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Abstract 
Physical education is a foundational component of holistic development, yet its potential to 
foster lifelong health behaviours is often unrealised. The success of physical education 
programmes is mediated not by motor proficiency alone, but by psychological constructs, chief 
among them being attitude. This paper conducts a conceptual synthesis, integrating established 
psychological frameworks to explore how attitudes toward physical activity are formed and 
sustained. It advances the thesis that whilst attitudes are composed of cognitive, behavioural, 
and affective components, it is the affective dimension, the quality of the emotional 
experience, that is the most critical, yet frequently neglected, determinant of long-term 
engagement. By examining the Theory of Planned Behaviour and Self-Determination Theory 
through a developmental lens, this article analyses the roles of educators and peers in shaping 
this affective core. It concludes by arguing that re-centring physical education on the 
cultivation of positive affective experiences is not merely a pedagogical adjustment, but a 
crucial public health strategy for promoting sustained physical activity across the lifespan. 
 
1. Introduction: Beyond Physical Proficiency 
 Education is fundamentally a process of human development, designed to equip 
individuals with the knowledge, skills, and dispositions necessary for personal fulfilment and 
effective societal participation. Amidst this broad landscape, physical education (PE) occupies 
a unique and often underestimated role. Whilst traditionally viewed through the prism of motor 
skill development and physical fitness, its true value lies in its capacity to influence the whole 
person—cognitively, emotionally, socially, and psychologically (Bailey, 2006). The modern 
objective of PE is not merely to produce proficient athletes, but to cultivate individuals who 
possess the knowledge, confidence, and most critically, the positive attitude required to engage 
in a physically active lifestyle long after their formal schooling ends. 
 This transition from a skills-based to a participation-based philosophy necessitates a 
deep understanding of the psychological factors that drive human behaviour. The central 
question is why some pupils embrace physical activity with enthusiasm, whilst others develop 
an aversion that can persist for a lifetime. The answer is rarely a simple matter of physical 
ability. Instead, it is rooted in the complex interplay of experiences, beliefs, emotions, and 
social influences that coalesce into the powerful construct of attitude. This article synthesises 
key psychological principles to illuminate the crucial role of attitude within the context of 
physical education. It puts forward the argument that whilst all components of attitude are 
significant, understanding and prioritising the affective experience is the cornerstone of 
effective PE instruction and the primary lever for fostering lasting change. To build this 
argument, this paper conducts a conceptual synthesis of foundational theories in social and 
educational psychology and contemporary research in physical education pedagogy. 
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2. The Holistic Impact of Quality Physical Education 
 The benefits of a high-quality physical education programme are systemic, contributing 
to a pupil’s overall well-being in ways that are mutually reinforcing. Decades of research have 
firmly established the symbiotic relationship between physical activity and cognitive function. 
Regular engagement in moderate-to-vigorous physical activity has been shown to enhance 
executive functions, such as attention, memory, and cognitive flexibility, which are 
fundamental to academic achievement (Hillman et al., 2008). These neurological benefits are 
complemented by profound psychological outcomes, including reduced symptoms of anxiety 
and depression and improved self-esteem and resilience (Biddle & Asare, 2011). 
 Furthermore, the PE environment is a vital social laboratory where pupils learn 
cooperation, teamwork, conflict resolution, and sportsmanship. It provides a structured context 
for developing social competence, thereby contributing significantly to socio-emotional 
learning. However, these positive outcomes are not automatic. They are contingent upon a 
learning environment that is psychologically safe, inclusive, and motivationally supportive. 
When PE is framed as a source of enjoyment, personal achievement, and social connection, it 
fosters positive associations that form the affective core of a lasting positive attitude. 
Conversely, negative experiences—such as public embarrassment, exclusion, or excessive 
performance pressure—can seed a deeply ingrained aversion to physical activity, with 
detrimental consequences for long-term health. 
 
3. Deconstructing Attitude: The Psychological Blueprint of Behaviour 
 To influence a pupil's engagement with physical activity effectively, educators must 
first understand the internal architecture of attitude. An attitude is not a fleeting opinion but a 
relatively stable psychological tendency to evaluate a particular entity with some degree of 
favour or disfavour (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). In the context of PE, the "attitude object" is 
physical activity itself. The classic structural model of attitude is the tripartite, or ABC, model, 
which posits that attitudes are comprised of three interrelated components. 
3.1. The Tripartite Model: Affect, Behaviour, and Cognition 

 The Affective Component (Feelings): This dimension encompasses the emotions and 
feelings a person associates with the attitude object. This paper argues that for a PE 
pupil, this is the most powerful and formative component. It includes feelings of 
enjoyment, excitement, and pride, but also anxiety, embarrassment, or boredom. 
Positive affective experiences are potent drivers of behaviour, often overriding rational 
thought and forming the bedrock of intrinsic motivation. 

 The Behavioural Component (Actions/Intentions): This refers to past behaviours or 
future intentions toward the attitude object. A pupil with a positive attitude might 
consistently participate with high effort, voluntarily join intramural sports, or express 
an intention to remain active outside of school. 

 The Cognitive Component (Beliefs): This involves the thoughts, beliefs, and 
knowledge a person holds about the attitude object—the rationalisations that support 
the attitude. Beliefs might include: “Exercise is essential for my health,” or conversely, 
“I am not a naturally athletic person.” These beliefs are shaped by information from 
teachers, parents, and the media. 

 Understanding this structure reveals that influencing attitude is a multi-pronged task. 
However, the relative importance of these components is not static; it evolves with a child’s 
development. In early childhood, the affective component is paramount. The experience of 
movement as joyful, playful, and exploratory is what builds the foundational positive attitude. 
In adolescence, whilst the affective component remains crucial, cognitive beliefs about the 
relevance of activity (e.g., for health or appearance) and the powerful influence of peer 
behaviour (subjective norms) become increasingly significant. 
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3.2. From Attitude to Action: The Theory of Planned Behaviour 
 Whilst the tripartite model describes the structure of attitude, the Theory of Planned 
Behaviour (TPB) provides a robust framework for understanding how attitudes, along with 
other factors, predict actual behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). The TPB has been extensively applied to 
predict physical activity intentions and behaviours (Hagger et al., 2002). According to this 
model, behavioural intention is shaped by three key variables: 

1. Attitude Toward the Behaviour: The individual's overall positive or negative 
evaluation of performing the behaviour, aligning with the tripartite model. 

2. Subjective Norms: The perceived social pressure from significant others (e.g., parents, 
teachers, peers) to engage in the behaviour. This becomes especially potent during 
adolescence. 

3. Perceived Behavioural Control (PBC): The individual's perception of their ability to 
perform the behaviour, closely related to self-efficacy. It is their confidence in 
overcoming barriers. 

The TPB offers a clear roadmap for intervention, suggesting that educators must cultivate 
positive personal attitudes, foster supportive peer cultures, and design activities that build 
confidence. 
3.3. Complexities in the Attitude-Behaviour Link 
 However, a world-class approach requires acknowledging the limitations of these 
models. The relationship between attitude and behaviour is not always direct. A significant 
challenge in health psychology is the "attitude-behaviour gap," where individuals express 
positive intentions but fail to act upon them (Sheeran & Webb, 2016). This gap highlights that 
a positive attitude is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for sustained activity. Factors 
such as habit formation, self-regulation skills (e.g., planning when and where to be active), and 
environmental opportunities or constraints play a crucial role in translating positive attitudes 
into consistent behaviour. Furthermore, the rise of digital culture and social media introduces a 
new layer of complexity, shaping subjective norms and beliefs about physical appearance and 
fitness in ways that can either support or undermine the goals of formal PE. 
With this more nuanced theoretical framework in place, we can now examine the formative 
factors that shape these powerful psychological components within the school ecosystem. 
 
4. The Formative Power of the School Environment 
 An individual’s attitude toward physical activity is not innate; it is cultivated over time 
through a continuous interplay of personal experience and environmental influence. The 
school, and particularly the physical education class, serves as the primary ecosystem where 
these attitudes take root. Understanding the key agents within this ecosystem—educators, 
peers, and the curriculum—is essential for designing interventions that foster positive, lasting 
dispositions toward physical activity. 
4.1. The Pivotal Role of the Educator as a Motivational Architect 
 Beyond the curriculum, the PE teacher is arguably the single most influential factor in 
shaping pupil attitudes. The teacher’s personality, communication style, and pedagogical 
choices create the motivational climate of the classroom—an environment that can either foster 
or stifle a positive attitude. Drawing from Achievement Goal Theory (Ames, 1992), this 
climate can be categorised as either mastery-oriented or performance-oriented. 

 A mastery-oriented (or task-involving) climate prioritises effort, personal 
improvement, and skill development. Success is self-referenced, and every pupil is 
given opportunities to feel competent. This climate is strongly associated with the 
development of intrinsic motivation, enjoyment (a key affective outcome), and a 
resilient attitude toward challenges (Standage et al., 2003). 



              Cosmos Multidisciplinary Research E-Journal   Online Available at www.cmrj.in 

               Recognized International Peer Reviewed Journal          Impact Factor 5.3    ISSN No. 2456-1665 

Volume VIII, Issue VIII (August 2023)         Page 123 

 A performance-oriented (or ego-involving) climate emphasises social comparison, 
normative success, and outperforming others. This environment can motivate highly 
skilled pupils but is often detrimental to the attitudes of their less-skilled peers, 
fostering anxiety and a debilitating belief that ability is a fixed trait. 

 The quality of the teacher-pupil relationship is also paramount. Teachers who are 
perceived as supportive, fair, and caring create a psychologically safe space where pupils are 
willing to take risks without fear of judgement. This supportive relationship directly enhances 
pupils' feelings of competence and autonomy—two fundamental psychological needs that, 
according to Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017), fuel intrinsic motivation and 
positive affect. 
4.2. The Influence of the Social Milieu: Peers and Family 
 Whilst educators set the stage, the social dynamics within that environment also exert a 
powerful influence. For children and adolescents, peers become a primary source of subjective 
norms (Ajzen, 1991). If the peer culture values athleticism and participation, individuals are 
more likely to conform. However, this can also lead to exclusion and negative attitudes among 
those who do not fit the "athletic" stereotype. An effective PE programme, therefore, must 
actively structure activities to promote inclusive social interaction, emphasising cooperation 
over hyper-competitiveness. 
Family attitudes and behaviours provide the initial blueprint for a child’s disposition toward 
physical activity. Parents who model an active lifestyle and express positive beliefs about 
physical fitness create a supportive home environment that reinforces the messages of a quality 
PE programme (Sallis et al., 2000). 
 
5. Barriers to Implementation: From Ideal Theory to Classroom Reality 
The recommendations stemming from these theories, to prioritise mastery, autonomy, and 
inclusion—are compelling. However, a critical analysis demands an acknowledgement of the 
significant barriers to their implementation in real-world educational settings. 

 Systemic and Structural Constraints: Many schools face challenges such as large 
class sizes, inadequate facilities and equipment, and timetabling pressures that limit the 
scope for individualised, choice-based learning. Curricular mandates that 
overemphasise competitive team sports can further marginalise pupils who do not excel 
in those specific domains. 

 Teacher Training and Pedagogical Inertia: A significant barrier lies in the training 
and pre-existing beliefs of educators. Many PE teachers were themselves successful 
products of a performance-oriented system and may naturally replicate that model. 
Shifting the professional mindset from a "coach" focused on athletic performance to a 
"motivational architect" focused on psychological well-being requires targeted, 
sustained professional development that challenges long-held assumptions about the 
purpose of PE. 

 The Challenge of Assessment: There is a fundamental tension between fostering a 
non-judgmental, mastery-oriented climate and the institutional requirement to assess 
and grade pupils. Traditional assessment models often reward normative performance 
(e.g., how fast you can run a mile compared to your peers), which directly undermines 
a focus on personal effort and improvement. Developing valid and reliable assessment 
tools that align with a psychologically-informed pedagogy remains a significant 
challenge for the field. 
 

6. Synthesis and Implications for a New Pedagogy 
 The evidence synthesised in this article presents a clear imperative: the long-term 
success of physical education hinges less on the specific motor skills imparted and more on the 
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psychological attitudes cultivated. An attitude is a complex architecture, built from affective 
experiences, cognitive beliefs, and behavioural patterns. As this paper has argued, the affective 
dimension is the foundational pillar upon which a lasting positive attitude is built, particularly 
during the formative early years. This understanding demands a paradigm shift, recasting the 
role of the physical education instructor from that of a skills-trainer to that of a psychological 
architect, whose primary task is to design a learning ecosystem that systematically fosters 
positive feelings, constructive beliefs, and a strong sense of personal capability in every pupil. 
 
7. Recommendations for a Psychologically-Informed Physical Education 
 To translate this understanding into effective practice, whilst acknowledging the 
barriers to implementation, educators and policymakers must champion strategies that are 
explicitly designed to prioritise positive affective experience and intrinsic motivation. 
7.1. Champion a Mastery-Oriented Motivational Climate 
The learning environment must be intentionally structured to emphasise personal effort and 
self-referenced improvement. 

 Actionable Steps: Advocate for and implement assessment models that reward effort, 
progress, and process rather than solely normative outcomes. Utilise digital tools to 
help pupils track their own personal progress, making improvement visible and 
intrinsically rewarding. This directly builds a sense of competence and reinforces the 
resilient cognitive belief that ability is malleable. 

7.2. Engineer Choice and Cultivate Autonomy 
A sense of autonomy is a powerful driver of intrinsic motivation and enjoyment (Ryan & Deci, 
2017). Even within systemic constraints, small opportunities for choice can be created. 

 Actionable Steps: Offer a menu of options within curriculum constraints (e.g., choice 
between different types of cardiovascular activity or skill practices). Empower pupils to 
set personal, realistic goals or to modify the level of challenge in an activity. This shifts 
a pupil’s perception from one of compliance to one of ownership and personal 
investment. 

7.3. Design for Inclusion and Social Connectedness 
To positively shape subjective norms and create a safe affective environment, the focus must 
be on inclusion and cooperation. 

 Actionable Steps: Prioritise cooperative games and team-building activities that ensure 
meaningful participation for all. Actively dismantle pedagogical traditions that lead to 
public embarrassment, such as elimination games or public team-picking. Explicitly 
teach and celebrate the value of diverse physical competencies, moving beyond a 
narrow definition of athleticism. 

7.4. Emphasise Lifelong Relevance and Well-being 
The cognitive component of attitude is strengthened when pupils understand the "why" behind 
physical activity. 

 Actionable Steps: Integrate explicit instruction on the link between physical activity 
and mental health, stress reduction, and cognitive function. Frame physical literacy as a 
core life skill, essential for well-being in the 21st century, rather than merely a 
prerequisite for sport. 
 

8. Conclusion: The Affective Core of a Public Health Strategy 
 The global challenge of rising sedentary behaviour cannot be met by clinical 
interventions alone. The most sustainable solution is preventative, and it begins in our schools. 
A reconceptualised physical education, grounded in the psychology of motivation and attitude 
formation, is one of the most potent public health tools available. This paper has argued that to 
unlock this potential, a fundamental re-centring of pedagogical priorities is required. The 
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ultimate goal is not simply to get children moving for a few hours a week, but to ensure that 
their experience of movement is predominantly positive, enjoyable, and empowering. By 
strategically prioritising the affective core of attitude formation, physical education can fulfil 
its promise: not only to educate the body, but to inspire a mind that chooses and enjoys a 
healthy, active life long after the school bells have ceased to ring. 
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