliminate prejudg-
ments and presuppositions, and instead approach the
phenomenon of interest openly, inter-subjectivity is
still recognized and acknowledged.31 Relativism sub-
scribes to the notion that multiple realities can exist,
and that our reality or truth is shaped by our lived
experience.32 Contextualism views knowledge and the
construction of knowledge as contextually situated,33

and the knowledge created through this research is cer-
tainly situated within the context of the school and the
context of the students’ experiences. The philosophical
assumptions of this study were therefore grounded in
a relativist ontology and a contextualist epistemology.

Participants
When conducting phenomenological research, the

focus is exploring the phenomenon with a group of
people who have experienced it.30 To achieve this, and
because opportunity 1 is only open to female students,
we invited all female students who had participated in
one of the above physical activity opportunities during
the most recent school term to participate. This enabled
us to compare experiences across a range of physical
activity opportunities to understand how social-
identity and self-efficacy benefits are translated to the
broader school environment in different contexts.

In qualitative research, the sample size, or the
number of participants required, can be considered
as dictated by the amount of information power
that participants hold. If potential participants hold
significant power in relation to their knowledge,
thoughts, or experiences, relative to the research
aim, then fewer participants are needed.34 However,
Braun and Clarke35 further suggest that sample
size is also dependent on the amount of variability
expected within the participants’ perceptions. The
participants in the current study held great information
power relative to the phenomenon being explored
suggesting as little as 10 participants may be sufficient.
However, potential participants were likely to have
had diverse experiences across the different physical
activity opportunities and they were also relatively
young. Therefore, we aimed to recruit 20 participants.
However, the final number of participants was also
influenced by the number of students who returned

parental consent forms which was challenging when
the sample attended a school that experienced
longstanding challenges in relation to returning notes
to school.

A total of 19 female students provided both parent
consent and participant assent. These students were
between 12 and 17 years (M age = 13.90 ± 1.68 years)
and across a range of academic years from year
7 to year 11. Across the 19 participants, nine
participants engaged in the informal before-school
exercise sessions, 5 attended before-school sport
training, and 8 attended the external PCYC program.
Three students attended multiple programs, with 1
student attending sport training and PCYC, and 2
students attending the informal before-school exercise
and PCYC sessions.

Procedure
After receiving ethical approval, the principal

distributed participant information sheets and consent
forms to eligible students. Students wishing to
participate, returned their written consent forms to
the principal and scheduled a convenient time for
the students to participate in 1 one-on-one interviews
on school grounds. The researchers then conducted
1 interview with each student during 2022. No
participants refused, but only those who returned a
consent form were able to partake. The school principal
was not present during these interviews to minimize
any perceived pressure to respond to questions in a
certain way. The interviews were conducted by J.S.
(male) and C.Y. (female), both research assistants with
a Master of Research degree in physical education
or adolescent well-being, and experience interviewing
either secondary or tertiary education students.

Instrumentation
Data collection for phenomenological studies typ-

ically involves interviewing participants who have
experienced the phenomenon.30 As such, we con-
ducted 1 interview with each participant on school
grounds in a comfortable location picked by the school
principal. The interviewer first aimed to build rapport
with the student and asked broad open questions to
get the student to describe their experience in detail
without any preconceived ideas or aspects of the expe-
rience to focus on (eg, ‘‘Can you describe what you
usually do in the sessions before school?’’). The par-
ticipant’s description of their experience was followed
with several probing questions to understand more
about the specific environment and conditions under
which participation in the experience occurred (eg,
Can you describe the types of activities you do? Who
do you attend with? Who leads the activities? Why
do you think you choose to go?) After this stage,
questions became more specific. These questions were
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guided by social-identity theory, self-efficacy theory,
and self-determination theory. The language of these
theories was not used in the questions, to keep ques-
tions simple at an easy reading level for participants,
but these theoretical frameworks guided more specific
questions to understand how participation may have
led to positive moods and emotions or influenced self-
identity and self-efficacy. For example, participants
were asked whether attending the sessions in the
morning led to the development of any new social
connections or strengthened any existing relation-
ships, whether their perception of themselves or their
approach to school had changed, and whether they
perceived there to be any impact on their confidence
in any area. Interviews ranged from nine to 17 minutes
(M = 12 minutes, SD = 2.5 minutes) equaling a total of
224 minutes of audio data. Interviews were transcribed
verbatim producing 119 pages of textual data.

Data Analysis
Data analysis in phenomenological studies involves

systematic procedures to move from narrow units of
analysis to broader units of meaning, before then
providing a detailed description of the phenomenon as
it was experienced by the participants.30 This means
that researchers first identify, and code or label,
significant statements.31 Researchers then develop
themes based on these significant statements and
the meaning they convey.31 Finally, researchers then
prepare a textual description which explains what
participants experienced and a structural description
which explains how their experience was situated
in, related to, or was influenced by the context,
the environment, or specific situations within the
experience.31 To achieve this, JS first approached
the data in an exploratory manner, whereby he used
predominantly inductive coding which sees the data
itself as the starting point. After coding all useful
data segments, both RLW and JS worked together
to group similar codes together. At this stage, RLW
used more deductive coding to make sense of the
data and develop themes. During deductive coding,
literature, knowledge, and theoretical frameworks are
used as interpretive lenses to generate meaning. This
later deductive approach was helpful in developing
latent codes which focus on deeper meaning that sits
beneath the surface level meaning.

Quality Standards
When conducting transcendental phenomenology,

it is critical that the essence of the phenomenon
is derived from the participants’ experiences, and
not from preconceived assumptions.31 As such,
the methodology of transcendental phenomenology
entails 3 critical processes. Epoche means to refrain
from judgment, and is critical to enabling researchers

to truly see, or discover, something.31 To achieve this,
researchers must set aside their preconceived thoughts,
beliefs, and perceptions. To ensure this happened,
notes were made alongside coding that reflected the
analyst’s thoughts. While these judgments were noted
down, they were noted down in a separate space to
their thoughts that arose purely as a result of interact-
ing with the data. This means that prejudgments could
be bracketed out, ensuring that the meaning given
to the experience by the participants was prioritized.30

Secondly, transcendental phenomenological reduction
refers to the process of considering each experience
in its singularity.31 This ensures all experiences are
viewed for itself and the totality of the phenomenon
is explained in relation to all experiences of the phe-
nomenon, however, similar or varied they may be, not
taking 1 truth or meaning as being more valuable or
more real than others. This is crucial during the stage of
writing the textural and structural descriptions. And
for this reason, frequency counts and the notion of
developing themes based on the amount of data are to
be avoided. Lastly, imaginative variation is particularly
essential to the structural description. During this pro-
cess, the researcher needs to ensure that differentiation
among the multiple realities is included in describing
the essence of the phenomenon.31 This is crucial to
inter-subjectivity, and aligns with a relativist ontol-
ogy where the researchers attest there are multiple
varied realities, even within a singular phenomenon.
To ensure subjectivity was valued and variation in
meaning was described, all authors met many times
to discuss varied perspectives, and the lead analysist
returned to the original data and coding many times.
This cyclical analysis process ensured less frequent
meanings were not ignored or devalued.

RESULTS

We developed 4 themes which best capture the
findings of the study. While the themes are the
result of both inductive and deductive coding, these
themes were developed to convey meaning that sits
beneath the surface-level data, rather than simply
describing the experiences at a semantic level. Each
theme is presented below with illustrative quotes
from participants. Participants are simply numbered
to use pseudonyms (eg, participants 1-19). Each
quotation from a participant is accompanied by the
participant’s pseudonym and the specific physical
activity opportunity the quote refers to.

Peers, Health Benefits, and Boredom Predominantly
Drove Participation

The most common response in relation to why
students chose to attend sessions was directly tied to
other people, with many students explaining the key
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driver for participation was that their friends attended.
For example, ‘‘Um probably the people there. Like,
my friends and I and my friends are gonna be there’’
(participant 18, external youth club) and ‘‘um to
meet up with a friend—see the girls’’ (participant
10, external youth club). Interestingly, some students
referred to their teachers when describing their reason
for attendance, with 1 student stating ‘‘my teachers
are pretty kicked back too, so I like hanging out with
them’’ (participant 18, female, external youth club).
A smaller number of students chose to attend the
sessions because they perceived it as an important
health behavior.

Those attending either the before-school exercise
sessions or the before-school sport training, commonly
discussed the idea of being bored at home, and
explained that they initially chose to attend due to
boredom or having nothing else to do before school.
For example, ‘‘I went because I always came to school
early and I had nothing else to do’’ (participant 16,
before-school sport training). While boredom drove
the initial decision to attend, students also stated that
they ‘‘try and make a connection with other people’’
(participant 9, before-school exercise). The notion of
continuing to build more connections with new peers
was shared across all 3 opportunities—‘‘I keep going,
you build more like connections to everyone. So, you
might want to keep going and like me, just challenge
yourself with what they give you’’ (participant 6,
external youth club). Overall, participants of all
3 opportunities discussed the benefit of increased
social connections, however, the 2 before-school
opportunities were particularly appealing for those
who felt a desire to improve their social well-being.

Students Particularly Enjoyed Guiding or Selecting
Activities Themselves, but the Other People Present Were
Mostly Responsible for the Sense of Joy Experienced

Students spoke positively of all 3 physical activ-
ity opportunities, although many suggested they most
preferred activities that were led by the students them-
selves. For example, participant 11 who participated in
before-school sport training stated—‘‘ask the players
if they want to run a session. Like, let us do it . . . just
getting the players more involved with each other.’’
Similarly, participant 3 stated ‘‘we had choices and
we get to pick what we want to do’’ (before-school
exercise) and participant 18 explained ‘‘when we get
there, they usually have, um, these cards all set out,
and then like, they will have a different exercise on
it, and then we just pick whatever one we want to
do’’ (external youth club). These quotations indicate
that students experienced some sense of autonomy
across all 3 physical activity opportunities, and stu-
dents appeared to reflect positively on such activities,
particularly describing them as fun.

Although activity selection was important to
enjoying the sessions themselves, other people were
described in a way which represented a greater sense
of joy, enthusiasm, and energy overall, both during
and after the sessions. For example, participant 3 stated
‘‘they get you to pump up your energy like while we’re
there. And it gets you like a better start to the day’’
(before-school exercise). Overall, participants spoke
of autonomy as essential to enjoying the exercises
and wanting to do them, but of relatedness and peer
communication as responsible for enjoying oneself
more globally and finding happiness and joy within
the school day.

Before-School Sessions Led to the Development of New
Social Groups, Increased Social-Identity, and Greater
Student-Teacher Relationships which Had Large Impacts
on Confidence in Social Settings

Participant 13 (before-school exercise) stated ‘‘I’ve
met new friends, from like all over the place
[all different year groups].’’ Similarly, participant 3
(before-school exercise) stated:

we all became a new friend group and it made it like,
we must have a strong relationship with each other. Like
it just made us come together. And it made us have a
relationship with all of us instead of me just having
separate friend groups.

These quotations highlight how the before-school
exercise opportunity at this school not only strength-
ened relationships, but enhanced relatedness by feeling
valued within a group, and also led to the development
of new social groups within the school that spanned
across different academic grades and different existing
peer groups. Students further explained how this led
to increased confidence in social settings. For example,
participant 16 (early-morning exercise) stated:

It made me become more confident and talkative within
the community of people. I became more open, because
I was only a shy girl when I’m at school when I was
younger. So made me become like a better person. within
myself. I wasn’t a very interactive person. Like, I didn’t
interact with a whole lot of people. And now that I’m more
opened about myself I reckon it’s changed me a lot. I’ve
been confident and especially like public speaking. I used
to not be very good at that but now I’m more confident in
myself.

Similarly, another participant stated, ‘‘it definitely
built up my confidence, like I feel like I can talk to
more people now and I’m also meeting new people
by exercising’’ (participant 11, sport training). Many
of the respondents further explained how this sense
of confidence or comfortability around other students
translated into the school classroom. For example,
‘‘when working in groups with other people I can just
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be myself with them now’’ (participant 15, external
youth club). This demonstrates the value of non-
academic opportunities to build social connections
and practice engaging with peers that aren’t in one’s
immediate friendship circle.

Students also spoke fondly of how much they
enjoyed the extra time they got to socialize and
interact with their teachers. Although the morning
exercise sessions were not run by teachers, some
teachers attended, watched, or even joined in from
time to time, and participants particularly enjoyed this.
Positive interactions in a nonacademic context appear
to have strengthened the relationships between the
students who participate and the teachers who oversee
the physical activity opportunities. ‘‘ . . . especially the
ones that are always there in the morning, we’re pretty
close’’ (participant 18, before school sport-training).
The joint participation in exercise, between students
and teachers, when teachers joined in, was particularly
positively received by participants. ‘‘Sometimes the
teachers joined in, and it was like, it wasn’t just us kids,
it was like a mixture’’ (participant 1, external youth
club). The extra out-of-class contact hours between
students and teachers were perceived by students as
feeling as though their teachers cared about them and
were invested in their goals overall, not just their
academic performance.

Participation in Non-Academic Physical Activity
Opportunities Changes the School Climate, Increases
their Confidence in an Academic Setting, and Develops a
New Desire to Attend School

The mere opportunity to attend exercise sessions
was well received and made students feel as though
their school cared about them more holistically. For
example, participant 4 (before-school exercise) stated
‘‘I feel like the school, they care about our health,
and they give us every chance to just come together
and be active.’’ The before-school sessions particularly
(including sport training and informal exercise) also
created a desire to go to school in the morning. For
example, participant 3 (before-school exercise) stated:

The fact that I had sessions made me you know, look at
school in a better way, I actually felt excited [about coming
to school]. Yeah, because I was happy knowing that I have
a session and then next I have school. And like, my blood
just felt pumped.

The sessions not only created a desire to attend
school because they had something enjoyable to
do in addition to schoolwork, but their newfound
self-confidence appears to have increased confidence
in an academic context. As a result of increased
physical confidence (eg, ‘‘I feel stronger every day,’’
participant 14, before-school exercise) and increased
social confidence, some students discussed a newfound

comfortability in trying new things when they weren’t
particularly competent. For example, participant 6
(external youth club) stated that ‘‘people will be like,
who wants to go first? Before I used to normally say
nah, I don’t want to do that, but like now, I normally
say yes.’’ For some students, this comfortability and
openness appears to have translated from the exercise
context to the classroom. For example, participant 6
(external youth club) stated that she now ‘‘put[s] my
hand up more and share what I think.’’

Overall, while the exercise opportunities before
school might provide an additional reason to attend
school, and certainly a reason to attend early, the
confidence drawn from these sessions that translates
into social settings and academic tasks, creates a
different view of school, whereby school is seen
as more closely aligned with their identity or their
strengths, when previously they perceived school as
not being their thing. ‘‘That’s why I like coming to school
now. I used to always think that going to school wasn’t
my thing, and that [it] wasn’t worth it. But now, I
love to come to school’’ (participant 3, before-school
exercise). Overall, students appeared to view school
differently. They discussed benefits such as paying
more attention in class, feeling more confident, and
being excited to attend school. ‘‘From the start I would
kind of not pay attention at school. But now I think
that I am focusing on schoolwork more’’ (participant
9, before-school sport training).

DISCUSSION

This project was designed to understand how partic-
ipation in early morning exercise sessions, on school
grounds, before school, might influence adolescent
girls’ self-perceptions, contribute to increased self-
confidence and social well-being, and change per-
ceptions toward school. The project also aimed to
understand what motivated students to attend these
sessions, and how they compared to other physical
activity sessions on offer within the school, including
sport training, and an external youth club exercise
session run during school hours.

Peer friendships, and social support, have long
been shown to influence levels of physical activity
among adolescent girls.36-38 In fact, research shows
positive correlations between adolescent girls’ levels
of physical activity and the physical activity levels of
their nominated friends,39,40 with longitudinal data
even showing that individual levels of physical activity
often change over time to reflect the activity level
of one’s friends.41 This notion was evident in the
current study, with adolescent girls explaining they
were more likely to attend the external exercise
sessions at the community youth club if their friends
went. Adolescents also spoke of attending before-
school exercise and before-school sport training due
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to their friends attending, but not exclusively. In fact,
those opting to attend before school sessions did so out
of either boredom and a desire to have something to
do, or out of the desire to meet new people they
weren’t currently friends with. Regardless of their
initial motive for attending, participants in both before-
school sessions explained that they developed new
friends as a result. This is not surprising, given that
research has shown that children and adolescents tend
to develop friendships from organized activities like
sport and art,42 meaning that those who engage in
sport outside of school have greater social resources
to draw on.42,43 However, these studies explain the
value of friendships developed through out-of-school
physical activity. Another study, however, similarly
showed that within-school friendship choices were
predicted by similar levels of physical activity, yet
engagement in physical activity did not impact the
likelihood of which an adolescent girl developed a new
friend.37 However, this study recruited all participants
from 1-year group. The results of the current study
explain that when physical activity options are not
restricted to the same year group, they can in fact bring
together students from different friendship groups, of
different ages, across different year groups, and with
different backgrounds, leading to the development of
new friendships. And these students tend to value the
broadened social network as a result.

While previous research has shown that participa-
tion in physical activity outside of school can increase
one’s social network, little research has examined how
physical activity opportunities within-school may be
used to develop friendships, enhance peer support,
and increase one’s social network. From the current
study, it appears that offering before-school physical
activity opportunities that are informal and not bound
by age groups (ie, competitive sport) or year groups
(ie, physical education or external exercise sessions),
adolescent girls are able to build and develop their
social network within the school environment. This
is particularly important for students in low socioe-
conomic areas who tend to be less likely to engage
in youth sport outside of school.8 In addition to
greater friendships and increased peer connections,
those who engaged in the before school sessions, par-
ticularly the exercise sessions (not sport training) also
noted increased relationships with the teachers who
attended and participated with them. Positive adult
relationships are particularly important to adolescent
well-being, especially for those from disadvantaged
backgrounds who may be experiencing difficult par-
ent relationships or challenging family environments.
Overall, the informality of the before-school exercise
sessions appeared to be a key strength as it led to many
new relationships between peers, new friends, and
teachers, all of which helped develop social-identity as

students belonged to a greater number of social groups
within the school.

While having a place to go within the community,
and having access to positive stable adult relationships,
are crucial for adolescent development, particularly
among at-risk youth,44,45 participation both exercise
sessions (before-school and externally run) appeared
to increase students’ confidence in a much broader
way than just increased social confidence, as confi-
dence transferred from physical activity competence,
into social confidence, and finally, into academic
confidence within the classroom. While qualitative
research among adults certainly shows that mastery
and achievement derived from exercise pursuits can
lead to increased confidence in other contexts,29 and
abundant research has examined associations between
physical activity and either academic engagement,46

or academic achievement,47 much less research has
examined a relationship between physical activity and
academic confidence. However, the results of the cur-
rent study seem to suggest that informal exercise
can be a method of developing confidence in the
classroom among adolescent girls from disadvantaged
backgrounds. It does appear though that the phys-
ical activity opportunities need to be informal, or
at least not competitive and not focused on per-
formance. For those engaged in before-school sport
training, confidence was tied to physical performance
meaning students may feel less confident after some
training sessions. However, for those engaged in the
exercise opportunities, confidence was tied to individ-
ual improvement. The before-school informal exercise
sessions, however, appeared most valuable in terms
of confidence within the classroom. Perhaps confi-
dence transferred from the physical domain to the
academic domain more for these students because their
increased confidence was related to their own decision
making, their ideas, and their commitment, innova-
tion, and communication, all of which are essential
academic skills.48 However, it is also possible that
students simply felt more comfortable engaging in
conversation and offering answers within a classroom
context due to their increased social-identity within
the school context as a result of increased peer and
teacher relationships.

Students engaging in the 2 before school options
also explained how they experienced an increased
desire to attend school and in fact, they explained a
rather different perception of the entire school climate.
This might suggest that before school activities that are
not academic, and are instead focused on an enjoyable
health behavior, may hold value in terms of promoting
school as a more holistic place that engages students
in a range of pursuits beyond academia. This notion
has the possibility of benefiting not only attendance,
but well-being, mental health, confidence, self-esteem,
and academic achievement. Indeed previous research
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has shown that increased opportunities to participate
in extra-curricular activities are associated with greater
academic outcomes.49 Research also shows that
students who spend more time engaged in structured
out-of-school activities report higher school self-
esteem and school bonding.50 The findings of the
current study, however, suggest that these outcomes
may also be possible from activities that are held before
school, but on school grounds, which is advantageous
for those living in low socioeconomic areas with
reduced access to extra-curricular activities outside
of the school context.

There were 2 relatively novel aspects of the before-
school physical activity offered at this school in
comparison to many other research studies, and both
of these novel aspects appeared to be well received
and highly valuable in terms of perceived benefits.
Firstly, the program was not bound to, or guided
by, a specific type of physical activity. For example,
Kalak et al17 implemented a daily running program
before school, and Verma and Shete18 implemented a
before school yoga program. While both interventions
led to psychological benefits, little choice or variety
were embedded within the program and the appeal
of these approaches may be limited to a smaller
proportion of students. This is particularly important
given that motivation, enjoyment, and attitude are
important individual predictors of engagement in
before school physical activity.20 Alternatively, Jung
et al19 implemented a morning exercise program that
involved a range of different aerobic and anaerobic
exercises. However, these sessions were delivered by
an exercise professional. In the current study, the
sessions were rather informal compared to typical
before-school interventions. This was advantageous
because it provided students with choice and flexibility
over exercises and exercise types. However, it was
also advantageous in terms of the sustainability of
the program. While availability of staff supervision
can influence whether a program is sustainable,
having students provide input and lead the sessions
reduces requirements on staff making long-term
implementation more likely.20

IMPLICATIONS FOR SCHOOL HEALTH POLICY, PRACTICE,
AND EQUITY

While all schools are required to provide opportu-
nities to engage in physical activity, physical education
has been criticized for lacking choice, and not including
activities that prepare adolescence to be active outside
of school. Additionally, school sport is often perceived
as too competitive. Providing ‘‘extra’’ informal exercise
opportunities, on school grounds, that are not edu-
cational and not mandated, and enable students to
provide input, appears to be a valuable method of
enhancing social-identity and increasing confidence

across physical, social, and academic domains. Based
on the results of the current study, the following
practical strategies could be considered when plan-
ning to implement such a program. However, it is
important to note these strategies were informed by
qualitative data, and future research should consider
measuring a broader range of outcomes from a larger
number of students: (1) provide a suitable space and
access to equipment, (2) consider providing technol-
ogy devices to aid students in accessing resources to
minimize staff input in leading sessions and satisfy
student autonomy, (3) plan session times for before,
or after, normal school hours as this is most likely
to facilitate new relationships between students, (4)
involve students in the design of the sessions through
choice of activities and being flexible regarding the
timing and length of sessions, (5) encourage teachers
to attend, and if possible, join in occasionally, (6) avoid
restricting participation to specific year groups to facil-
itate the development of new friendships across grades
or year groups, and (7) focus on individual improve-
ment and encourage communication during exercises.
While school curriculums are crowded and teacher
responsibilities are extensive, a before-school exercise
opportunity appears viable, in addition to being valu-
able, because it is largely un-structured and involves
minimal planning or organization. Students simply
need to be allowed to, and encouraged to, arrive early
to exercise with their peers.

Limitations
While abundant research has examined the ben-

efits of physical activity, research has predominantly
focused on white participants from middle-class back-
grounds51 and findings are sometimes not translatable
to different contexts or demographics. The focus on a
low socioeconomic community that experiences ele-
vated levels of hardship was a strength of this project as
was the in-depth and systematic process of transcen-
dental phenomenology. Limitations, however, include
the small sample size, the fact that findings reflect
only the views of female students, and that only
1 school was involved. Further, interview lengths
were shorter than typical qualitative research indicat-
ing short answers were provided to many questions.
Obtaining more depth in the data may have resulted
in different or additional findings. Future research
could consider providing similar opportunities at other
schools and conducting interviews with a greater num-
ber of both female and male students.

Conclusions
Providing informal, unstructured exercise opportu-

nities, separate from physical education and school
sport, is a valuable method of enhancing student
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confidence, enhancing social support and belong-
ing, and increasing positive emotions while at school.
The opportunity to engage in informal exercise with
peers before school widened social networks, increased
confidence, changed the overall school climate, and
increased attendance.
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