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Purpose: This study examines the motivations and reservations of undergraduate Physical Education Teacher Education (PETE) students regarding their future careers as schoolteachers and identify key factors influencing their career intentions.

Method: A repeated cross-sectional survey utilized data from 443 PETE students across four academic years. Surveys included both quantitative and qualitative questions, administered at two time points within an academic year.

Results: Findings revealed that 69% of participants expressed interest in teaching; however, this declined significantly among upper-year students. No differences emerged between the two data collection points. Factors such as personal satisfaction, economic concerns, and perceived support systems influenced the motivation to become schoolteachers.

Discussion/conclusion: The integration of findings highlights the need for enhanced teacher education programs, focusing on professional development and realistic career previews. These findings aim to refine curricula and support the preparation of dedicated PE teachers.
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Introduction

Physical education (PE) plays a critical role in fostering a lifelong commitment to physical activity and promoting overall health in students. In an era where sedentary lifestyles and related health issues such as obesity, cardiovascular disease, and mental health concerns are increasingly prevalent among children and adolescents, the role of PE teachers is becoming more crucial. PE programs have been shown to improve not only physical fitness but also academic performance, social skills, and emotional wellbeing [Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 2011; SHAPE America, 2016; Trudeau and Shephard, 2008].

Teachers of physical education not only deliver knowledge but also inspire students to adopt healthy habits, motivate them to explore their physical potential, and support their journey toward a balanced and active life. The motivation to pursue a career in physical education often stems from a desire to make a positive impact on the wellbeing of young people, shaping their outlook on health and fitness from an early age (Ntoumanis et al., 2021; Ryan and Deci, 2020; Van den Berghe et al., 2014; Wang and Wang, 2023).

The decision to become a physical education teacher is often rooted in experiences long before college, particularly during students' own K−12 schooling. Foundational research on occupational socialization highlights the significant influence of prior PE experiences, including interactions with inspiring or discouraging teachers, perceived competence, and enjoyment in school-based physical activity (Templin and Schempp, 1989; Richards and Templin, 2012). While the formal pursuit of a career in physical education often begins with choosing a PETE program in higher education, this decision is typically shaped by earlier encounters with the subject. Once enrolled in PETE programs, students' motivation is influenced by interest, engagement during academic studies, and their anticipated satisfaction in school teaching roles. Several distinct groups experience key motivational dynamics: prospective students contemplating career choices; current PETE students who require ongoing motivation to persist and succeed; and in-service teachers evaluating whether to remain in the profession, where motivation plays a crucial role in teacher retention and job satisfaction (Gu and Day, 2007; Wang and Wang, 2023).

The motivation of Physical Education Teacher Education (PETE) students to become PE teachers is multifaceted. Understanding these motivational factors can enhance educational programs and support systems that prepare and sustain future PE teachers effectively. Research into PETE students' motivations reveals a diverse range of intrinsic and extrinsic factors. Intrinsic motivation often stems from a passion for teaching and a desire to work with children (Ralph and MacPhail, 2015; Zhang, 2021). Extrinsic motivation, on the other hand, is influenced by factors such as job stability, salary, career progression opportunities, and other job benefits (Koka and Hagger, 2010; Lee and Park, 2024; Li et al., 2024; Rong et al., 2024; Wang and Wang, 2023; Zhang, 2021). Past PE school experiences, whether positive or negative, significantly influence the decision to become a PE teacher. Some individuals seek to improve PE for future generations to prevent negative experiences similar to their own (Erturan, 2021), while others are motivated by their positive experiences and a passion for sports (Bodart et al., 2019; Wang and Wang, 2023). Furthermore, PE teachers often develop deep emotional connections to sports, which significantly influence their content selection and teaching practices (Ferry and McCaughtry, 2013). These biographical experiences, particularly in rural settings, shape professional identities and pedagogical approaches (Amorim and Silva, 2022; Mooney and Hickey, 2016; Virta et al., 2019).

Recent studies provide further insights into the motivation of PE teachers. Franco et al. (2024) conducted a comprehensive review examining motivational behaviors in PE teachers using achievement and self-determination theories. Their findings emphasize the importance of autonomy-supportive teaching strategies in fostering sustained motivation among educators. Similarly, Garn et al. (2024) developed and validated a questionnaire to assess PE teachers' motivation based on expectancy-value theory, highlighting key factors influencing career commitment and satisfaction. Additionally, Abós et al. (2019) explored the relationship between motivation levels and job satisfaction, revealing that higher intrinsic motivation correlates with lower emotional burnout among PE teachers.

Furthermore, a major limitation in previous studies is the lack of a clearly articulated theoretical framework guiding research on teacher motivation. A critical review by Franco et al. (2024) emphasized that robust theoretical foundations, such as Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and Expectancy-Value Theory (EVT), are essential to ensure the validity and applicability of research findings. Studies that do not employ established motivational theories risk producing fragmented or inconsistent conclusions that fail to contribute meaningfully to the broader academic discourse.

To address this limitation, the present study explicitly grounds itself in SDT (Deci and Ryan, 2000) and EVT (Eccles and Wigfield, 2002), applying them systematically throughout the research process. The development of the survey instrument was directly informed by these frameworks: items were designed to assess key constructs from SDT autonomy, competence, and relatedness and from EVT, including expectancy for success, intrinsic value, attainment value, and utility value. Each item was mapped to its corresponding construct to ensure theoretical alignment and content validity.

Moreover, these same theoretical constructs were used to code and interpret the open-ended qualitative responses provided by participants. For example, responses referencing personal growth or enjoyment of teaching were categorized under intrinsic value (EVT) or autonomy (SDT), whereas statements related to perceived competence or external recognition were coded under competence or utility value. This dual application of theory both in the construction of the research tools and in the interpretation of data enhances the rigor, transparency, and coherence of the study's methodology and findings.

This theoretical foundation aligns with contemporary research practices and strengthens the study's contribution to the field by offering a structured, theory-informed understanding of PETE students' motivation.

Gender differences and academic year variations play a significant role in shaping PETE students' motivation. Studies indicate that female students tend to be more intrinsically motivated than males, showing a stronger internal drive for personal fulfillment in teaching (Spittle et al., 2009; Standage et al., 2005; Van den Berghe et al., 2014). In contrast, 3rd-year students often exhibit lower motivation levels, possibly due to burnout or disillusionment as they advance through their training (Spittle et al., 2009; Standage et al., 2005).

Developing pedagogical mastery is central to the motivation of PETE students. This includes fostering positive motivation toward acquiring teaching skills, ensuring continuity in training, and integrating innovative educational technologies (Van den Berghe et al., 2014; Yoon et al., 2023). Effective PETE programs should cultivate both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation among students, promoting a passion for teaching and a deep understanding of how effective teaching impacts students' lives. Creating a supportive and inclusive learning environment is also essential (Ryan and Deci, 2020; Calderón et al., 2020; McCullick et al., 2012; Wilkinson et al., 2014).

Continuous, hands-on teaching experiences are critical and should be structured progressively, allowing students to apply theoretical knowledge in real-world settings. Professional development should not end with graduation. Effective PETE programs instill a commitment to lifelong learning, encouraging teachers to update their skills through workshops, conferences, and advanced courses (Castelli et al., 2013; Eirín-Nemiña et al., 2022; Martin et al., 2008). Sustained motivation among PE teachers is closely linked to ongoing professional development (Abós et al., 2019).

Studies on PETE student motivation provide valuable insights into the factors influencing their attitudes toward academic work and career satisfaction. Research from Ukraine highlights stable motives for engaging in educational activities, underscoring the role of intrinsic motivation in sustaining career satisfaction over time (Kuśnierz et al., 2020). In contrast, studies from Russia reveal that many PETE students express dissatisfaction with their chosen profession despite initially perceiving it as the right career choice (Arkhipova et al., 2019).

In Israel, similar to other countries, studies on teacher motivation reveal various insights into the factors influencing their attitudes and career aspirations. However, to our knowledge, no study have specifically examined PETE students' motivation. Thus, the present study examines the motivation of PETE students to become schoolteachers in the future, focusing on identifying intrinsic and extrinsic factors such as gender and academic year that influence their motivation.



Methods

This study utilized a repeated cross-sectional design to examine the motivation of PETE students in an academic college setting at two distinct time points. Although data were collected at multiple points, participant responses were anonymous and distributed through social media platforms, preventing the identification or tracking of individuals across time. Therefore, the samples at each time point were treated as independent, and the study does not constitute a repeated-measures design in the strict methodological sense.

A mixed-methods approach was employed, incorporating both quantitative and qualitative methodologies to provide a comprehensive analysis of PETE students' motivations. The quantitative component included structured survey responses aligned with established motivational theories, while the qualitative component involved open-ended responses that offered deeper insight into personal and contextual motivational factors.


Participants

The study included 443 PETE students (50.3% female) from a teaching education academic college (Bachelor level). Participants ranged in age from 18 to 35 years and represented all 4 years of the program: 1st year (N = 164), 2nd year (N = 85), 3rd year (N = 98), and 4th year (N = 96). Data were collected at two points during the academic year: at the beginning (N = 214, 47.7% female): 1st year: N = 95, 2nd year: N = 29, 3rd year: N = 45 and 4th year: N = 45 and at the end (N = 229, 52.8% female): 1st year: N = 69, 2nd year: N = 56, 3rd year: N = 53 and 4th year: N = 51.



Questionnaire design

The study employed a brief but theory-informed structured questionnaire aimed at capturing PETE students' motivation to pursue a teaching career. The instrument comprised one close-ended question and one open-ended question, both designed in alignment with key motivational theories Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and Expectancy-Value Theory (EVT). The closed-ended question was: “Are you interested in becoming a teacher in the future?” Participants selected from the following six response options:1 (Yes), 2 (Yes, probably), 3 (Probably not), 4 (Definitely not), 5 (Undecided), and 6 [Other: (please specify)].

To enrich this categorical response and allow deeper exploration of students' underlying motives, the open-ended question invited participants to elaborate on their reasoning: “Explain why you are interested or not interested in becoming a teacher in the future.”

Despite the minimalistic structure, the open-ended responses provided rich qualitative data reflecting psychological, social, economic, and professional considerations, which were analyzed thematically based on constructs from SDT (e.g., autonomy, competence, relatedness) and EVT (e.g., value, expectancy, perceived cost). This integration ensured that both the quantitative distribution of intent and the qualitative rationale were interpreted through a theoretically grounded lens.

To ensure content validity and clarity, the questionnaire was reviewed and validated by five senior faculty members with expertise in physical education and teacher education. Their feedback helped refine the wording of both questions to ensure alignment with motivational theory and relevance to the target population.

Although the instrument was concise by design, it allowed for a focused yet meaningful analysis of PETE students' career motivations within a robust theoretical framework. This approach balances brevity and depth, offering a clear and replicable model for similar studies seeking to explore motivation using both structured and open-response formats.



Procedure

The survey was administered online via targeted social media platforms (emails, Facebook, and WhatsApp groups) and was distributed exclusively through official channels associated with the academic college's PETE program. This ensured that only currently enrolled PETE students were reached and invited to participate, minimizing the likelihood of responses from individuals outside the intended population. Before accessing the survey, participants were presented with a detailed digital informed consent statement outlining the purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of participation, the anonymous handling of responses, and their right to withdraw at any time without consequences. Participants could only proceed to the survey after explicitly clicking a button indicating their agreement to participate. This action served as their informed consent. Additionally, since the study population consisted solely of higher education students enrolled in the PETE program, all of whom are adults (aged 18 and above), no minors were eligible to participate. Ethical approval for the study was granted by the Institutional Review Board (approval No. 427/23), and all procedures complied with national and institutional ethical guidelines for research involving human participants.



Statistical analysis

All quantitative analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics version 27. Descriptive statistics, including frequencies and percentages, were calculated to present an overview of students' motivation to pursue a teaching career.

To facilitate interpretation, responses to the motivation question (“Do you intend to become a teacher in the future?”) were recoded into three categories: “Yes” (combining “Yes, for sure” and “Probably yes”), “No” (combining “Probably not” and “No, for sure”), and “I don't know.” This recoding enabled more robust statistical comparisons across subgroups.

Chi-square (χ2) tests were used to assess group differences in motivation levels by academic year, gender, and data collection time point (beginning vs. end of the academic year). These tests helped identify significant shifts in motivational patterns across demographic and temporal variables.

To analyze the qualitative data obtained from the open-ended responses, a thematic analysis was employed, following Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-step process: (1) familiarization with the data, (2) generation of initial codes, (3) searching for themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defining and naming themes, and (6) producing the report. An inductive approach was used, allowing themes to emerge directly from participants' statements rather than being pre-imposed by existing theoretical constructs.

Two researchers independently coded the data to ensure objectivity and depth. After initial coding, they compared their analyses and resolved any discrepancies through collaborative discussion. This process enhanced intercoder reliability and strengthened the trustworthiness of the findings. Three overarching themes were identified: psychological considerations (e.g., personal fulfillment, sense of purpose), economic considerations (e.g., financial stability, income concerns), and professional considerations (e.g., job conditions, respect for the profession).

Finally, the integration of qualitative and quantitative results was achieved through triangulation, enabling a comprehensive interpretation of the data. This methodological integration supported the consistency of findings and reinforced the validity of the study's conclusions regarding the motivation of PETE students.




Results

The quantitative results regarding students' responses to the question of whether they intend to become teachers indicate that 35.0% (n = 155) answered “Yes, for sure,” 33.9% (n = 150) answered “Probably yes,” 10.6% (n = 47) answered “I don't know,” 13.8% (n = 61) answered “Probably not,” and 6.8% (n = 30) answered “No, for sure” (Table 1).


TABLE 1 Distribution of participants answers about wanting to become teachers by academic year number of students (percentages).
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To facilitate a more interpretable analysis, responses were grouped into three broader categories: “Yes” (including “Yes, for sure” and “Probably yes”), “No” (including “Probably not” and “No, for sure”), and “I don't know.” Within the overall sample of 443 participants, 69% were classified into the “Yes” group, 20.4% into the “No” group, and 10.6% remained undecided (Table 1).


Comparison across academic years

A significant difference was observed between 1st-year and 4th-year students in their intent to become teachers [χ2(4) = 39.30, p < 0.000]. First-year students exhibited a stronger inclination toward teaching, with 76.8% selecting “Yes,” 11% selecting “No,” and 12.2% remaining undecided. Second-year students demonstrated similar distributions to 1st-year students (Table 1). However, among 4th-year students, a significantly lower percentage responded “Yes,” while the proportion of students selecting “No” increased substantially [χ2(2) = 45.67, p < 0.000] (Table 1). These findings indicate a decline in motivation to pursue a teaching career as students advance in their academic program. This trend is further supported by the qualitative findings (see Qualitative Findings section), where students who expressed disinterest in teaching frequently cited financial concerns, classroom management challenges, and a perceived lack of prestige in the profession. These responses suggest that as students gain more exposure to the realities of the teaching field, their perceptions and motivations may shift accordingly.



Comparison of motivation over time

A comparison between responses collected at the beginning (N = 214, 47.7% female) and at the end of the academic year (N = 229, 52.8% female) revealed no statistically significant differences in motivation levels. This suggests that short-term academic experiences within a single academic year did not substantially alter students' intentions to become teachers.



Gender differences in motivation

Analysis of gender differences showed no significant variation in motivation levels between male and female students. Both groups exhibited nearly identical distributions, with ~70% responding “Yes,” 20% responding “No,” and 10% remaining undecided. This finding contrasts prior research suggesting gender-based differences in motivations for teaching careers (Wang, 2023), highlighting the need for further exploration of contextual factors that might influence gender-specific career aspirations in physical education.



Qualitative findings

The open-ended question, “Explain why you are interested or not interested in becoming a teacher in the future,” provided deeper insight into students' motivations and concerns. Responses were categorized into themes based on the three response groups: “Yes,” “No,” and “I don't know.”

Among the 69% of students (306 participants) who expressed interest in becoming PE teachers, the dominant themes included a passion for sports and physical activity (48% of “Yes” respondents, n = 147), a sense of mission and desire to contribute to society (35%, n = 107), job stability and career prospects (12%, n = 37), and inspiration from role models or past educational experiences (5%, n = 15). Representative quotes illustrate these themes, such as “I love sports and want to pass on this love to my students” and “Teaching PE is not just about fitness but also about values and teamwork.”

Among the 20.4% of students (90 participants) who were not interested in teaching, the most cited deterrent was financial concerns (53%, n = 48), followed by difficulties in classroom management and student behavior (26%, n = 23), perceived lack of prestige in teaching (14%, n = 13), and personal disinterest in the profession (7%, n = 6). Quotes such as “Teachers don't earn enough” and “Disciplining students is stressful and not something I want to deal with” reflect the prevailing concerns.

The 10.6% of undecided students (47 participants) expressed uncertainty regarding career fit (43%, n = 20), job conditions and stress (36%, n = 17), and external job market considerations (21%, n = 10). Their responses indicated hesitation about whether teaching aligns with their long-term career goals.




Discussion and conclusions

The current study examined the motivations of Physical Education Teacher Education (PETE) students to become teachers in the future. The main finding in this study is that 69% of PETE students are interested in becoming PE teachers. One of the key motivations among these students is a strong sense of purpose and the desire to positively impact future generations, reflecting their view of teaching as a calling and an opportunity to enrich the lives of children. This aligns with existing research indicating that teachers frequently enter the profession with altruistic motivations, driven by a deep-seated desire to contribute positively to society (Wang and Wang, 2023; Moss, 2020). Beyond purpose, many students also find personal satisfaction in teaching, particularly in witnessing their students' progress. This feeling of fulfillment aligns with Ryan and Deci's (2020) findings, which emphasize that meeting psychological needs for competence and connection can significantly enhance intrinsic motivation. The joy students derive from interactions with children highlights the intrinsic rewards that sustain their commitment to the profession. Studies show that satisfying the need for relatedness a sense of meaningful connection and interaction with others promotes motivation and yields positive outcomes in educational settings (Ryan and Deci, 2020; Klassen et al., 2012; Poom-Valickis et al., 2017).

Although salary considerations are commonly seen as a potential barrier to entering the teaching profession, the study findings indicate that job stability and benefits such as pensions and vacation time play a meaningful role in supporting PETE students' sense of economic security. This aligns with previous research (Guarino et al., 2006; Liu, 2021), which has shown that job stability, benefits, and overall job satisfaction are critical factors influencing teachers' career decisions. Liu's (2021) findings specifically highlight the interplay between these factors and long-term retention in the profession, adding depth to the understanding provided by Guarino et al. (2006). Policymakers across various regions, such as Latin America, have observed challenges in retaining skilled teachers, underscoring the need for policy reforms to improve work conditions and incentives (Vaillant, 2006; Billingsley, 1993). These findings highlight the global nature of the challenges in teacher retention and stress the importance of creating supportive work environments to address these issues effectively.

In addition to financial security, PETE students appreciate the potential for flexible work hours and school holidays, which allow for a more balanced work-life dynamic. Balancing personal life with professional responsibilities is particularly important given the unique demands teachers face inside and outside the classroom. Research highlights the significance of work-life balance in promoting job satisfaction and retention among teachers (Wang, 2023; Eloor and Menon, 2024). A balanced workload contributes not only to personal wellbeing but also to classroom effectiveness. Some studies have shown a positive correlation between job satisfaction and work-life balance (Sorensen and McKim, 2014; Nilsson et al., 2017). Effective management of work hours and support from school administration are essential factors in reducing stress and enhancing job satisfaction (Wang, 2023; Nilsson et al., 2017).

Another key factor is professional development. The study revealed that students feel a need for career advancement opportunities and continuous learning. This is crucial considering the quantitative finding that teaching interest tends to decline among upper-year students, possibly due to perceived limitations in career growth (Pulis, 2024). These insights are supported by literature indicating that professional development is essential for maintaining teacher motivation and effectiveness (Abu-Tineh et al., 2023; Brill and McCartney, 2008). Research underscores the importance of professional growth and clear career advancement pathways as integral to sustaining teachers' engagement and reducing attrition rates. This is especially true in rural and remote areas, where providing access to mentoring and career development opportunities can address teachers' professional needs (Koerber et al., 2023).

Interestingly, the study found a similar distribution of responses between male and female PETE students regarding their interest in teaching, indicating that motivations and challenges are largely consistent across genders. This suggests that a sense of purpose, personal fulfillment, and economic security are universal across genders, supporting research that highlights shared core motivations among male and female teachers (Standage et al., 2005). However, other studies have shown that gender differences emerge in response to specific motivational factors, with females typically placing higher emphasis on intrinsic values and males on extrinsic ones (Azman, 2013; Giersch, 2021). These findings reveal that while fundamental motivations for teaching may be similar, there are subtle differences in how male and female students respond to certain aspects of the profession.

This study offers valuable insights into the motivations and challenges that influence PETE students' career decisions. The findings indicate that intrinsic motivations, such as a passion for sports, a strong sense of purpose, and the desire to impact future generations, play a critical role in students' decisions to pursue teaching. These motivations align with existing research emphasizing the importance of psychological needs, such as competence, autonomy, and relatedness, in sustaining teacher engagement (Ryan and Deci, 2020). However, extrinsic factors, including financial concerns, job stability, and career advancement opportunities, also significantly affect students' perceptions of the profession.

The study highlights a concerning trend: motivation to enter the teaching profession declines among students in their later academic years. This shift suggests that exposure to the realities of the profession, including concerns about salary, workload, and classroom management, may influence students' long-term commitment. These findings underscore the need for targeted interventions, such as enhanced mentoring programs, professional development opportunities, and policy reforms aimed at improving work conditions for teachers. Addressing these concerns could help sustain motivation and retention rates among future educators.

Despite its contributions, the study has limitations. The sample, drawn from a single teacher education college in Israel, may not be fully representative of PETE students in other institutions or regions. Future research should expand the sample size and include diverse educational contexts to enhance the generalizability of the findings. Additionally, the reliance on self-reported data introduces potential biases, such as social desirability effects. Incorporating longitudinal designs and observational methods could provide a more comprehensive understanding of how motivations evolve over time.

In conclusion, while many PETE students are intrinsically motivated to become teachers, external challenges pose significant barriers. Policymakers and educators must work together to create supportive environments that foster long-term commitment and job satisfaction in the teaching profession.
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