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Introduction: School contexts are addressed as important for encouraging
adolescents’ physically active lives, where whole-school approaches have
emerged as globally recognized strategies. Recent research emphasizes the
need to further understand the contexts relating to physical activity (PA) and
strategies to enhance students’ and staff's agency in relation to PA
opportunities. In the current study, we explore early adolescent students’ daily
PA from an ecological perspective, examining the negotiated opportunities
and barriers to PA within differing school contexts and how individual agency
is expressed in relation to PA.

Methods: This ethnographic collective case study was conducted in four
Swedish middle schools that varied in size, resource denseness, and whether
they were independent or public providers. The main empirical material was
collected through ~720h of fieldwork during a school year, along with 86
interviews involving 50 students and 52 staff members. A comparative reflexive
thematic analytical approach was used.

Results and discussion: The transition between educational stages brought
changes that influenced students and staff's agency related to PA. Against this
backdrop, the analytical findings were organized into four themes. Students’
PA was negotiated against the logic associated with being a "good” middle
school student and teacher. Realizing daily PA also stood in relation to an
anything-is-possible spirit, which was pitted against the lack of an
organizational structure and high hopes for PA outcomes—creating a tension
between vision and practicality, where student voices were overlooked. While
all four schools claimed a commitment to providing PA opportunities for all,
students negotiated their agency based on gender, age, social status, and
previous experiences with traditional sports, which dominated recess activities.
Students’ PA during and after school was closely interconnected, especially
expressed in physical education and health classes. This connection often
benefited already active students in resource-rich environments while
marginalizing those who were less active, further creating an uneven playing
field regarding PA opportunities. Various schools shared challenges connected
to students’ daily PA, but challenges differed between and within schools.
Future school policies, practices, and research should aim at addressing
cultural, structural, and material dimensions focusing on sustainability, equity,
and pedagogical issues, enabling young people to develop autonomy and
ability to shape their PA experiences in ways that are meaningful to them.

KEYWORDS

agency, health promotion, physical activity, whole school approach, school context,
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1 Background

School contexts are often addressed as important settings for

encouraging adolescents’ physically active lifestyles and
addressing the decline in health-promoting physical activity (PA)
levels that usually occurs during early adolescence (1). Whole-
school approaches have emerged as globally recognized strategies
for promoting supportive school environments (2-4). These
approaches are essential components of broader, systems-based
that

encourage a lifelong relationship with PA by providing multiple

initiatives designed to foster meaningful experiences
opportunities for daily activity (5-7). However, these initiatives
also come with challenges. Several scholars have recently called
for a rethinking of schools as a setting for PA promotion (8, 9).
There is a need to understand the contextual environment of
school systems by promoting qualitative and case study research
agendas beyond positivist perspectives (8). For school-based PA,
Jago et al. (9) suggested that key factors include the school
setting; the demographic profile of the students and their
interests; the availability of facilities; the attitudes, training, and
skills of school staff; and school priorities. Importantly, future
research should explore ways to enhance students’ and key
stakeholders’ agency with regard to PA, as well as what and how
this agency is facilitated or hindered across differing school
contexts (10). When considering people and their contexts, an
essential starting point is the perspectives adopted. Recent
research advocates for a more dialectical (relational) viewpoint
that highlights the mutual influence between actors and their
environment, as well as the agency that emerges from this
relationship  (10-12). people and their

environments are interconnected; neither exists independently.

In other words,
This conceptualization of agency underscores the importance of
both individual capacities and contextual dimensions and forms
this article’s ecological point of departure (13, 14). In light of
these future directions, the current study explores how agency—a
person’s capacity to act based on their own and surrounding
conditions (14)—is realized among actors in school contexts
connected to students’ daily PA through an ethnographic
comparative collective case study conducted in four Swedish
middle schools.

Schools have the function to juggle many roles connected to
educational and caretaking missions, with fostering student
agency in health and well-being being just one of many mission.
The Ottawa Charter for
foundation  for

served as a
that
highlighted salutogenic perspectives on student health (15). Since

Health Promotion
health-promoting school approaches
then, many school initiatives have targeted students’ PA as a
health behavior, yet their success have been limited (1). Policies
that support adolescents’ daily PA in schools may be promising,
yet current knowledge cautions against a “one-size-fits-all”
approach and emphasizes the need for further investigation into
how these policies translate into practice (16). Recent research on
“best practices” for whole-school PA programs identified three
key elements across various school contexts: an established
school-based leader, support from the school community, and a
wide range of available PA opportunities (17). However, the
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authors also stress the need for further investigation to better
understand how these practices contribute to active school
cultures. In addition, exploring the diversity within and between
schools is important (18), as it highlights issues of inequality/
equity, which are continuously reported in PA research within
school settings (19). School settings can sediment and even
increase inequalities through structures, cultural norms, and
personal dispositions connected to PA—something that needs to
be acknowledged when addressing the (re)production of PA
inequalities (12, 20). Ethnographic methods are explicitly
designed for studying cultures, with great potential to incorporate
a whole-school approach within their methodologies. These
methods are also advocated for in connection to implementation
research within educational contexts (21). Yet, little ethnographic
data seems to exist on how schools struggle with meeting the
task of implementing and disseminating PA initiatives during the
school day, as well as how these initiatives are negotiated by

students and school staff.

1.1 The Swedish context

The Public Health Agency of Sweden (22) advocates for
schools being key arenas for young people’s PA practices,
highlighting the need for greater attention in this area than it
currently gets. Similar to international findings on declining PA
among adolescents, Swedish research also indicates that aspects
like gender, socioeconomic status, cultural background, and
(23-26). For
example, differences were shown between girls’ and boys’ levels
of PA during school hours but not during leisure time (27).
These findings suggest that Swedish schools do not fulfill the
compensatory role they are often claimed to constitute and
illustrate both that PA initiatives appear to have limited ability to

home environments influence activity levels

promote PA among the least active students and that these
differences are allocated to school hours. Additionally, Farias
et al. (20) showed how Swedish adolescents’ experiences of a PA
program differed in relation to their socioeconomic backgrounds,
with their more or less busy schedule after school conditioning
these experiences. Since Sweden has had many structural changes
in the school system over the last decades, including the
decentralization of management (28), it is important to point out
recent research emphasizing the impact of local schools’ health
and PA policies on adolescent students’s physical activity
levels (27).

1.2 An ecological approach to context and
agency

As mentioned previously, several scholars have highlighted the
usefulness of the concept of agency in relation to adolescents’ PA
during the school day (10, 29). Similarly, teacher agency as an
indispensable element in good and meaningful education has
context-actor (relational)

promoted the inclusion of this

perspective in research related to school staff (30, 31). This
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agentic perspective focuses on increasing an actors’ (e.g., student or
staff) ability and space to maneuver or enact in a certain form of
practice (e.g, PA) within a certain structure (e.g., school)
through ongoing negotiations. Here, we use an ecological
approach as our theoretical lens of exploration, drawing
inspiration from the work of Priestley et al. (14). This ecological
approach rests heavily on the conceptualization of agency, which
emphasizes the importance of both individual capacities and
contextual dimensions (13). First, agency is considered an
emergent phenomenon that is “achieved by individuals, through
the interplay of personal capacities and the resources, affordances
and constraints of the environment by means of which
individuals act” (14). Second, agency does not come from
anywhere; instead, it is rooted in past experiences (iterational
aspects) and orientated toward future short-term and long-term
objectives, values, and aspirations (projective aspects). Finally,
agency is enacted in concrete present moments (practical-
evaluative aspects) (14). From this perspective, agency holds
aspects that are both relational and temporal—being largely
about negotiating the possibilities for different forms of (PA)
actions available at time within

particular points in

specific contexts.

2 Aim

The aim of this ethnographic study is to explore students’ PA
during the school day across four different Swedish middle
school contexts using a whole-school approach and an ecological
lens of investigation. The analysis is constituted in the theoretical
concept of agency, examining how daily PA is engaged in and
perceived as possible by actors within and across these
school settings.

The study is guided by the following research questions: What
are the opportunities and barriers for students’ PA during the school
day, and how are these being negotiated by students and school staff?
How is agency expressed in relation to students’ daily PA?

3 Methodology and empirical material

This is an ethnographic collective case study embedded in an

interpretive research paradigm and follows a short-term
ethnography design described by Pink and Morgan (32). Our
fieldwork of

approximately 2 weeks at a time, conducted at three time points

design included shorter periods of intense
over the course of a year; the fieldwork was performed by a team
of four researchers. The collective design encompasses what
Hodge and Sharp (33) described as a combination of an intrinsic
and instrumental case study approach, where we aimed to get
both an in-depth understanding of the individual school contexts
and these individual cases providing insights into the broader
topic of PA during the school day. The study was performed in
four middle schools located in the area of a larger city in
Sweden: East Bridge School, Lakeview Academy, Southside

Academy, and Springfield School. These schools vary in size,
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resource denseness, and management structure, operating either
as independent or public institutions. The schools involved in
our study were chosen based on a combination of convenience
and strategic selection (socioeconomic variation in the catchment
area and public and independent providers).

3.1 Generation of our data

The ethnographic methodology aims to describe culture(s),
where researchers spend time in everyday contexts, engaging
with fundamental aspects of human experience, such as cultural
behavior, tacit and explicit cultural knowledge, and cultural
artifacts (34). The first author (S.H.) conducted ethnographic
fieldwork at two of the schools, while the second author (B.T.J.)
was at the third school, and the third and last authors (C.L. and
H.L.) divided their time at the fourth school. The fieldwork
mainly involved participant observations, informal conversations,
and semi-structured interviews. The participant observations
varied in degree of participation from the researchers (from
passive to active) and took part in areas within the different
school environments, such as the schoolyard and proximal
neighboring areas, and inside the school building itself. We
visited classrooms, corridors, staff rooms, student leisure and
club rooms, cafeterias, and all other spaces within the school
setting. More importantly, we tried to engage with what people
did, what people knew, and what people made use of within
these spaces, where our exploration was guided by the intention
to study how agency was shaped by opportunities and barriers
influencing young people’s physically active life during the school
day. Different strategies were used to gain access and connect
with different gatekeepers in the school settings. For example,
spending time in the staff room helped us build relationships
with many of the teachers and school staff in ways they did not
feel watched or studied. It was more challenging in classroom
situations, where it was obvious that we did not have a role other
than observing those in the room. However, with time, most
people within the schools became comfortable with us spending
time there, even in classroom situations. Other ways of breaking
the ice with staff and students included having lunch together or
joining in on daily activities such as spending social time
together between classroom activities. Doing sports or other PAs
also provided a natural way to interact with students.

Approximately 100 h of fieldwork was conducted per school
during the fall/winter of 2021, with an additional 80 h per school
in the spring of 2022. Field notes were generated throughout the
study period based on observations. If notes could not be taken
at the actual observation, these were generated as close in time as
possible to the moment of observation. To share our experiences
with the research team, we held re-occurring meetings after every
2 weeks of fieldwork at individual schools. In addition, photos,
drawings of school buildings, schedules, and other artifacts of the
school environment were documented, primarily to create a
shared understanding of each school within the research team.

Purposeful sampling was used throughout the study period to
recruit participants for the semi-structured interviews who we
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believed could provide in-depth and detailed experiences related to
our research aim. Participants included school management, staff
responsible mainly for middle school students, staff and teachers
involved in student health and/or PA, physical education and
health (PEH) teachers, and middle school students (mainly 13-
14 years old), ensuring variation in gender and PA engagement.
During the interviews, we asked respondents about their
(e.g.
education, students’ interests and family life), how PA was

background staff members’ professional roles and
perceived and practiced at the school, and the possibilities and
barriers associated with PA. In total, we conducted 86 interviews
with 102 respondents. The characteristics of our data are
presented in Table 1. Most of the interviews were conducted
individually, while a few were done in small group constellations
of two or three respondents. The duration of the interviews
ranged between 9 and 58 min, with longer interviews typically
with staff and Three additional

interviews with students were conducted, but the students did

shorter ones with students.

not want these recorded. Therefore, notes from these interviews
were treated as field notes.

The interviews were transcribed verbatim by a third person
through a transcription consultant company, with names and
places anonymized in the transcription process. In addition, all
transcripts were proofread and listened through for cross-
checking against the audio recordings; this process also served as
an initial step in the data analysis.

3.2 Ethical considerations

The four schools consented to participate in our study;
however, the involved staff and students were not asked initially
about the schools’ participation as a whole. Because of the open-
ended nature of ethnographic research, we adopted a situational
ethical approach, as suggested by Hammersley and Atkinson
(35), meaning that ethical considerations, such as respecting
individuals’ integrity, confidentiality, and right to consent or
disagreement, were judgments made in the context. Since our
research involved young people aged 12-16 years, who are

10.3389/fspor.2025.1505189

considered a potentially vulnerable group, ethical considerations
of high (36). One ethical
consideration in relation to our design and setting was the role

were importance important
of power structures at play. The four researchers were all of
varying ages (35-61 years at the time) with ethnically Swedish
related to PA and

movement culture, and were affiliated with a higher educational

appearances, were invested in topics
institution. These played out in mainly two ways. First, as adults
in a school setting, we were similar to school staff, where
prevailing norms and structures carry a hierarchical power
structure where young people are placed in a subordinate
position (37, 38). Second, PA could be considered a “desired”
and normative practice; therefore, it may have influenced how
people in the fields interacted with us and around us as
researchers of this specific topic. Ethical considerations did not
end with “leaving the field”; rather, they remained a continuous
process throughout the analysis and writing of this article. Since
our empirical material was derived from interactions within
environments that were partly culturally different from what we
as researchers came from and involved vulnerable groups, we
believed that it was important to maintain sensitivity in how
these
For

results and
ethical

considerations concerning the importance of conducting research

we analyzed data and portrayed our

conclusions. example, we have contemplated

in contrasting settings to ensure that voices of more vulnerable
groups were heard, as well as reflected upon the concept of
(39)
moralizing vulnerable groups and topics.

“othering” to avoid stereotyping, stigmatizing, and

All interviewees formally consented to participate by signing
consent forms, which provided information about the study, its
aims, and the voluntary nature of participation. Parents also had
to consent for students to participate. The study was approved by
the Swedish Ethical Review Authority (Dnr 2021-03834). To
further protect the individuals who participated, we used
pseudonyms for both schools and respondents and omitted their
detailed descriptions throughout the material. There are at least
two respondents in every category described for the formal
interviews (see Table 1) to keep the confidentiality of the

individuals themselves.

TABLE 1 Data characteristics and number of respondents across the four schools.

‘ Empirical material East Bridge School = Lakeview Academy | Southside Academy | Springfield School
180 180 180 180 720

Fieldwork (h)

Fall/Winter 2021 100 100
Spring 2022 ) 80
Interviews (n respondents) 21 (24) 26 (32)
Students (n) 12 18
Girls 6 9
Boys 6 9
School staff (n respondents) 12 14
Management 2 2
Student health team 2 4
Teachers 8 8

Of which are PE teachers 2 2
Other staff - -
Numbers in bold are total numbers for the organizing categories.
Frontiers in Sports and Active Living 04

100 100 400
80 80 320

18 (25) 21 (21) 86
12 8 50
8 5 28
4 3 22
13 13 52
2 2 8
2 2 10
4 6 26
2 3 9
5 3 8
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3.3 Analytical engagement with the
empirical material

All phases of analysis were performed using the reflexive
thematic analysis (RTA) method described by Braun and Clarke
(40, 41). We chose RTA as our analytic approach derived for
pragmatic reasons, given that our research team comprised
several individuals collecting data at individual schools, each with
different backgrounds in sports science, such as public health
science and educational science. RTA offered us an accessible
shared understanding of the analytic process, enabling us to
identify patterns of meaning across the material through an
interpretative approach.

The comparative approach in our study design was mainly
related to the sampling and analytical process, drawing on the
work of Bartlett and Vavrus (42) and their described “three axes”
of comparison: horizontal, vertical, and transversal. In our study,
we focused mainly on the horizontal and vertical aspects and
compared both the commonalities and unique characteristics of
the schools, creating “translocal” aspects of what was shared
across cases and what differentiated them.

Our analysis started the day we stepped into the schools for our
fieldwork and initiated the generation of data. As Spradley (34)
pointed out, this way, we have had a cyclic approach to analysis
rather than a linear one in our ethnographic work. Throughout
our analysis, we have worked with the six phases of RTA
suggested by Braun and Clarke (39, 41): (1) familiarizing
ourselves with the data; (2) coding; (3) generating initial themes;
(4) developing and reviewing themes; (5) refining, defining, and
naming themes; and (6) writing up (this article). The research
question regarding opportunities and barriers for students’ daily
PA (what) and the negotiations occurring in relation to those
(how), along with the ecological theory and the concept of
agency, guided the analysis. At each RTA phase, the analysis was
performed according to the horizontal and vertical axes, where
each school was analyzed individually and then compared to the
other schools. This process was done with both field notes and
interview transcripts, where initially we employed an inductive
and semantic approach to the data, followed by a more deductive
and latent approach. For coding and theme development,
ATLAS.ti version 23 software was used.

As an example of our initial process, we highlighted sections in
the material for each school that manifested as a barrier or
opportunity (e.g., teachers perceiving there was no time for
implementing PA for students in the classroom). Further, we
looked for how this barrier/opportunity was related to other
people or artifacts in the school context (e.g., if the teacher
expressed the barrier of time in relation to something, for
example, subject matter or a messy student group). We then
coded the whole material in relation to the research questions
using a similar approach to the initial process. This was also
performed by analyzing each school by individually, followed by
a comparison across schools. For example, a rather broad code
group we created was “Students are active,” whose sub-codes

»

were, e.g., “Wearing sports clothes at PEH,” “Boys play football,

» «

girls are on their phones,” “Students are active in the classroom
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if the teacher tells them to,” and “Physically activating students
This group
challenging case that required multiple reviews of the material

for study performance.” code exemplified a
and was eventually divided among themes, with sub-codes
corresponding to different aspects of the ecological theoretical
framework we used. In the second stage of analysis, we used our
theoretical concepts and analyzed how this barrier/opportunity
was enacted upon in the present moment (considering cultural,
structural, and material aspects) and what past experiences and
future objectives were in play. Overall, initial themes were
generated by drawing a mind map of dominating meaning
patterns from compiling codes into larger code groups or
splitting them up while continuously revisiting the data material,
earlier comments, and reflections on the material. The final
themes were refined in relation to what was unique for the
individual school contexts and what they shared as common
patterns. An example of additional data excerpts connected to
themes is provided in Table A (Supplementary Material).

Throughout the fieldwork and analysis process, meta-
comments were written down by every individual researcher
involved, which was further discussed with the whole research
team to strengthen the study’s credibility.

4 Ebb and flow: a common tale of a
school day (descriptive findings)

The bright school corridor echoes empty, the classic metal
lockers line the walls. At the far end are some benches and
tables, also empty. Suddenly the bell rings and the murmur
of the neighboring classrooms is clearly heard. A few seconds
later, loads of students come tumbling out into the corridor.
Some carry heavy books to the lockers; a few boys run to the
material locker to get a soccer ball. Soccer, an activity that
others go out of their way to avoid participating in. A group
of girls retrieve their mobile phones from the teacher,
because the policy says that if they go outside (and sit down)
they are allowed to have them on their lunch break. A few

students seem to continue their studies at the deployed tables

and benches.

The vignette illustrates all four case schools—East Bridge
School, Lakeview Academy, Southside Academy, and Springfield
School. In this section, we provide a descriptive overview of
these cases and illustrate what a typical school day may entail,
which is followed by our analytical results in the subsequent
section (Section 5).

All four schools were located in suburban areas connected to a
larger city in Sweden. All the schools had easy access to public
with
residential areas, preschools, and local shops, including fast-food

transportation and were located in neighborhoods
restaurants and grocery stores. One school was near a large
shopping mall. The residential areas around the schools included
various socioeconomic groups, with students coming from
different catchment areas based on each school’s profile. One of

the schools was small, with fewer than 50 middle school
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students, while two of the schools had approximately 160 students;
the largest school had approximately 600 students. Although the
schools also offered elementary eduation, this aspect was
excluded from our study. The individual characteristics of each
school are displayed in Figure 1.

There were clear contrasts between movement and stillness
during the school day, mainly in relation to the building blocks
of the schedule: class and recess. Here, PA came in many forms
and occurred mainly during practical-esthetic and academic
classes (more or less), during recess, and along transport routes
in the school premises, for example, between classes located in
different parts of the school buildings. Not least, many students
and school staff seemed to agree that the PEH subject, to some
extent, fulfills the schools’s PA assignment as outlined in the
general national curriculum (43). However, this was thought of
and implemented to varying extents in the different schools,
had PEH scheduled for middle school
students three times per week, while the other two schools had it

where two schools

scheduled two times per week. Two schools had their own gym
halls, while the other two schools rented a hall, one located very
closely to the school and the other requiring approx. a 10-min
walk for students and staff. The possibilities for PA also differed
across all four schools depending on the physical school
buildings and premises. A common feature during recess was
outdoor access for mainly soccer, basketball, king (a ball game
involving a basketball in a drawn square on asphalt played by
four players), and sometimes ping pong/table tennis (some had
this indoors), along with a few other alternatives. However, some
schools had soccer fields located on the school premises, while
others had access to one in the nearby area outside of the

10.3389/fspor.2025.1505189

schoolyard, which implicated the presence or absence of school
staff. Weather also influenced whether the students even went
out or not. In middle schools, new rules compared to elementary
schools allowed students to stay indoors during recess (with or
without access to mobile phones). The indoor areas varied across
schools, but common indoor rules included no running allowed
and preventing students from “messing around” at all costs.
Therefore, the types of PA permitted indoors were mainly less
intense, for example, transporting oneself between points A and B.

The transition from elementary to middle school brought both
organizational changes and social changes. The characteristics of
the school day transformed due to a subject-focused schedule,
with different teachers coming and going throughout the day, each
teaching their subject to the students. Compared to elementary
school, where one or a few main teachers were responsible for the
entire school day, this was a big change that came with increased
student responsibility, new rules, and a lost perception of the
students’ whole day among the school staff. At the same time,
there was more curricular subject matter to be taught during class
for the teachers, which ultimately should result in the students
getting passing grades—a goal with both short-term and long-term
objectives. These organizational changes tightened the schedule,
leaving less time between classes for teachers to build relations
with students and for other less prioritized tasks, such as PA
promotion. The social climate transition brought about tangible
changes concerning social relationships, with increased self-
awareness among students in relation to oneself and others. While
this seemed similar across all four schools, it played out a little
differently depending on “who” and “what” that was related to
and varied between classes and groups.

1t is time to 'get serious’

' see no obstacles’

FIGURE 1
Characteristics of the four schools.

Daily physical
activities are (not) for
everybody

1t is not a level playing
field
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Overall, PA was not followed up on or evaluated by the schools,
except during a one-time student health interview in middle school
(which included questions about the student’s PA level, usually
carried out by the school nurse), and the teaching in the PEH
subject was assessed and graded. We also observed that the
student health work had an explicitly individual focus, while the
PEH subject had both individual and group focus. The schools’
various measures to implement (more) PA during the day
focused on a group level, where everyone was offered the same
opportunities described earlier. However, these opportunities
were utilized by different students to a more or lesser degree.
Our observations of students’ daily PA were further voiced by
Gittan, a special education teacher at Springfield School, who
shared her thoughts concerning schools’ PA assignment:

Gittan: Um... Yes, but I understand it [the general PA
curricular policy] well as it is stated, but then I think that the
school is like, it is a..., colossus, a colossus that is difficult to
move, so in order for something to work, like with
movement and sports, it would have been really easy if it was
just like, we take the students out for recess and then they
run and play games. It’s not like that. Those who do it on
their own, they have physical activity in their spare time too,
they are not difficult to get started [to move during school
time]. Those who are difficult are those who don’t like to
move. (...) So then, the question is, how are we going to
bring in movement as well as everything else that goes into
this “pot” [the school]. (...) How are we going to get it [PA]
implemented in a way that works, without taking the focus
away from the schools’ educational mission that we also have
to do, and in a way that works, because it also needs adult
resources. Hmm, I think that is the challenge, how do we get
it [PA] “in” in a natural way that is possible to follow up,

and to actually be carried out.

As Gittan illustrates, integrating PA into the school day posed a
significant challenge for schools, which are complex traditional
educational institutions. This difficulty was further compounded
by the reciprocal relationships among people within these
contexts. These actors interacted with each other and were
closely tied to the sociocultural, material, and temporal elements
of their school environments, highlighting the interconnectedness
between the structural characteristics of the school context and
the individuals within them (agency).

In relation to the presented school cases, our analytical findings
highlight identified themes that reflect broader patterns of meaning
both within and across the schools against the backdrop of the
above-presented findings.

5 Negotiating students’ daily physical
activity (analytical findings)

Our analysis displayed the negotiations concerning the

facilitation and hindrances to PA in relation to our four school
contexts, both within and between them. These negotiations were
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accomplished in connection with the perceptions and practice of
students” physically active life during the school day and divided,
yet interlaced, into four themes: It is time to “get serious,” I see
no obstacles, It is not a level playing field, and Daily physical
activities are (not) for everybody (see Figure 2).

5.1 It is time to “get serious”

”

“Have a seat, please!”, the teacher calls out. It is Thursday
morning, at 9.55 am, and all the students in the classroom
go from standing up next to their assigned seat to sitting
down, ready to start today’s school work. I have learned over
the course of this fieldwork that this act, where the students
stand up in the beginning of class until the teacher gives
their permission for them to sit down, happens every lesson
independent of teacher because it is part of how they “do it”
at this school. All students are sitting by their desks, yet, one
of the boys stands up again and goes back out to the
corridor to get his books (he moves around and goes out
several times during this lesson, by the way, for different
reasons, e.g., bathroom visits and such). Now, everyone is
sitting. Classic teacher-centered teaching. The teacher goes
through what today’s school work will consist of on the
board (it is math class). After, students work independently
sitting down, some students go and get computers for the
calculator function, because there are not enough calculators.
At 10.40 the classroom environment is getting noisy, and the
teacher speaks up, telling the students to be orderly. He
threatens to contact the parents, “this is a workplace, and I'm
tired of having to speak up.” At 10.45, class is over, the
teacher leaves while the students stay for the next lesson with

another teacher teaching another subject. (Fieldnote)

The transition from elementary school to middle school and
its changes meant that it was time to “get serious” and take
personal responsibility in school, with grades and the (adult)
future as long-term goals. It also meant that there was “no
more room for play,” where PA was negotiated between being
something serious or frivolous by both students and school staff
in relation to being a middle school student and the educational
mission the school had. Being a “good” teacher was to teach
what was stated in the curriculum connected to each subject
matter and ensure that all students met the knowledge
requirements. For some teachers, PA in organized form became
a valuable means of learning, in line with this ambition; for
others, PA was seen as a non-serious endeavor that took time
away from learning. For most, the idea of a “good” student
implied sitting still and having full focus on the school task (if the
movement was not part of the teacher’s instructions), where
movement became an act resistance and non-movement signified
docility. There was an overall sense of not having enough time to
teach the curriculums’ subject matter among teachers and the
school management. Sture, one of the school managers at
Lakeview Academy, described this when talking about the school’s
PA assignment: “Movement, yes, great but..., not at the expense
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East Bridge School was run as an independent school, with a student group that mainly came from high
resource households and most of them lived in the area. Here, all students graduated from middle school with
passing grades. A majority of the students were born themselves and had parents born in Sweden. A similar
background was also mirrored in most school staff.

Lakeview Academy was run as a public school with both high and low resourced groups of students, with
students in the higher resourced group traveling in from other residential areas because of the school’s
specific educational profile that made up for a fourth of the student population. The two student groups
differed in that students not in the educational profile had a higher proportion of parents born in a foreign
country and graduated from middle school with non-passing grades.

Springfield School had students traveling in from other areas and was a resource school run as a foundation
with a student body with special needs. The school had a mixed resourced group of students. There was
around 20-25 percent of students who had parents with foreign background, which was similar to the national
level in Swedish schools. Almost half of the students graduated from middle school with non-passing grades.

from middle school with non-passing grades.

Southside Academy was run as a public school and most students came from low resource households and
catchment area. A majority of the students were born themselves or had parents born in a foreign country,
and many of the school staff had a similar background. Here, around 40 percent of the students graduated

FIGURE 2
Analytical themes

of the protective factor that entering high school is for a child.” Here,
the negotiation of PA was weighed against schools’ educational
assignment to meet the requirements for the next level of
though the these
requirements was long-term goals, they became very real in the

education. Even objective of reaching
present moment of daily school life.

Many students across the schools expressed a desire for more
movement during class; however, the objective of doing so often
seemed connected to either taking a break or escaping school
work. The movement did not seem to be the main goal, except
for being a contrast to the sedentary school life. For some, more
often boys, PA in the form of getting something from the locker,
going to the bathroom, or just simply moving around in the
classroom seemed to be a way to resist and negotiate the ideas of
a sedentary student role. When talking to Georgina and Amelia,
two students at Southside Academy, concerning the PA
assignment that schools have, they said, “Physical activity, i.e.,
moving around? Then they [at the school] are lying. We sit in
the classroom all the time (...) We go out if we have PEH class,
in other lessons there is no movement.” When we continued our
discussion, they described how they would want to move more
during class: “5 min [of leg stretchers] is enough, to go outside,
Not

very long. You want to learn something.” Making sure that you

go to the toilet, get some fresh air, maybe drink water ...

learn and being a good student was prioritized over moving/
messing around, especially among girls.

The seriousness of PA as a means of learning and the
negotiations connected to it varied across the different schools.
When PA was implemented in the classroom context, it was
negotiated in relation to whether the student group was messing
around or not and what their study habits were. When teachers
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who implemented PA described how they judged whether it was
appropriate or not to instruct students to move in the present
moment, a compliant (studying) group of students (sitting down)
was less challenging than a messy one (not studying, not sitting
down). If the moment seemed appropriate, less intense versions
of PA were implemented, with dancing to the instructions of
YouTube being among the most intense examples. However,
most teachers still did not incorporate movement in their
classrooms, and when they did, the approach differed between
schools. Lakeview Academy had a schedule where not many
classes were longer than 60 min, so the judged need for breaking
up those minutes did not seem to occur as often. Teachers and
staff at Springfield School most often negotiated PA breaks based
on individual student needs, often tied to their special needs,
where techniques like walk-and-talk and other activities were
used to offset an inter- or intra-relational conflict the student
was experiencing within the school environment. At Southside
Academy, the implementation of organized PA breaks did not
seem to happen much at all, negotiated by staff in relation to
that student groups had less habit of studying and many lessons
often had a messy classroom environment. On the contrary, East
Bridge School had more teachers incorporating these physical
breaks. Here, the classroom environments were more often calm,
with the majority of students having strong study habits and
high levels of support from their families and the student health
team for individual study arrangements; additionally, the school
has a majority of students coming from homes where physical
activities were highly valued. There were contextual differences
across schools regarding study environments connected to PA,
which gave teachers and other staff members varying space to
maneuver in these negotiations.
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The agency enacted in relation to this theme stood in close
connection to the idea of being a good middle school student and
a good teacher, with future objectives of short- and long-term
goals—initially passing subject courses and ultimately finishing
school with passing grades. This pattern was dominant across all
four schools. However, differences emerged in the level of
academic goals, with some schools aiming for excellence, while
others focusing on merely achieving passing grades. Additionally,
habits, with
demonstrating a strong past habit of studying and adhering to the

variations existed in student some  groups
role of a serious student, while others struggling to conform to
these expectations. Other iterational aspects that influenced
individual agency here were mainly related to school culture, with
roles and expectations of what it meant to be a good middle
school student and teacher, which involved students listening to
the teacher, sitting still, and performing the task they had been
given, as well as complying to ideas like no running in the
corridors and such. Importantly, agency was enacted in the light
of the cultural ideas of what was considered being serious with the
educational endeavors of middle schools. PAs were enacted or
implemented in relation to whether they were aligned with these
dominating ideas. Structural and material aspects influenced
individual agency. A clear example of this was found in the
classroom, where the power dynamics of the teacher-student
relationship were enacted through the arrangement of the room.
The furniture layout suggested that teachers should stand at the
front near the board, while students were expected to sit on their
chairs and at their desks. However, many students across schools
expressed in different ways their wish to move more in relation to
these dominating logics, with PA becoming either something that
would be enacted yet not take up much room or something that
was an act of resistance to the sedentary culture of (serious)
school work. In sum, the transition from primary to middle
school meant it was time for students and staff to get serious, with
(PA) agency negotiated against this discourse.

5.2 'l see no obstacles”

Richard: So, there are no obstacles to that [PA], I think. (...)
But really, there are no such obstacles. Then..., it is not just
that we must work outside the classroom, you can work in

the classroom with physical activity too.

Researcher: Mm, yes, but, because you have discussed this a bit

before, can you describe more how you think about it?

Richard: No, but more short breaks in, in the teaching with
physical activity so that the students can get, yes, get the
blood circulation going and start to “perk up” a bit, get
moving, to get it as a natural part of the teaching.

Researcher: Yes. Do you think about this in all subjects or do

you think about somewhere where it works better or worse?

Richard: No, it could work in all subjects. I see no obstacles.
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One of the school managers, Richard, at Southside Academy
stated that he “see[s] no obstacles” to the school implementing
PA for students during both recess and class. This anything-is-
possible spirit in relation to schools providing for student’s daily
PA was a common thread of thought among school management
and staff. At the same time, the opportunities for PA were
constantly negotiated in relation to the everyday challenges of the
school context, where PA only could take 5 min from teaching
time (to be practically possible) and needed to show immediate
effects (to motivate staff to implement it). This way, there was
chafing between the vision of PA’s possibilities and the actual
day-to-day possibilities of implementing it, where the visions
clashed with practicalities of PA. The desired immediate effects
sought were usually related to students’ study focus and
and Dbetter results
assignments (for the future goal of higher grades described in the

concentration, fewer conflicts, in school
earlier theme). This combination of wanting an acute visible
effect and the restricted space given to PA conditioned the
anything-is-possible spirit, where PA was being put under high
expectations of what it should do and function in a short
amount of time.

Gittan, the previously quoted special education teacher, said,
“Yes, there are a lot of possibilities, so, exactly, the challenge is
the structure, I think. How can we achieve a [school] structure
that is sustainable. Because we are the number of adults we are,
and we can’t seem to add more tasks [for the staff].” As Gittan
illustrated, there was an expressed lack of structure allocated to
the PA assignment to make the visions of PA meet the
practicalities of a school context. When being asked about what
it would take for PA to be a more integrated part of the school
day, Jasmyn, a special education teacher and part of the student
health team at Southside Academy, said, “It takes..., structure, it
takes stated people with stated responsibilities, which will lead
this [PA assignment] all the time, who will come in during what
periods of time, what is that person’s purpose during that
period.” This demonstrated what the structure would have to
contain to make a difference, something many staff members
valued but found challenging. The chafing between vision and
practice filtered down to the lack of structure for addressing the
PA assignment across schools. Several staff members expressed
their concerns about adding PA to an already packed school day.
In the absence of more integrated, concrete, and systematic ways
of implementing PA—as well as the scarcity of having available
personnel responsible for students’ PA during the school day—a
tension emerged between the anything-is-possible spirit, the
pressed school structure with the schedule and resources, and
the high hopes of what PA should do with its effects on the
students. This tension was a dominant meaning pattern across
the schools, where Ronaldo, a teacher at Lakeview Academy,
illustrated how he negotiated his agency related to the issue of
everyday practicalities as a teacher: “if you [the management] just
say we should have physical activity, it is important that you do
something for 5min, I mean...I’'m a math teacher, I'm not a
movement teacher (...) I can invent stuff so, um, I don’t mind
but I, 'm not going to reinvent the wheel like, with the time
I don’t have.”
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Opverall, this theme mainly related to different roles of school
staff and their concerns connected to schools’ PA assignment,
rather than concerning the students much. This was rather
similar across schools. The lack of reflections on student

involvement and the very few reflections from students
themselves on the visions and practicalities of their daily PA also
reflected who was perceived to enact this assignment. As
Theodor and Alex, two 7th grade students at East Bridge School,
recalled their experience of being invited to influence their PA
possibilities at their schoolyard back in 3rd grade, they remarked,
“It takes so much time for them [the school management]. There
is a lot that they promise that doesn’t..., happen. We’re going to
build a cable car, no that’s not happening. Should we make
swings, no it won’t happen. There will be a football field, no it
hasn’t [happened].” They further explained how a few girls in
their class who were student representatives kept on going to the
school management with these wishes: “Yes, they really said, yes,
yes, we'll check, we’ll check. And since now 4 years later, nothing
has happened.” Other examples of student involvement were
mainly associated with student councils advocating for the
addition of more breaks, shorter teacher-centered activities
during class, or influencing the accessibility of sports equipment
at recess (e.g., the number of basketballs). Importantly, adults
were mainly illustrated to envision, plan, and implement PA.
making it an integrated part of the school day through structured
approaches. The role of adults vs. the non-participatory role
students held displayed the (power) structures within schools,
where adults mainly lead.

The anything-is-possible spirit in envisioning daily PA,
combined with practical challenges (it can take 5 min) and high
hopes (of immediate effects), was mainly tied to the lack of
structured approaches to assessing the school’s PA assignment.
Nonetheless, our analysis suggested that past experiences and
history influenced the distinct cultural roles of staff (adults) and
students (children) in determining who was perceived to envision,
plan, and implement daily PA for the students. This informed the
agency among the schools’ actors, especially limiting student
agency in the matter. The vision for more daily PA was related to
future rather abstract ideas, yet the effects sought were related to
short-term objectives—potentially difficult to attain and therefore
challenging to practically evaluate in the present moment.
Individual agency, as enacted in the present moment, was mainly
related to the perceived lack and limiting aspects of the structure.
Most staff members did not see themselves as responsible for
enacting the PA assignment or having the capacity to do so.
When students employed their agency in the existing structural

work with PA, it was mostly related to material issues.

5.3 It is not a level playing field

It is right before lunch, and a light rain is hitting the ground on
this fall day. This week I am back for field studies at one of the
schools, and on my way to interview the PEH teachers. I am
standing outside the sports hall, waiting to be let in, and

literally cannot avoid the rain due to that there is no roof
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over the entrance to get cover from. I am thinking to myself
what students might feel about waiting outside the sports
hall when it is raining, and what that does to their
experience of PEH classes. I also cannot help myself from
thinking back on another visit at one of the other schools,
and how their sports hall had both a warm glazed entrance,
clean changing rooms, and big well-equipped premises.
Suddenly, T hear the door being opened from the inside, and
one of the PEH teachers lets me in. We walk through the
changing rooms with graffiti on the walls and toilet paper
along the floor on the opposite side of the room. The PEH
teachers want to do our interview in the sports hall, and not
their usual office. They are having issues with mold, and

does not want to expose me (as they explain) to that

situation (with me being visibly pregnant). (Fieldnote)

As illustrated, schools displayed different resources in the
forms of materials such as available equipment and sporting
premises, social structures involving staff and organization, and
cultural values placed on a physically active lifestyle. These
differences between schools were most often clearly illustrated in
PEH classes; therefore, we used them to illustrate this theme.
Our analysis showed how negotiations among staff and students
connected to PA and sports during the school day were closely
linked to different attractive attributes and various financial
possibilities, which were connected to both students’ leisure time
and home environments and individual schools’ resources.
Students’ physical experiences, aped by their (physically active or
non-active) life stories, did not disappear upon entering school;
instead, students carried these embodied past experiences and
capacities throughout their daily school lives, where negotiations
about PA opportunities took place. For example, there were
differences between schools in how students had leisure PA or
were members of local sports clubs. One extreme example was a
school where the majority of students were members in some
form of a sports or activity club, while another school had the
opposite trend.

While joining in on some of the PEH classes and sports/field
days organized at one of the schools, it was impossible not to
notice the presence of local sports clubs, evident in the jerseys
many students wore. A seemingly high proportion of students
wore green shirts representing the local soccer club, with the
majority being boys. This experience contrasted with PEH classes
at other schools, where no students wore clothing representing
sports clubs or sports/fitness brands other than the ordinary
clothes they wore throughout the school day. PEH class, as both
an illustrative and practical example, became a place where
highly resourced students and schools and already sport-active
cultures, or the opposite, negotiate PA in relation to these
different logics. For example, PEH teachers could expect varying
conditions regarding the equipment they had access to, both in
terms of what was available in the premises and gym halls and
what they could ask students to bring from home, such as skates,
swimwear, shoes, sportswear, and other gear. The physical
surfaces and premises offering opportunities for movement
differed between schools. Schools had variable access to sports
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halls, and the condition of the premises also played a role. As the
earlier illustrative example from our field notes, the symbolic value
of a small and worn sports hall with mold problems stood in
contrast to a large, fresh, well-equipped sports hall, where some
students and staff members felt invested in school’s PA
assignment, while others did not.

Lakeview Academy, with two educational profiles—one with
the characteristics of high socioeconomic status and one with
contrasting characteristics—had negotiated their way to blend
classes during PEH. This was due to students coming from
different home environments, where some engaged in lots of
sports activities while others did not. As stated by the
management and the PEH teachers, the objective behind
blending classes at PEH was for students “to share [values,
embodied physical capacities and] experiences with each other.”
The experiences they referred to were, however, mainly
connected to students’ lives outside of school. In contrast, at
Springfield School, they focused on adapting their PEH
environment by emphasizing clearer rules for PA and how to
practice social interaction and teamwork within their student
groups. PEH classes and other opportunities for PA were
designed considering earlier experiences of student groups at this
school with sports and similar activities outside of school. Macce,
a student at Springfield School, described a common dilemma
faced by his student group (students with special needs), noting
that their embodied narratives of failure and negative experiences
related to sports were constantly being negotiated in everyday
school life and PEH despite often originating from outside the
school environment:

Macce: When I went, when I started soccer, I was maybe in the
2nd-3rd grade. But I've been playing hockey until, well, it
could have been up to the 5th grade, maybe. I've played
hockey my whole life.

’ Researcher: Mmm.

‘ Macce: I was often on skates since I was little.

’ Researcher: So, and you stopped with that?

’ Macce: Yes, but around like 5th grade.

‘ Researcher: Mmm.

Macce: Because the [others born] 2007 then, they, it was sort of
together, so [the ones born] 2008-2007 were sort of together
and in the end the [ones born] 2007 started being nasty to me.

‘ Researcher: Mmm.
’ Macce: I don’t know why, and then it made me stop.

Researcher: Mmm. So, you have quit because... No, but as you

said, nothing felt fun and then...
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Macce: And then they were shitty and called me names
and stuff.

Macce’s illustration of earlier negative experiences connected to
PA and sports was a story expressed by several students across
schools. However, the negative experiences differed in what they
related to. Some experiences were due to perceptions of being
different and not coping with the social codes of sports teams or
activities, while some were due to social structures where some
students were excluded or socially punished.

The varying “starting points” highlighted the close connection
between life during and after school in relation to PA. The cultural
values, social structures, and material resources of both students
and the school (with its staff and facilities) were particularly
evident in PEH classes. While this pattern was consistent across
schools, PEH classes showcased how these aspects were expressed
differently from one school to another, showing that it was not a
level playing field. Individual agency within these schools was
constrained by existing contexts, where promoting a physically
active lifestyle (in terms of values, capacities, and experiences)
primarily benefited those who were already active, potentially
marginalizing those who were less active. Although there were
objectives aimed at fostering a physically active future, the focus
was primarily on past experiences and the current school
with short- or
pronounced. In conclusion, the diverse school environments

context, long-term goals appearing less
presented varying “(dis)advantages” in promoting students’

physically active lifestyles.

5.4 Daily physical activities are (not) for
everybody

Yes, but in the school yard spontaneous sports, only boys feel
like ... it seems to be hard to break that [pattern]. It feels like
they are very welcoming and say that the girls are welcome
to join, but it doesn’t feel like it’s like that at all (...) like the
girls just aren’t interested. (...) I think there is a culture, a
culture among the girls as well, that you should be a bit of
this nail polish and lipstick and follow influencers and sort
of keep doing things like that. And then it happens that...,
they are afraid of looking a bit silly if they run around in
sports clothes in the middle of the day, so it will endanger
their make-up and their stuff like that. On the other hand, if
they do it [sports and PA] as a thing in their spare time, in
the evening, then it is a completely different matter because
then, then it is part of the concept, then you have to wash
off the make-up, put on sports clothes and then everything is
serious and in order. It is not spontaneous. And then you get
away with all that. (...) Maybe it is more common among
boys to want to assert themselves in sports as well, to show
their “best” in that way. That you get more status by doing
so, putting a ball in the basket, out on the basketball court,
that it is not as much status to get for a girl to do it
somehow, among the other girls. You don’t get rewarded as

much, socially, I think.
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Caesar, a teacher at Lakeview Academy, illustrated the
(re)occurring negotiations among students regarding whether PA
was socially rewarding. Schools structured their offered activities
more or less according to this social landscape (through, e.g., age
rules). The longer opportunities for students’ PA during a school
day included recess during lunch and PEH classes. Negotiations
about who wanted and could use the physical indoor and
outdoor spaces offered for PA were influenced by age, gender,
with
competitive elements. If access was negotiated to these spaces,

social status, and previous experiences sports and
there was often a continued negotiation regarding status and just
wanting to be part of the PA (no matter what) in a tacit web of
power relations.

Sports and PA were perceived as sensitive by many students,
existing within the social landscape of middle school students
with heightened self-awareness in their transition toward
adulthood. These activities often came with the feeling of being
exposed, closely related to (sporting or non-sporting) bodies and
identities. When Benjamin, a student at Springfield School, who
identified as someone who usually liked to move, was asked how
he perceived the school’s PA assignment, he responded, “That
mission is good for the school and it’s important for the students
to move.” However, when asked about the barriers he was
experiencing in connection to PA, he said, “I don’t want to look
bad in front of the other students, so I don’t want to move.... It
is embarrassing to do physical activity. It becomes bad to do
activities. Better to just hang around and play cards. If I'm going
to do something, I think I'll do it by myself [outside of school].”

In several schools, students had specific indoor and outdoor
areas designated for their use, restricted by age. The availability
of PA in these areas, combined with restrictions preventing
middle school students from using facilities and equipment
designated for elementary students, limited their opportunities
for PA during longer recess periods. As a result, middle school
students were discouraged from playing, even when they still
desired to do so. As Yang, a 7th grade student at Lakeview
Academy, said, “Outside here, the big one [school yard]. For
middle school, I think..., it’s a bit too, what should I say,
because..., so for..., in elementary school there’s this climbing
frame and basketball court and such but there is, there are none
of them for middle school students.” When he was asked if he
wanted to have access to this, the answer was “Yes.” Age also
became an important aspect in negotiating PA, where usually
older middle school students gained access.

Another very clear dividing line across all four schools was
gender, where girls’ access was negotiated in relation to the
schools’ opportunities for PA, such as physical spaces, materials,
and social norms. Highly resourced and already active students
outside of school were prioritized in the school’s physical spaces,
especially boys with previous sports experience. Even if girls were
active in sports, they did not have the same space for
maneuvering. Leila, a student who was very active in soccer in her
spare time, said, “Before you could also borrow, um, materials like
from the class material cabinet, now you can... Or you can’t, you
can’t do that (...) they are mostly occupied by the boys who go
and play football.” During our talk, Leila also described how some
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students in her class, as well as in the parallel class, used to walk
over to the soccer field across the bridge from the school to play
during lunch recess. When asked if she also used to go, she said,
“Me, I want to do it but it’s usually like this, maybe not all my
friends don’t want to play with the boys, because all the boys are
there. So that..., maybe they’ll play something that isn’t a girl...,
we want to play, some football game.” Another student, Amina, at
Lakeview Academy, explained:

Researcher: Mm, okay. Have you been playing ping pong?

Amina: No. So, it’s mostly like this, I don’t know, so I like to
play it, I usually do, we played it in PEH class but uh,
I don’t dare play with those [boys].

Researcher: Okay. What, are they scary?

Amina: No, no, so it’s only boys like this from the 8th grade
and some from my class, but I don’t know, and there are

usually never any girls playing. (...)
‘ Researcher: Mmm. Why do you think there are so few girls?

‘ Amina: I don’t know. Most people tend to just hang out with

‘ each other instead of doing anything.

Even boys who were not portraying hegemonic masculine
attributes—such as athleticism, toughness, or body size—
negotiated these opportunities either by avoiding them or buying
into the power plays that occurred, e.g., on the soccer field. One
of the commonly referred power plays at East Bridge School was
called “Butts Up.” Lucas, a student at East Bridge School,
portrayed this play taking place when some of the boys lost a
ball game during soccer:

‘ Researcher: Yes. And when do you get “butts upped” then?
‘ Lucas: When it is all over.
‘ Researcher: Yes. Okay. How does it happen then?

Lucas: Everyone who has lost lines up and those who win get to
shoot the ball as hard as they can [at the back bodies of the

ones-who-lost]. (...) Yes, but it is a bit like a punishment.

The losing students were usually the same ones repeatedly, as
described by both staff and students. When talking to Gabriel,
one of the other students at East Bridge School, about how he
would like to move more during a school day, he said, “Eh,
I would probably play basketball, or maybe soccer.” When
further asked if he could not already do that, with the basketball
court within visual proximity during the talk, he continued,
“Well, T can actually. But yes. It just doesn’t work out that way.
Because it’s usually a little, it’s usually the [other] boys who play
basketball, so then we’re not like jumping in, we’re outsiders like
this.” This highlighted the persistent boundaries through which
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students interact and the intersecting roles of various social
positions within school settings, where different behaviors (such
as PA) receive varying degrees of social reinforcement.

This theme—daily PAs were (not) for everybody—primarily
pertained to the students within these school contexts but also
included the physical environments provided and, to some
extent, the organizational structure of the schools, such as the
presence or absence of staff and the rules governing activities.
Past life stories, such as sporting experiences and the historical
and cultural meanings incorporated in physical premises, for
example, a soccer field, conditioned staff and student’s agency in
negotiating students’ physically active lives during school days
and their space for maneuvering. Future objectives related to
students” agency in this theme were being socially rewarded, both
in the short term and long term, such as being included in
immediate events and social cliques, as well as forming lasting
friends and social groups. The concrete, everyday contexts of
schools’ possibilities were conditioned by these cultural, material,
and socially structured landscapes, illustrated above between
schools and within each school.

6 Concluding discussion

In our ethnographic study, we explored negotiations of students’
PA during the school day across four different school contexts and
examined how agency was expressed in relation to this among
students and staff—using an ecological theoretical framework and
a comparative approach. The study shows how these negotiations
unfold relative to iterational, practical-evaluative, and projective
ecological dimensions (14). First, PA was negotiated against the
backdrop of multidimensional transition challenges, including
organizational structures and social changes from elementary to
middle school, with transport routes, recess, and PEH perceived as
means of “solving” the PA assignment. Against this, our study
displays how PA-related agency was negotiated through the idea
of being a “good” middle school student and teacher, with both
short- and long-term objectives (projective) centered on passing
grades and meeting knowledge requirements—where agency
was expressed in relation to whether PA was considered
“serious” within this educational endeavor in everyday moments
(practical-evaluative). The realization of daily PA was also
negotiated in relation to a sense of lack of structure (practical-
evaluative), creating a tension between the vision of possibilities
(primarily ascribed to staff, not involving the students) and the
high expectations for immediate outcomes of PA initiatives
(projective). Our findings further showed that students’ physically
active lives during and after school were closely interconnected, a
connection particularly evident during PEH classes (practical-
evaluative). This interconnectedness tended to benefit those who
were already active in resource-dense environments after school,
possibly marginalizing those who were less active (iterational).
Students their agency
connection to gender, age, social status, and previous experiences

negotiated and expressed in close

with traditional sports, which primarily comprised the PA options
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available during recess, such as soccer, basketball, and table tennis
(iterational, practical-evaluative, and projective).

Our findings illustrated common meaning patterns across
schools, yet these patterns were conveyed in varying ways in
individual school settings. The complexities of the studied school
settings displayed shared facilitators and barriers to students’
daily PA and also revealed that these challenges varied between
different schools and within the same school. In our comparative
approach, we have focused mainly on horizontal and vertical
comparisons of our four school cases, inspired by the work of
Bartlett and Vavrus (42). The analytical findings highlighted that
contextual challenges associated with schools’ efforts to provide
all students with daily PA were related to three interconnected
structural layers: across, between, and within the settings. Here,
we outline these layers as translocal (across schools), interlocal
(between schools), and intralocal (within schools).

To exemplify the focal schools’ translocal challenges, student
agency connected to PA was limited due to the expectations of
what a good middle school student should be like (sedentary and
focused), yet this role was negotiated by students based on how
they dealt with future educational objectives. Here, our results
displayed that gender played a role, where girls had a narrower
space to maneuver compared to boys, who more often used PA
as a form of resistance against the sedentary student role, both in
classrooms and other school premises. However, the constraints
of agency regarding the idea of being a good student were also
shown to differ interlocally, where some schools had a much
higher proportion of students willing to conform to these ideas
and objectives, usually with students coming from homes with
stronger study habits. In their earlier research, Boonekamp et al.
(44) performed a multiple case study in six Dutch middle
schools, investigating how physical, social, and pedagogical
contexts fostered students’ agency in relation to PA. Like our
study, their study also identified similarities and differences
across schools in their efforts to facilitate student agency—
highlighting a need across schools for pedagogical approaches
that involve students’ perspectives, participation, and reflections
related to PA. However, this need appeared to be intertwined
with the notion of how staff negotiated their willingness,
competencies, and available resources in terms of support, vision,
time, space, leadership, and the pedagogical models used (44).
Combined with the current study’s results, we suggest that
pedagogical perspectives are important issues that future PA
initiatives should address when aiming to enhance students’ and
staff’s agency. Similarly, our empirical findings suggest there is
much room for improvement in developing sustainable long-
term structural strategies containing salutogenic approaches and
asset-based perspectives in national and local school PA
promotion, as suggested by Garcia Bengoechea et al. (8). Such
initiatives could further enable young people to develop their
autonomy and ability to shape PA according to what they value
and find meaningful as part of their role as middles school
students and becoming adults.

Another important finding of how individual student agency
was constrained, both translocally and interlocally, was by the
intersecting social power structures, sociocultural ideas, and
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economic and material resources connected to PEH classes and PA
opportunities during recess. These issues combined created
unequal playing fields, where inequalities risked being further
sedimented. Earlier international reviews and meta-analyses
support these findings, highlighting the need to address schools’
activity cultures and inequalities that affect adolescents” physically
active lives (45-47). In line with Garrett’s (48) earlier findings,
our study also illustrates how students, particularly young women
and girls, navigated their physical identities, bodies, and
behaviors within prevailing stereotypical gender discourses and
power structures while engaging (or not) in PA. Furthermore,
when the focal schools emphasized providing PA for all, it
implied that students were granted equal access to hegemonic
male forms of PA, typically defined by traditional sports facilities
and competitive games. This dynamic likely reinforced gendered
and socioeconomic inequalities in PA, as noted by various
scholars in both international and Nordic contexts (12, 19, 20,
49). Just as Alliot et al. (50) pointed out in their systematic
review, one student’s barrier can be another student’s facilitator,
differing based on socioeconomic position at both group and
their highlight
adolescents’ PA agency is facilitated or constrained by social

individual levels. Especially, results how
support, access to physical spaces, gender, and narratives of
health(y) behaviors, lining up with our findings.

Our schools exhibited varying degrees of local cultural
homogeneity, particularly evident in intralocal contextual
challenges. In all four schools included in this study, PA emerged
as a relational phenomenon, influenced by interactions with
other people and artifacts—highlighting the aspects of cultural
nuances and social norms. For instance, when one student
wished to play basketball, their ability to express that desire was
constrained by the social status of the other boys in the group.
In another example, a very active girl in her spare time was
constrained to play soccer during school hours because of
gendered norms. These findings again highlight inequity issues
and support previous research by McMullen et al. (17), which
indicates that offering a diverse range of PA opportunities is
crucial for fostering an active culture. This implies that future
school PA initiatives should address these inequities and their
compensatory role, both locally and nationally. Co-creation and
co-production processes could help PA initiatives better align
with the ambition of a whole-school approach by involving both
youth and staff. Such strategies are gaining interest and are
advocated by researchers to include youth (51) and staff (52).
However, Smith et al. (53) pointed out how co-production can
be a challenging strategy driven by different reasons; they also
suggested ways to co-produce “to advance the participatory turn
in sport, exercise, and health research.”

Inspired by the work of Priestley et al. (14), our ecological
approach has focused mainly on the inner school settings,
of

contextual challenges that shaped how (PA) agency was enacted.

examining the social, structural, and material aspects
During our study, additional outer setting factors such as
political issues, leisure time, and home environments emerged.

These factors were not captured in this article and could be
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explored in future research agendas. To add, we noticed that our
presence as “PA researchers,” at least to some extent, influenced
students and staff. Some staff members were willing to
spontaneously talk about PA with us, and in spontaneous
conversations with students, norms about PA emerged. However,
we did not perceive that our presence changed the dominant
patterns of PA and sedentary behavior within the schools. Even
though we have considered these limitations, future initiatives
could explore it further. A strength of the current study lies in its
rigorous methodology and the size of its empirical material,
involving differing school contexts, which aids in developing a
rich understanding of the studied topic. However, the study is
limited to a suburban Swedish context, which potentially limits
the transferability/generalizability of its findings to other Nordic
and international settings. The intention of the study was not to
point out opportunities to generalize but to identify key
questions that anyone who has the ambition to work on
promoting PA in a school context needs to ask themselves, such
as how the school contexts and social norms affect students’ and
staff’s relationships with and approaches to PA.

To conclude, our findings display how students and staff
negotiated agency connected to PA within intertwined ecological
dimensions, where cultural, structural, and material aspects need
to be further addressed in light of pedagogical, equity, and
sustainability issues. The call for a “rethinking of PA in school
contexts,” as suggested, for example, by Jago et al. (9), should
not only consider the contextual challenges across and between
schools but also further address local contexts and challenges
within individual schools, adding relational/dialectic ~and
salutogenic perspectives. This way, future strategies could be
focusing on enhancing student agency connected to PA while
acknowledging the intersecting socially and culturally coded
power structures that shape students access to equal PA
opportunities—accounting for the fact that PA opportunities

truly are for everybody.
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