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Abstract 

Research indicates physical activity can positively influence the behavior of children.  The 

problem was the number of children ages 5 through 11 years old participating in counseling 

services for a variety of behavior issues at a Central Florida public elementary school has 

increased by 46% from the 2016-2017 school year to the 2018-2019 school year.  Contributing to 

the knowledge base was important by providing an understanding of the influence a before- 

school physical activity program had on the behavior of children in the classroom and the 

school’s role in providing physical activity opportunities for students.  The gap in research 

literature can be addressed by understanding the influence a before-school physical activity 

program had on reducing classroom behavior problems in children without having an effect on 

instructional minutes, was free of charge, and did not require additional student transportation or 

the hiring of additional personnel.  The theories guiding the research were Transformational 

Leadership Theory and Activity Theory, both of which involve the relationships within a group 

dynamic and the influence others have on individuals in a group setting.  Data were collected by 

conducting semi-structured interviews with 15 classroom teachers who had at least three students 

enrolled in the before-school physical activity program.  Inductive thematic analysis was 

employed to analyze the data to identify themes and codes.  The results indicated the participants 

noticed a positive influence on students’ behavior in the classroom in a variety of ways and 

indicated various positive changes in student behavior as a result of participation in the before-

school physical activity program. The study contributed data to the research as to the influence 

and positive effect physical activity has on the behavior of children and in decreasing behavior 

problems in the classroom, which may lead to less students participating in counseling services 

for behavior issues. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Problem behaviors in classrooms in the United States are occurring on a frequent and 

regular basis (Severini, Ledford, & Robertson, 2018).  Researchers have shown one in five 

children in the United States exhibits behavioral issues negatively affecting functioning in the 

classroom setting (Ratanavivan & Ricard, 2018).  The Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC) (2019a) found behavior disorders are most prevalent and peak in elementary 

school, when children are ages 6 through 11 years old.  Ratanavivan and Ricard (2018) noted one 

in five children displaying behavior problems in the classroom results in removal from the 

classroom and requires participation in school counseling services.  The most frequently reported 

behavior problems in the classroom requiring counseling services are impulsivity, inattention, 

and hyperactivity related to Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), and opposition, 

tantrums, and inattentiveness related to anxiety (Conklin, Kamps, & Wills, 2017; Davis, Flick, 

Mendez, & Urbina, 2018; Ghandour et al., 2019; McDaniel, Bruhn, & Troughton, 2017; 

Ogundele, 2018).  Regular participation in physical activity has been found to have the potential 

to reduce behavior issues in children, but researchers have shown participation in physical 

activity among children has decreased (Calero Morales, Pastaz Pillajo, Cabezas Flores, 

Fernandez Lorenzo, & Fernandez Concepción, 2016; Dutra, Kaufmann, Pretto, & Albernaz, 

2015; Tanaka, Okuda, Tanaka, Inoue, & Tanaka, 2018; Wójcicki & McAuley, 2014).  Hoegh 

Poulsen, Biering, and Andersen (2015), Ucci et al. (2015), and Zwaanswijk and Kösters (2015) 

found being physically active during school hours benefits students greatly, but discovered 

schools are not providing adequate physical activity opportunities for students. 
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The focus of the qualitative explanatory case study was the phenomenon occurring in a 

public elementary school in Central Florida experiencing an increase in participation in 

counseling services due to behavior issues.  The number of children ages 5 through 11 years old 

participating in counseling services for a variety of behavior issues at the Central Florida public 

elementary school has increased by 46% from the 2016-2017 school year to the 2018-2019 

school year (E. Cameron, personal communication, April 23, 2019).  The elementary school was 

not offering programs to address the rising levels of participation in counseling services among 

the school’s students, nor was the school providing adequate physical activity opportunities for 

its students, which may in turn have reduced behavior issues in the classroom and reduced the 

need for counseling services.  

The Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion (ODHDP) (2019) recommended 

children participate in 30-60 minutes of physical activity per day.  Improvement in children’s 

physical health, mental health, cognition, and behavior has been shown to occur in children 

meeting the recommended daily 30-60 minutes of physical activity as advised by the ODHDP 

(Bunketorp Käll, Malmgren, Olsson, Lindén, & Nilsson, 2015; Calero Morales et al., 2016; 

Lassiter & Campbell, 2019; Smedegaard, Christiansen, Lund-Cramer, Bredahl, & Skovgaard, 

2016; Wu et al., 2017).  The focus of the study was to understand the influence physical activity 

had on the behavior of children from the perspective of classroom teachers.  Teachers spend a 

great deal of time with students and are in a position to observe and notice changes in behavior 

(Gibson & Ross, 2016).  Gathering the perspectives and opinions of teachers was important at 

the specific elementary school as to the influence physical activity had on the behavior of 

children in the classroom.  The school had been experiencing a steady increase in participation in 

counseling services among the student population.  Understanding the influence of physical 
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activity on children’s behavior at the school may result in the development of programs to 

address the increase of participation in counseling services.  The background of the problem, the 

problem statement, the purpose of the study, the significance of the study, research questions, 

theoretical framework, definitions of terms, assumptions, scope and delimitations, and 

limitations of the research study are outlined in the following sections. 

Background of the Problem 

Challenging classroom behaviors such as inattention, hyperactivity, impulsivity, 

fidgeting, poor concentration, anxiousness, emotional outbursts, and distraction are the most 

commonly reported behaviors leading to students’ participation in counseling services (Conklin 

et al., 2017; Davis et al., 2018; McDaniel et al., 2017; Watson, Timperio, Brown, Hinkley, & 

Hesketh, 2019a).  Students who exhibit disruptive, challenging behaviors typically have 

difficulty learning and the behavior of the students has a negative impact on academic 

achievement, the learning process of other students, and the classroom teacher (Conklin et al., 

2017).  The benefits of physical activity and the positive effect on behavior are well-known as 

demonstrated by the success of physical activity interventions and programs which have been 

shown to decrease challenging classroom behaviors and the need for participation in school 

counseling services (Davis et al., 2018; McDaniel et al., 2017; Severini et al., 2018).  The World 

Health Organization (WHO) (2019) reported the majority of children in the United States are not 

sufficiently physically active.  Lounassalo et al. (2019) found overall physical activity in children 

begins to decline when children begin elementary school.  In response to an emphasis on 

standardized test performance, K-12 schools have increased instructional minutes and reduced 

physical education minutes (Bunketorp Käll et al., 2015).   
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Statement of the Problem 

The problem was the number of children ages 5 through 11 years old participating in 

counseling services for a variety of behavior issues at a Central Florida public elementary school 

has increased by 46% from the 2016-2017 school year to the 2018-2019 school year (E. 

Cameron, personal communication, April 23, 2019).  The increasing levels of participation in 

counseling services among the school’s students due to behavior issues in the classroom was not 

being addressed.  Physical activity has been known to help reduce problem behaviors, but the 

elementary school was not providing adequate physical activity opportunities for its students, 

which may reduce behavior issues in the classroom and reduce the need for counseling services.  

Research indicates overall physical activity among children has decreased, warranting the need 

to provide physical activity opportunities for children (Dutra et al., 2015; Tanaka et al., 2018). 

Children’s physical activity begins to decline around the age of five when children enter 

school, making schools especially relevant to provide additional physical activity opportunities 

in order to reap the benefits (Lounassalo et al., 2019).  There is a strong link between education 

and health, and public health professionals and researchers have found schools to be strategic in 

promoting physical activity (Tercedor et al., 2017).  Calero Morales et al. (2016) and Wójcicki 

and McAuley (2014) found decreased physical activity opportunities during the school day has 

the potential to increase behavior issues in the classroom.  Not sufficiently explored in the 

literature is the influence a before-school physical activity program has on the behavior of 

children in the classroom from the point of view of classroom teachers (Liebowitz, Porter, & 

Bragg, 2019; Weiss & Hess, 2015; Wójcicki & McAuley, 2014).  Researchers have shown 

behavior referrals have decreased on the school level across many states, but classroom teachers 

have not had adequate opportunities to share personal perspectives regarding the decrease in 
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behavior referrals (Liebowitz et al., 2019; Weiss & Hess, 2015; Wójcicki & McAuley, 2014).  

Despite a plethora of research regarding the many benefits of physical activity for children, there 

is a gap in the literature concerning the relationship between physical activity during school and 

the behavior of children in the classroom from the perspective of classroom teachers (Lassiter & 

Campbell, 2019; Liebowitz et al., 2019; Weiss & Hess, 2015; Wójcicki & McAuley, 2014; Wu 

et al., 2017).  The importance of the problem is predicated on a need to qualitatively assess the 

issue from the perspective of classroom teachers (Liebowitz et al., 2019; Weiss & Hess, 2015; 

Wójcicki & McAuley, 2014).  Research of the problem contributed to the knowledge base to 

better understand how a school-based physical activity program may decrease behavior issues in 

the classroom and lead to a decline in the need for counseling services.  Further research 

extended the current knowledge about the effectiveness of school-based interventions to increase 

physical activity in children and to understand the influence a before-school physical activity 

program had on the behavior of children in the classroom from the teachers’ perspectives 

(Tercedor et al., 2017; Wójcicki & McAuley, 2014). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the qualitative explanatory case study was to examine the perceptions of 

teachers of the influence a before-school physical activity program had on the behavior of 

children in the classroom.  The study was necessary to explore the influence physical activity had 

on the behavior of children in the classroom to determine if a before-school physical activity 

program decreasesthe number of students ages 5 through 11 years old participating in counseling 

services at a Central Florida public elementary school.  A qualitative explanatory case study was 

carried out by conducting semi-structured interviews with classroom teachers at the 

aforementioned elementary school to understand the perceptions of the teachers of the influence 
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a before-school physical activity program had on the behavior of students in the classroom.  A 

qualitative research method is preferred when a researcher is intent on gathering rich, detailed 

knowledge concerning group behavior and individuals (Creswell & Maietta, 2002).  The physical 

activity program took place over 20 weeks, making an explanatory case study the preferential 

research design when asking questions about processes occurring over time (Yin, 2018).  As a 

result of the study, the impact of a before-school physical activity program on the behavior of 

children was examined and may lead the school district where the elementary school is located to 

implement other physical activity interventions to address behavior in children.   

The study may contribute to the knowledge base by providing an understanding of the 

influence a school-based program taking place before-school had on the behavior of children in 

the classroom.  Gathering the point of view of classroom teachers and understanding the school’s 

role in providing additional physical activity opportunities for students beyond standard physical 

education classes additionally contributed to the knowledge base.  The study narrows the gap in 

the literature in a unique way as the physical activity program occurred before-school, did not 

have an effect on instructional minutes, was free of charge, did not require additional student 

transportation or the hiring of additional personnel, and was reported from the perspectives of 

classroom teachers.  

Significance of the Study 

The significance of the study was to understand the influence of physical activity on the 

behavior of children from the teachers’ point of view.  Understanding the influence of physical 

activity on the behavior of children led the school where the study took place to increase physical 

activity opportunities for its students by offering the program each school year.  As a result of the 

study, behavior in classrooms showed improvement, which has a direct effect on students and 



7 

teachers.  Understanding the influence of physical activity on the behavior of children may result 

in less students participating in counseling services at the school for behavior issues in the future.  

The results addressed and may have an impact on the problem at the school in the future, which 

is a steady increase in students participating in counseling services for behavior issues over a 3 

year period.  The results of the study were shared with school district administrators, which led 

the school district to support the implementation of similar before-school physical activity 

programs at all 36 of the district’s elementary schools.  Understanding the influence of physical 

activity on the behavior of children may have implications for future positive social change, for 

children engaging in regular physical activity have shown improvement in physical and 

psychosocial health (Bronikowski et al., 2016). 

Research Questions 

The study was guided by central research questions to connect the qualitative explanatory 

case study design, data collection, and data analysis.  The research questions were vetted by 

experts in the field and adequately addressed the purpose of the research, which was to 

understand the influence of physical activity on the behavior of children.  An explanatory case 

study approach was best suited to answer the research questions, because the explanations from 

the teachers were needed to understand the influence the program had on the behavior of 

children in the classroom.  Inductive thematic analysis was utilized and was applicable to the 

study, as explanatory case studies yield rich, detailed data (Creswell & Maietta, 2002).   The 

research questions guiding the study were as follows: 

Research Question One:  What were the teachers’ perceptions of the influence a before-

school physical activity program had on students’ behavior in the classroom? 
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Research Question Two:  What changes in student behavior did teachers notice as a 

result of participating in a before-school physical activity program?                            

Theoretical Framework 

 Transformational Leadership Theory and Cultural-Historical Activity Theory were the 

two theories which guided and supported the research of the qualitative study.  Transformational 

Leadership Theory and Cultural-Historical Activity Theory pertain to relationships within a 

group and the influence others have on individuals in a group dynamic.  Rooted in social 

learning theory, the core of Transformational Leadership Theory involves the ability for leaders 

to transform and influence followers through inspiration and motivation from the development of 

authentic relationships based on trust and loyalty (Barbinta, Dan, & Muresan, 2017; Fazio-

Griffith & Ballard, 2016).  In this case, the coach of the school’s running club has an influence 

on student behavior. The explanatory case study design and research questions related to 

Transformational Leadership Theory by capitalizing on group cohesiveness and the modeling of 

appropriate behavior by the coach and peers within the group program.  Rooted in socio-cultural 

theory, Cultural-Historical Activity Theory involves the assumption individuals are impacted by 

the interactions individuals have with others in surroundings and how the interactions within a 

group in a specific activity are able to provide an understanding of how those relationships affect 

individuals (Daniels, 2016; Nandi & Nandi, 2017).  In this particular case, the physical activity 

program is the specific environment and activity where individuals are engaging in interactions 

with others having an influence on each other.  The explanatory case study design and research 

questions related to Cultural-Historical Activity Theory, because the focus was on understanding 

the influence and changes observed in the behavior of children as a direct result of participating 

in a group-centered program.   
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Definitions of Terms 

The following definitions were provided to assist the reader in understanding the 

terminology used in the study.  Some terms and acronyms may be unfamiliar to the reader, 

whereas other readers may define use within the context of the study.  Understanding the 

terminology helps to make the study clearer for the reader. 

Bracketing: Bracketing is the process of setting aside personal experiences, biases, 

preconceived notions, and previous knowledge, findings, and theories about a research topic 

while conducting qualitative research (Tufford & Newman, 2012).   

Coding: Coding is used in qualitative research to organize material, such as words, 

phrases, or sentences, which represent specific aspects of data (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Dopamine: Dopamine is a neurotransmitter released in the brain and is used by the 

nervous system to send messages between nerve cells.  Physical activity stimulates the release of 

dopamine and plays a role in how individuals feel pleasure and reduces stress (University of 

Pittsburgh Medical Center (UPMC) Health Beat, 2020). 

Endorphins: Endorphins are neurotransmitters released in the brain and nervous system, 

help relieve pain and stress, and trigger positive feelings.  Physical activity stimulates the release 

of endorphins (UPMC Health Beat, 2020). 

Explanatory Case Study: Explanatory case studies are designed to provide an in-depth 

analysis of a case, often a program or activity and are bounded by time and activity occurring 

over a sustained period of time (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Yin, 2018). 

 Inductive Thematic Analysis: Inductive thematic analysis is an approach used in 

qualitative data analysis to identify, analyze, and describe patterns in data and result in the 

formation of themes (Alfsen, Møller, Egerod, & Lippert, 2015).    
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Intervention: An intervention is made up of program strategies and elements which are 

designed to improve health or produce behavior changes in an entire population or among 

specific individuals (Majid, Kim, Cako, & Gagliardi, 2018; ODPHP, 2019).   

Moderate to Vigorous Physical Activity (MVPA): Moderate to vigorous physical activity 

produces large increases in breathing and heart rate, refers to activities such as race walking, 

jogging, or running, and can be used to measure physical activity intensity level (CDC, 2018). 

Neurochemcials: Neurochemicals are molecules located in the brain, involve neural 

(nerve) activity, and are responsible for moods, feelings, and emotions (Hillman, 2014). 

Neurotransmitters: Neurotransmitters are molecules located in the brain and act as 

chemical messengers used by the nervous system to transmit messages in the body (UPMC 

Health Beat, 2020). 

Norepinephrine: Norepinephrine is a hormone and neurotransmitter produced by the 

adrenal glands, released in the brain, and used by the body to transmit signals across nerve 

endings.  Norepinephrine increases alertness, focus, attention, memory, and vigilance and 

decreases stress.  Physical activity stimulates the release of norepinephrine (UPMC Health Beat, 

2020). 

Program: A program is a plan of action designed to accomplish a specific result.  A 

program is a component of an intervention (Majid et al., 2018; ODPHP, 2019).   

Psychosocial Health: Psychosocial health refers to the state of mental, emotional, social, 

and spiritual well-being of individuals (Bronikowski et al., 2016). 

Serotonin: Serotonin is a neurotransmitter released in the brain which helps to regulate 

mood and social behavior and produce feelings of happiness and well-being.  Physical activity 

stimulates the release of serotonin (UPMC Health Beat, 2020). 
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Assumptions 

The qualitative explanatory case study design included necessary assumptions.  The first  

assumption was the participants would respond honestly and candidly to the interview questions 

(Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2018).  Assuming participants provided truthful answers was critical, 

making anonymity and confidentiality vital to allow the sharing of perspectives and opinions in a 

non-threatening environment.  Providing a clear and concise consent form helped the participants 

to understand the role and purpose of the study.  The second assumption was the participants 

were sincerely interested in participating in the research and had no other motives for agreeing to 

participate.  Through the language provided in the consent form, the participants understood 

participation was voluntary, anonymous, and confidential and offered no incentives.  The third 

assumption was the qualitative explanatory case study design would provide rich and detailed 

data, which is supported by experts in the field of qualitative research (Clark & Veale, 2018; 

Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Maietta, 2002; Yin, 2018).  The fourth and final 

assumption related to the running club coach as an unbiased and objective examiner.  Adhering 

to proper protocols and understanding potential biases which could influence or taint the 

outcome of the study were imperative for the investigator to accomplish (Clark & Veale, 2018).  

The four assumptions listed in this section were critical to the study to ensure measures were 

taken in each instance to safeguard the credibility of the study. 

Scope and Delimitations 

This section addressed the scope and delimitations by addressing the boundaries of the 

research not included in the study.  The scope of the study focused on K-5 classroom teachers 

who taught students in a traditional classroom setting.  Participants were chosen to participate in 

the study based on the decision to interview classroom teachers who spend the majority of the 
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school day with the same students, who had at least three students enrolled in the before-school 

physical activity program, and who were employed at the school for the duration of the 20 week 

before-school physical activity program.  The focus of the study was on the perspectives and 

opinions of the teachers and did not include the perceptions and opinions of the students enrolled 

in the before-school physical activity program or the parents/guardians of the students enrolled in 

the program.  The purpose of the qualitative explanatory case study was to examine the 

perceptions of teachers of the influence a before-school physical activity program had on the 

behavior of children in the classroom.  Teachers who had at least three students enrolled in the 

before-school physical activity program and were employed for the duration of the program is a 

delimitation (Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2018).  The study only focused on K-5 classroom 

teachers who had at least three students enrolled in the before-school physical activity program 

and who were employed for the duration of the program and did not include fine arts, gifted, or 

resource teachers, or classroom teachers who had less than three students enrolled in the before-

school physical activity program or who were not employed for the duration of the 20 week 

program.  The decision was made to ensure the interviews with the participants would yield 

sufficient data.   

Variation in participant selection and the use of purposive sampling were strategies 

utilized to improve transferability of the results (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; van Rijnsoever, 

2017; Wan, 2019).  The scope and delimitations of the study were not expected to negatively 

affect the transferability of the results.  Despite the stated delimitations, the results may be 

applicable to other schools providing physical activity programs at different times and in 

different settings, as researchers have shown regular participation in physical activity has the 

potential to reduce behavior issues in children (Calero Morales et al., 2016). 
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Limitations 

 Qualitative research can contain structural constraints which may influence the 

transferability and dependability of a study (Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2018).  Credibility is the 

first criterion to establish trustworthiness of the findings of the study (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018).  The potential familiarity with participants could jeopardize the results of the proposed 

qualitative research.  Measures were taken to enhance the dependability and transferability of the 

findings in light of the stated limitation by inviting participants who had minimal contact with 

the running club coach and by eliminating participants who had less than three students enrolled 

in the before-school physical activity program or who were not employed for the full duration of 

the 20 week program.  Care was taken in the study to be consistent and to adhere to careful 

participant selection through purposive sampling to further enhance transferability and 

dependability (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; van Rijnsoever, 2017; Wan, 2019).   

 Employing strategies can strengthen the dependability and transferability of a study 

(Korstjens & Moser, 2018).  Triangulation was used in the study to improve credibility, 

dependability, validity, and reliability (Korstjens & Moser, 2018).  To enhance dependability, 

prospective participants were provided with detailed information regarding the purpose of the 

study and the role of the participants through the distribution of an invitation to participate and 

informed consent form.  Member checking, peer review, and reflexivity were utilized to 

strengthen dependability (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).   

Chapter Summary 

 Introduced in the Introduction is the problem of the study, which was the number of 

children ages 5 through 11 years old participating in counseling services for a variety of behavior 

issues at a Central Florida public elementary school has increased by 46% from the 2016-2017 
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school year to the 2018-2019 school year (E. Cameron, personal communication, April 23, 

2019).  The Introduction included the purpose of the study, which was to understand the 

influence of physical activity on the behavior of children from the point of view of classroom 

teachers and highlighted the significance of the research.  Included in the Introduction were the 

research questions and Transformational Leadership Theory and Cultural-Historical Activity 

Theory were presented as the theoretical frameworks which guided the study.  Definitions of 

terms relevant to the dissertation were included, assumptions and scope and delimitations were 

explained, and the limitations of the study were disclosed.  The Literature Review begins with a 

brief description and restatement of the problem and purpose, includes the literature search 

strategies and theoretical framework, and includes a thorough review of the literature. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Programs are not being offered at a Central Florida public elementary school to address 

the rising levels of participation in counseling services among the school’s students.  The 

problem was the number of children ages 5 through 11 years old participating in counseling 

services for a variety of behavior issues at a Central Florida public elementary school has 

increased by 46% from the 2016-2017 school year to the 2018-2019 school year (E. Cameron, 

personal communication, April 23, 2019).  The importance of the problem was children 

participating in counseling services at a Central Florida public elementary school was increasing, 

and the school was not providing adequate physical activity opportunities which may have 

reduced behavior issues in the classroom and reduced the need for counseling services.  Regular 

participation in physical activity has been shown to reduce behavior issues in children (Calero 

Morales et al., 2016; Lassiter & Campbell, 2019; Wójcicki & McAuley, 2014).  The extent of the 

problem was researchers have indicated physical activity among children has decreased (Dutra et 

al., 2015; Tanaka et al., 2018).  Those impacted by the problem were students between 5 and 11 

years old who were participating in counseling services at a Central Florida public elementary 

school.  Overall physical activity begins to decline around the age of five, when children start 

school (Lounassalo et al., 2019).  Providing physical activity opportunities for children early in 

life before habits become stable is especially important (Lounassalo et al., 2019).  With an 

overall decrease in physical activity among children combined with decreased physical activity 

opportunities during the school day, the potential for behavior issues in the classroom among 

children increases (Calero Morales et al., 2016; Wójcicki & McAuley, 2014). 

The purpose of the qualitative explanatory case study was to examine the perceptions of 

teachers of the influence a before-school physical activity program had on the behavior of 



16 

children in the classroom.  The study contributed to the knowledge base by providing an 

understanding of the influence a before-school physical activity program had on children’s 

behavior in the classroom and the role of the school in providing physical activity opportunities 

for students.  Public schools provide an advantageous position to create programs reaching many 

children, as the majority of children attend public schools (Smedegaard et al., 2016).  The public-

school curriculum includes teaching and learning activities related to health and well-being, with 

instruction provided by qualified educators, which makes the culture ripe for programs 

combining physical and behavioral health initiatives (Smedegaard et al., 2016).  As a result of 

the study, the influence of a before-school physical activity program on the behavior of children 

was understood and the school district supports the development of similar before-school 

physical activity programs at the district’s other 36 elementary schools.  The research report was 

shared with the administrators of the Central Florida public elementary school where the 

research took place and with the administrators of the school district in which the public school 

is located.   

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and Disruptive Behavior Disorders are 

two of the most critical health and behavioral issues of the 21st century (CDC, 2019b; Veenman, 

Luman, & Oosterlaan, 2018).  According to Calero Morales et al. (2016) and Wójcicki and 

McAuley (2014), regular participation in physical activity has the potential to reduce behavior 

issues in children, but researchers have shown participation in physical activity among children 

has decreased (Dutra et al., 2015; Tanaka et al., 2018).  Students receive various benefits from 

being physically active during school hours, but schools are not providing adequate physical 

activity opportunities for students (Hoegh Poulsen et al., 2015; Ucci et al., 2015; Zwaanswijk & 

Kösters, 2015).  With pressure on schools to perform on standardized tests, there has been an 
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increase in instructional minutes and a reduction in physical education minutes among K-12 

schools (Bunketorp Käll et al., 2015).   

 The literature search strategy is noted in the Literature Review along with discussion of 

two theories which guided and supported the research.  The two theories which guided and 

supported the research are Transformational Leadership Theory and Cultural-Historical Activity 

Theory.  A review of research literature is discussed and organized into topics for organization 

and clarity.  Topics in the literature review include behavior issues in the classroom, the positive 

effects of physical activity on children, and programs and interventions.  

Literature Search Strategy 

 The literature search strategy commenced by identifying theoretical and empirical terms 

relevant to the topic of study.  Numerous search engines and databases were employed, such as   

Crossref, Elton B. Stephens Company (EBSCO), Google Scholar, Educational Resources 

Information Center (ERIC), Taylor and Francis Online (tandfonline), Paperity, Elsevier, Digital 

Library of the Commons, Journal Storage (JSTOR), ProQuest, and SAGE Journals.  The chosen 

search engines and databases were utilized for the abundance and availability of peer-reviewed 

articles.  Three government websites were employed, including the Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention (CDC), the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), and the Office of 

Disease Prevention and Health Promotion (ODPHP).  The government websites were utilized for 

the purpose of gathering pertinent and relevant statistics.  Two additional websites were 

employed: the American School Counselor Association (ASCA) and the World Health 

Organization (WHO), a specialized agency of the United Nations.  The additional websites were  

utilized to collect data relevant to the topic of study.  The literature search included keywords 
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and phrases, and general terms.   

Searches of keywords and phrases included behavior issues in children, behavior issues 

in the classroom, increase in behavior issues in children, common behavior problems in 

children, common behavior problems in classrooms, counseling services for behavior issues, 

counseling service limitations, anxiety, Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder, depression, 

emotional issues, psychosocial behavior, interventions for behavior issues, programs for 

behavior issues in school, physical activity’s effects on behavior in children, physical activity 

benefits, effects of physical activity on children’s well-being, physical benefits of physical 

activity, mental benefits of physical activity, cognitive benefits of physical activity, academic 

benefits of physical activity, behavioral benefits of physical activity, decrease in physical activity 

among children, decrease in physical education, programs, interventions, physical activity 

programs, physical activity interventions, collective learning, social learning, effectiveness of 

programs, effectiveness of interventions, effectiveness of physical activity programs on behavior, 

effectiveness of physical activity interventions on behavior, school-based physical activity 

programs, school-based physical activity interventions, brain chemicals, neurochemicals, 

neurotransmitters, effects of physical activity on the brain, leadership theories, Transformational 

Leadership Theory, and Cultural-Historical Activity Theory. 

Citation searching was utilized to locate additional articles by examining the reference 

lists of previously searched, relevant articles (Hinde & Spackman, 2015).  Articles and resources 

were entered into a thematic grid, reference calculator, and reference folder, noting the author(s), 

year of publication, title, a brief summary, and the complete reference in American 

Psychological Association (APA) Sixth Edition format.  A clear and logical path of  

understanding of the topic was achieved by organizing the articles into themes and providing a 
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well-structured overview of the subject matter (Wee & Banister, 2016).  Organizing and 

grouping the articles and resources based on particular topics allowed for thorough and quick 

reference of related subject matter. 

Theoretical Framework 

 The two theories guiding and supporting the research were Transformational Leadership 

Theory and Cultural-Historical Activity Theory.  Both theories involve the relationships within a 

group dynamic and the influence others have on individuals in a group setting.  The essence of 

Transformational Leadership Theory is leaders transform and influence followers with 

inspiration and motivation by developing honest relationships resulting in trusting and loyal 

followers, with roots in social learning theory (Barbinta et al., 2017; Fazio-Griffith & Ballard, 

2016).  Flexible rules made within the group result in a sense of belonging and lead to an 

understanding of the leader and the leader’s purpose and goals (Barbinta et al., 2017).  Cultural-

Historical Activity Theory has roots in earlier social theories, which assume individuals are 

affected by interactions with others within the individual’s surroundings and the interactions 

provide understanding of how a particular activity and the associations among the group affect 

individuals (Daniels, 2016; Nandi & Nandi, 2017).  According to Turnnidge and Côté (2018), 

Transformational Leadership Theory is particularly relevant for coaching youth sports due to the 

profound influence coaches have on students as a result of the close relationship typically 

developed between the coach and students.  The study directly relates to Transformational 

Leadership Theory and Cultural-Historical Activity Theory for the results of the research helped 

to understand the influence a group intervention had on the behavior of children.  The physical 

activity program reflected an approach to understand the influence of physical activity on the 

behavior of children based on practice rather than an abstract idea, which relates to the 
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frameworks of Transformational Leadership Theory and Cultural-Historical Activity Theory 

(Barbinta et al., 2017; Foot, 2014).   

Transformational Leadership Theory 

 Transformational Leadership Theory was developed in the late 1900’s by Burns.  Bass 

expanded upon Transformational Leadership Theory to explain how individuals develop and use 

self-reflection to form beliefs and behave through interactions and experiences with others 

(Barbinta et al., 2017).  Bass was curious about what leads people to change and believed 

transformation occurs when people interact and engage with others (Barbinta et al., 2017).  

According to Transformational Leadership Theory, transformative learning occurs from 

experiences, discussions, problem-solving, and reflection, impacting the way in which 

individuals think, feel, and behave (Fazio-Griffith & Ballard, 2016).  From a behavioral 

standpoint, transformative learning involves mentoring and modeling, which occurs from the 

influential relationships individuals build with others, particularly with leaders and authority 

figures such as teachers and coaches (Barbinta et al., 2017; Fazio-Griffith & Ballard, 2016; 

Sammut, 2014).   

 The aim to increase physical activity through a school-based program with the end goal 

of decreasing behavior issues connects to the principle of Transformational Leadership Theory, 

as the power of the leader influences the behavior of individuals (Barbinta et al., 2017).  The 

before-school physical activity program was led by a physical education teacher/coach which 

connects well to Transformational Leadership Theory, as research shows coaches have a strong 

influence on students (Sammut, 2014; Turnnidge & Côté, 2018).  Transformational Leadership 

Theory is applicable in coaching situations, as in coaching environments, the close relationship 

between coach and student enables meaningful communication to transpire and can result in 
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transformation (Sammut, 2014; Turnnidge & Côté, 2018).  Coaching situations can benefit from 

the application of Transformational Leadership Theory, as of all the learning theories, 

Transformational Leadership Theory most closely aligns with the principles of coaching 

(Sammut, 2014).  Sammut (2014) explained coaches act as facilitators in a group setting, connect 

through dialogue and mentorship, and affect behavior through a reflective process of learning.  

Bergeron et al. (2017) clarified Transformational Leadership Theory is a behavior change theory 

and can be used to guide the development of interventions to promote health, build skills, and 

change behavior.   

 Transformational Leadership Theory stems from earlier theories and focuses on how 

people can learn from each other through observation, imitation, and modeling (Barbinta et al., 

2017; Fazio-Griffith & Ballard, 2016; Tarsono, 2018).  Researchers have suggested social 

experiences can result in teaching and encouraging positive behaviors and transformative 

learning (Barbinta et al., 2017; Fazio-Griffith & Ballard, 2016; Tarsono, 2018).  Especially in an 

educational environment, crucial learning can occur from the modeling of appropriate and 

positive behaviors (Tarsono, 2018).  Tarsono (2018) proclaimed individuals learn new behaviors 

and information through observation.   

Being part of a team has a direct connection to the social learning process, as social 

learning occurs through interaction and engagement with others (Zheng, Li, & Huang, 2017).  

Learning from social experiences through participation and interaction with others contributes to 

increased communication and feelings of belonging (Yilmaz & Yilmaz, 2019; Zheng et al., 

2017).  The world is social with the development of social skills acting as an important part of 

the learning process (Collier, 2020).  Learning through social experiences occurs through 

collaboration and cooperation, increasing social and communication skills, and exposing 
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individuals to diverse points of view (Yilmaz & Yilmaz, 2019).  Yilmaz and  Yilmaz (2019) 

pointed out observation and modeling are two key elements of the social learning process, 

making group programs optimal learning situations conducive to successful social learning.  

When individuals participate in interventions or group programs, opportunities arise to be 

exposed to social situations, observe how peers behave in a group setting, and for important 

social learning to occur (Bergeron et al., 2017). 

Cultural-Historical Activity Theory 

Cultural-Historical Activity Theory was first developed in the early 1920s by Russian 

psychologist, Vygotsky, whose framework is used to understand and analyze the mind and its 

relationship to activity (Levant, 2018).  There are three core elements central to Cultural-

Historical Activity Theory:  (a) people act collectively to achieve a common goal, learn by 

doing, and communicate through actions; (b) people use, adapt, or make tools to learn and 

communicate; and (c) community is vital to the process of learning, communicating, and acting 

(Foot, 2014).  Engeström and Sannino (2018) explained Cultural-Historical Activity Theory 

emphasizes learning and communication occur from the activities individuals engage in and  

through action. 

Increasing physical activity through a school-based program with the end goal of 

decreasing behavior issues or increasing positive behaviors connects to the principle of Cultural-

Historical Activity Theory for the power of the social group was used to influence the behavior 

of individuals (Foot, 2014).  The before-school physical activity program was a school-based 

social activity, which relates to Cultural-Historical Activity Theory.  An assumption of Cultural-

Historical Activity Theory is the psychosocial development of individuals is impacted by social 

interaction (Daniels, 2016).  The actions of the participants and the connections made within the 
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social environment of the before-school physical activity program relate to the theoretical 

framework of Cultural-Historical Activity Theory, which helps to analyze and understand the 

relationship between what individuals think and feel and what individuals do (Foot, 2014). 

Cultural-Historical Activity Theory stems from earlier theories and focuses on how peers, 

attitudes, and interactions with others influence learning and behavior (Daneshfar & Moharami, 

2018; Nandi & Nandi, 2017).  Learning is a social process, and the way in which individuals 

interact with each other and the culture in which people live impacts behavior and the learning 

process (Daneshfar & Moharami, 2018; Foot, 2014).  Learning occurs through social 

interactions, participation in activities with others, and experiences in an individual’s 

surroundings (Sannino & Engeström, 2018).  Sannino and Engeström (2018) pointed out social 

interactions, participation in activities, and experiences in an individual’s surroundings 

continuously affect one another and contribute to learning development.  Vygotsky posited 

children learn acceptable ways to behave through social interaction (Daneshfar & Moharami, 

2018).  School-based interventions align well with Cultural-Historical Activity Theory, as social 

interaction in a group setting with peers is encouraged and maximized.  Researchers have 

indicated an individual’s social environment contributes to patterns of physical activity, making 

school-based physical activity interventions a valuable tool to increase physical activity levels 

among children (Howell & Bardach, 2018). 

Transformational Leadership Theory and Cultural-Historical Activity Theory support the 

research as the theories pertain to relationships occurring in a group dynamic and the influence 

individuals have on each other within a group setting.  The core of Transformational Leadership 

Theory involves leaders transforming and influencing followers through inspirational and 

motivational interactions and relationships (Barbinta et al., 2017; Fazio-Griffith & Ballard, 
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2016).  The dynamic between the running club coach and the students demonstrates the unique 

essence of Transformational Leadership Theory.  Cultural-Historical Activity Theory involves 

the assumption individuals are affected by interactions in the individual’s surroundings and by 

participation in particular activities (Daniels, 2016; Nandi & Nandi, 2017).  The relationships 

and interactions among the students in the running club and the effect on each other 

demonstrates the nature of Cultural-Historical Activity Theory. 

Research Literature Review 

Inattention, hyperactivity, impulsivity, fidgeting, poor concentration, anxiousness, 

emotional outbursts, and distraction are commonly reported challenging classroom behaviors 

leading to students’ participation in counseling services (Conklin, et al., 2017; Davis et al., 2018; 

McDaniel et al., 2017; Watson et al., 2019a).  Researchers have indicated students who exhibit 

challenging, disruptive behaviors often have difficulty learning and the students’ behavior 

negatively impacts academic achievement, the learning of other students, and the classroom 

teacher (Conklin et al., 2017).  Researchers have shown programs and interventions aimed at 

addressing behavior problems can be effective in mitigating the negative impact of challenging 

behaviors in the classroom setting (Davis et al., 2018; McDaniel et al., 2017; Severini et al., 

2018).  The overall benefits of physical activity and its effects on behavior are well-known, with 

researchers demonstrating the success of physical activity interventions and programs in 

decreasing challenging classroom behaviors and the need for participation in school counseling 

services (Davis et al., 2018; McDaniel et al., 2017; Severini et al., 2018).  The majority of 

children in the United States are insufficiently physically active, with overall physical activity in 

children starting to decline around the age of school entry (Lounassalo et al., 2019; WHO, 2019).   
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Studies relevant to the research are identified and synthesized in the literature review.  

The literature review includes three major topics with extensive sub-topics.  The first topic is 

behavior issues in the classroom and includes behavior issues requiring counseling services and 

limited counseling services as sub-topics.  The second topic is the positive effects of physical 

activity on children and includes the physical, mental, cognitive, and behavioral benefits of 

physical activity on children as sub-topics.  The third topic is the decrease in physical activity 

among children and includes programs and interventions, physical activity programs and 

interventions, and school-based physical activity interventions and programs as sub-topics.  The 

review of the studies were utilized to inform, support, and establish the need for further research 

focused on a no-cost, school-based, physical activity program which decreased some challenging 

classroom behaviors and possibly the need for participation in school counseling services at a 

Central Florida elementary school. 

Behavior Issues in the Classroom 

 Problem behavior is a regular occurrence plaguing classrooms across the United States 

(Severini et al., 2018).  Researchers have indicated one in five children in the United States 

exhibits behavioral issues which may negatively affect functioning in a traditional classroom 

setting (Ratanavivan & Ricard, 2018).  The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 

(2019a) found behavior disorders peak in elementary school, when children are ages 6 through 

11 years old (see Figure 1).  Children in the United States typically complete kindergarten at 6 

years old and complete fifth grade at 11 years old (National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES), 2019a).  The CDC illustrated how children experiencing behavior disorders jumped 

from 3.5% at ages 3 through 5 years old to 9% at ages 6 through 11 years old.  The CDC study 

revealed a decrease in children experiencing behavioral disorders from 9% at ages 6 through 11 
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years old to 7.25% at ages 12 through 17 years old, supporting the need to address behavior 

issues in children in elementary school at ages 6 through 11 years old, when children 

experiencing behavior disorders are most prevalent. 

 

Figure 1. Depression, Anxiety, Behavior Disorders, by Age. Reprinted from Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC), 2019, Department of Health and Human Services. 

 

The CDC (2019a) illustrated (Figure 1) how children experiencing depression rises 

steadily from 0.01% at ages 3 through 5 years old, to 1.85% at ages 6 through 11 years old, to 

6% at ages 12 through 17 years old.  Freire, Teixeira, Silva, and Matias (2014) found addressing 

depression in children during childhood by providing interventions can decrease symptoms and 

improve functioning and well-being as children grow and develop.  The CDC additionally 

illustrated (see Figure 1) how children experiencing anxiety rises steadily from 1.75% at ages 3 
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through 5 years old, to 6.25% at ages 6 through 11 years old, to 10.25% at ages 12 through 17 

years old.  Morgan, Rapee, and Bayer (2016) reported early intervention to prevent anxiety 

disorders in children can have long-term impact.  Morgan et al. found early intervention reduced 

anxiety and emotional symptoms in children, improved well-being, and reduced the number of 

children experiencing anxiety.  Since some behavior issues stem from anxiety and depression, 

behavior interventions could have an impact on children experiencing anxiety and depression 

(Ogundele, 2018).  The data from the CDC demonstrate the need to address behavior issues 

through interventions at an early age.   

Many children who exhibit problem behavior and cause persistent disruptions are 

removed from the classroom, negatively impacting the learning process and academic 

achievement (Conklin et al., 2017; Severini et al., 2018).  Students with behavior issues may be 

less likely to engage with peers, resulting in decreased interaction and a negative effect on 

classroom community (Severini et al., 2018).  Addressing behavior issues in the classroom 

disrupts instructional flow, intrudes upon instructional time, and disrupts the learning of the other 

students in the classroom (Conklin et al., 2017; Davis et al., 2018; McDaniel et al., 2017).  

Researchers have indicated teachers are consistently searching for solutions to prevent and 

reduce problem behavior in the classroom (Conklin et al., 2017; Davis et al., 2018; McDaniel et 

al., 2017). 

Behavior Issues Requiring Counseling Services 

Ratanavivan and Ricard (2018) pointed out one in five children exhibiting behavior 

problems in the classroom warrants removal from the classroom setting, requiring participation 

in school counseling services.  The most commonly reported classroom behavior problems 

requiring counseling services include impulsivity, inattention, and hyperactivity related to 
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Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), and opposition, tantrums, and inattentiveness 

related to anxiety (Conklin et al., 2017; Davis et al., 2018; Ghandour et al., 2019; McDaniel et 

al., 2017; Ogundele, 2018). 

Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder.  Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder 

(ADHD) is one of the most common behavioral disorders in children (CDC, 2019b; Veenman et 

al., 2018).  The three main characteristics of ADHD leading to disruptive classroom behavior are 

impulsivity, inattention, and hyperactivity (Thorell, Sjöwall, Diamatopoulou, Rydell, & Bohlin, 

2017; Veenman et al., 2018).  Children with ADHD often display negativity, hostility, and 

aggression towards peers and authority figures (Thorell et al., 2017; Veenman et al., 2018).  

These behavioral characteristics often lead to disruptive behaviors in school, such as 

disobedience towards teachers, off-task behavior, and loud interruptions (Thorell et al., 2017; 

Veenman et al., 2018).  A lack of focus and difficulty concentrating are associated with 

symptoms of ADHD, often resulting in poor academic achievement (Thorell et al., 2017; 

Veenman et al., 2018).  Thorell et al. (2017) and Veenman et al. (2018) stressed the importance 

of providing school-based interventions addressing these behavioral issues at an early age, as 

school-based behavioral interventions have been shown to decrease disruptive classroom 

behaviors. 

Anxiety. Anxiety is one of the most frequently cited mental health problems in children 

(CDC, 2019c; Ghandour et al., 2019; Ogundele, 2018).  Anxiety in children presents itself in a 

variety of ways.  In a classroom setting, children with anxiety may easily shut down and 

withdraw, have an inability to focus and engage, exhibit a short attention span, and be prone to 

tantrums or emotional outbursts (Ghandour et al., 2019; Ogundele, 2018).  Researchers have 

indicated the rate at which children are experiencing anxiety related symptoms is at an all-time 
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high, negatively affecting academics, and interfering with social, emotional, and cognitive 

functioning and development (Duda, Fahim, Szatmari, & Bennett, 2017; Ghandour et al., 2019; 

Stuart Parrigon & Kerns, 2016).  Children with anxiety often experience difficulty in school, 

with peers, and with parental relationships (Stuart Parrigon & Kerns, 2016).  Children exhibiting 

signs of anxiety in school can often be misunderstood.  Disruptive, challenging behaviors due to 

anxiety are often displayed through opposition and inattentiveness (Ghandour et al., 2019).  

Emotional outbursts, meltdowns, or throwing tantrums typically results in children being 

removed from the classroom, as symptoms of anxiety in a classroom setting are easily 

misconstrued as defiant behavior (Ghandour et al., 2019; Ogundele, 2018).  Ogundele (2018) 

expressed the need for early intervention and correct identification of underlying issues to 

decrease and appropriately address challenging classroom behaviors as a result of anxiety. 

Limited Counseling Services 

One in five children exhibiting behavior problems in the classroom requires school 

counseling services (Ratanavivan & Ricard, 2018).  A lack of available counseling services and 

counseling interventions in the school setting makes meeting the needs of children with 

behavioral issues difficult (Chandler et al., 2018; Davis et al., 2018).  Providing school-based 

counseling services in schools with large student populations is especially challenging (Chandler 

et al., 2018; Davis et al., 2018).  According to the National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES) (2019b), the average number of students per mental health staff member in public 

schools in the United States is inadequate and disproportionately high (see Figure 2).  The NCES 

found the difference between staffing among schools with a majority of minority students, 

labeled as majority-minority schools, and average publics schools was negligible.  For example, 

the NCES found there were 390 students per counselor at majority-minority schools and 370 
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students per counselor at average public schools.  The data from the NCES illustrate the disparity 

between the number of students per counselor in public schools in the United States.  

 

 

Figure 2. Average Number of Students per Mental Health Staff Member in Majority-minority 
and other Public Schools: 2015–16. Reprinted from National Center for Education Statistics, 
2019, U.S. Department of Education. 
 

Adding to the challenge of a limited amount of mental health staff members in public 

schools is the ambiguous role of school counselors (Chandler et al., 2018; Davis et al., 2018).  

School counselors play a crucial role in assisting students in achieving success in the educational 

environment and are responsible for meeting the academic, personal, and social needs of all 

students in addition to a myriad of other duties (Davis et al., 2018; Su & Swank, 2018).  

According to the American School Counselor Association National Model (2019), school 

counselors should be spending 80% of time delivering counseling services to students.  The 

reality is school counselors have limited time to deliver counseling services to students, as much 



31 

of school counselors’ time consists of performing non-counseling duties (Chandler et al., 2018; 

Su & Swank, 2018).  Some non-counseling duties restricting school counselors from delivering 

necessary counseling services to children include clerical, administrative, registration, and class 

scheduling tasks (Chandler et al., 2018).   

The Positive Effects of Physical Activity on Children  

The positive effects of physical activity on children has long been studied and proven.  

Physical activity has been shown to improve physical health, mental health, cognition, and 

behavior (Bunketorp Käll et al., 2015; Calero Morales et al., 2016; Lassiter & Campbell, 2019; 

Smedegaard et al., 2016; Wu et al., 2017).  Researchers have shown when children meet the 

recommended daily 30-60 minutes of physical activity set by the Office of Disease Prevention 

and Health Promotion (ODHDP) (2019), the greatest benefits can be achieved. 

Physical Health Benefits 

According to the CDC (2018), the physical health benefits for children associated with 

participation in physical activity include the development of stronger bones and muscles, 

improved flexibility, posture, coordination, balance, and strength, better cardiovascular and 

cardio-respiratory fitness, helping to achieve and maintain a healthy weight, and a decreased risk 

of developing Type 2 Diabetes, high blood pressure, high cholesterol, heart disease, overweight, 

and obesity.  Smedegaard et al. (2016) produced a study linking school-based physical activity 

with improvement in students’ physical health leading to healthy growth and development.  

Bunketorp Käll et al. (2015) and Wu et al. (2017) conducted studies finding physical activity 

positively affected the physical health of students.  Heijnen, Hommel, Kibele, and Colzato 

(2016) emphasized the benefits of physical activity, specifically aerobic activity, such as 
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running, in stimulating the release of endorphins, dopamine, norepinephrine, and serotonin, 

which have a profound effect on mental health and behavior. 

Mental Health Benefits 

According to Wagner (2015) and Heijnen et al. (2016), the mental health benefits for 

children associated with participation in physical activity include lower levels of anxiety, stress, 

depression, and social withdrawal, and improvement in self-esteem and mood.  Zwaanswijk and 

Kösters (2015) explained the mental health of children is a critical health issue of the 21st century 

and a cause for concern.  Zwaanswijk and Kösters produced a study establishing a strong link 

between physical activity and improved mental health of children.  Heijnen et al. noted aerobic 

activity stimulates the release of endorphins, neurotransmitters in the brain responsible for 

feelings of happiness and positivity when released.  Heijnen et al. further noted aerobic activity 

stimulates the release of dopamine, norepinephrine, and serotonin, brain chemicals responsible 

for regulating mood, reducing stress, and producing feelings of happiness and well-being when 

released.  Wagner (2015) noted the well-established link between physical activity and a 

reduction in anxiety in children, particularly in a group setting.  Wagner further pointed out the 

strong relationship between physical activity and the effects on reducing symptoms of ADHD, 

anxiety, and depression in children. 

Cognitive Benefits  

  According to Castelli et al. (2014) and Hillman (2014), the cognitive benefits for children 

associated with participation in physical activity include improved cognitive performance, 

memory, focus, and concentration, resulting in higher academic achievement and school 

attendance.  Heijnen et al. (2016) and Hillman found physical activity boosts decision making  
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skills, prompts the growth of new nerve cells and blood vessels, improves multi-tasking and 

planning, lengthens attention span, and increases production of neurochemicals responsible for 

brain cell repair.  Hillman discovered children participating in physical activity has an effect on 

brain structure, resulting in improved brain function and cognition.     

Behavioral Benefits 

According to Calero Morales et al. (2016) and Watson et al. (2019a), the behavioral 

benefits for children associated with participation in physical activity include a better grasp on 

behavioral processes and improved social and emotional behavior.  Heijnen et al. (2016) noted 

students who are physically active have improved focus, concentration, self-esteem, and social 

skills.  Higher levels of self-esteem in children have been associated with less behavior issues in 

school (Eberline, Judge, Walsh, & Hensley, 2018).  McDaniel et al. (2017) found a link between 

improved social skills and a reduction in challenging classroom behavior problems.  Lassiter and 

Campbell (2019) discovered teachers rated average classroom behavior of children significantly 

higher after the children participated in a structured, walking recess program (see Figure 3).   

Teachers rated average classroom behavior on a scale from 1 through 4, with 4 reflecting 

the best behavior, pre-program, before and after recess, and during the program, before and after 

recess.  The average classroom behavior pre-program, before recess was rated at 3.4, and rated at 

3.6 after recess.  The average classroom behavior during the structured, walking recess program 

before recess was rated at 3.6 and rated at 3.875 after recess.  Both sets of data illustrate the 

rating increase in average classroom behavior after recess, with higher average classroom 

behavior ratings both before and after recess during the structured, walking recess program.  

Lassiter and Campbell (2019) concluded participation in physical activity had a positive effect 

on overall classroom behavior. 
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Figure 3. Mean Teacher-Rated Classroom Behavior Before and After Structured Recess.    
Reprinted from “Effect of an Elementary School Walking Program on Physical Activity and 
Classroom Behavior,” by J. W. Lassiter and A. L. Campbell, 2019, Physical Educator, 76(2), p. 
493. Copyright 2019 by Sagamore Publishing. 

 

Decrease in Physical Activity among Children 

 Despite an increasing rate of obesity among children and knowledge of the benefits of 

physical activity for children, from better overall physical and mental health, to improved social 

relationships and self-esteem, there still persists a rapid decline in physical activity during  

adolescence (Eberline et al., 2018).  Television viewing and engagement with technological 

devices has resulted in a more sedentary lifestyle and a decrease in physical activity among 
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children (Dutra et al., 2015; Farooq et al., 2017; Tanaka et al., 2018).  In a technology driven 

culture, with more sitting at school, less physical education, and more indoor play, children are 

less physically active than ever before (Dutra et al., 2015; Eberline et al., 2018; Farooq et al., 

2017; Ucci et al., 2015).  Sufficient physical activity and minimal sedentary behavior are 

important for the health of school-aged children.  Overall physical activity in children starts to 

decline around the age of school entry (Lounassalo et al., 2019).  Farooq et al. (2017) found the 

minutes of engaging in physical activity per day among children declined dramatically for both 

males and females as the individuals moved toward adolescence from ages 7 through 15 (see 

Figure 4).  Farooq et al. expressed physical activity as total counts, including sedentary minutes, 

divided by measured time per day, which is noted as counts per minute (CPM).  Physical activity 

in girls steadily decreased from 740 CPM at age 7 to 385 CPM at age 15.  Physical activity in 

9.8% of boys steadily decreased from 1,160 CPM at age 7 to 700 CPM at age 15.  Physical 

activity in 36.4% of boys steadily decreased from 810 CPM at age 7 to 520 CPM at age 15.  

Physical activity in 53.8% of boys decreased from 650 CPM at age 7 to 350 CPM at age 15.  The 

data illustrate the decrease in physical activity for both boys and girls as individuals move from 

childhood to adolescence.  With many factors contributing to a decrease in physical activity 

among youth, there is a need to provide opportunities for physical activity by offering school-

based physical activity programs (Fredriksen, Hjelle, Mamen, Meza, & Westerberg, 2017).  
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Figure 4. Change in Total Physical Activity in Boys (1A) and Girls (1B) Based on Trajectory 
Analysis. Reprinted from “Timing of the Decline in Physical Activity in Childhood and 
Adolescence,” by M. A. Farooq et al., 2017, British Journal of Sports Medicine, 52(15), p. 3.  
Copyright 2019 by BMJ Publishing Group Ltd & British Association of Sport and Exercise 
Medicine. 
 
Programs and Interventions 

 
 For purposes related to the understanding of the study, understanding the difference 
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between programs and interventions is important.  An intervention is made up of program 

strategies and elements designed to improve health or produce behavior changes in an entire 

population or among specific individuals (Majid et al., 2018; ODPHP, 2019).  Interventions may 

include new policies, educational programs, improvements in a specific environment, or health 

promotion campaigns (Majid et al., 2018; ODPHP, 2019).  Interventions including multiple 

strategies implemented in multiple settings are typically the most effective in producing desired 

and lasting change due to the potential to reach large numbers of individuals in a variety of ways 

(Majid et al., 2018; ODPHP, 2019).  Interventions can be implemented in a variety of settings, 

such as schools, communities, workplaces, religious organizations, or health care organizations.  

Researchers have shown interventions can promote change by influencing the knowledge, 

beliefs, attitudes, and skills of individuals by increasing social support through the creation of 

supportive resources, policies, and environments (Majid et al., 2018; ODPHP, 2019).  Both 

collective learning and social learning play a role in interventions (Burini & De Lillo, 2019; De 

Blust, Devisch, & Schreurs, 2019). 

Collective Learning 

 Burini and De Lillo (2019) described collective learning as a concept giving insight into 

how a group of people work through the processes of a shared problem.  De Blust et al. (2019) 

explained collective learning is interactive and cumulative and a social process of learning.  

Supportive relationships contribute to collective learning, making a team learning approach 

conducive to successful collective learning (Burini & De Lillo, 2019; De Blust et al., 2019).   

Interventions and programs often involve the concept of collective learning, for the group 

dynamics present in group interventions and programs create the ability for individuals to  
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influence one another through shared interactions and experiences (De Blust et al., 2019; 

Ezhumalai, Muralidhar, Dhanasekarapandian, & Nikketha, 2018).  There are three factors of 

effective group interventions contributing to the influential nature of group dynamics, including 

cohesiveness, modeling, and group bond (Ezhumalai et al., 2018). 

 Cohesiveness.  The effectiveness of a group intervention is dependent upon the 

cohesiveness of the group.  With cohesiveness, members feel a sense of belonging and can easily 

identify with other members.  When cohesiveness is present in group interventions, the members 

are able to stay focused on the goal, help each other, and develop feelings of warmth for one 

another.  During childhood and adolescence, peer relationships with friends are at the core of 

children’s lives and are a vital component aiding in successful social development (Tunçgenç & 

Cohen, 2016).  Though close-knit relationships often develop in group settings, members need to 

be capable of functioning outside the group (Ezhumalai et al., 2018).  The development of 

cohesiveness with peers in group settings improves the confidence of children and adolescents, 

leading to successful social and emotional development (Ezhumalai et al., 2018; Tunçgenç & 

Cohen, 2016).   

 Modeling.  The facilitator of a group intervention is a role model for members.  Members 

often identify with the facilitator, making it important for the facilitator to set a good example.  

Members identify with the other members as well, creating a feeling of camaraderie and 

acceptance.  A crucial assumption of interventions is peers will act as role models and be 

important determinants of the behavior of the members of the group (van Woudenberg et al., 

2019).  Interactions within the group can alter the behavior of the members (Ezhumalai et al., 

2018).  van Woudenberg et al. (2019) found social interactions during interventions can  
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successfully influence members and promote physical activity.  Modeling positive behaviors can 

be a “viable and promising” method to influence change among members within a group (van 

Woudenberg et al., 2019, p. 7). 

 Group bond.  The feelings of cohesiveness within a group intervention are represented 

by group bond.  Ezhumalai et al. (2018) defined group bond as “sense of belonging” (p. 517).  

An intervention group's effectiveness can be measured by group bond.  Group bond is a powerful 

element of the group dynamic (Ezhumalai et al., 2018).  Tunçgenç and Cohen (2016) asserted 

group dynamics play a crucial role in children’s social interactions.  Involving peers in an 

intervention has been shown to be beneficial, as the peers can set examples for the rest of the 

group, which helps to ensure the intervention’s goal and message is spread among the members 

through social networks (van Woudenberg et al., 2019). 

Social Learning. 

 Collective learning is closely connected to the concept of social learning, for like 

collective learning, in social learning, individuals learn through imitation, modeling, and 

observation (Burini & De Lillo, 2019; Tarsono, 2018).  Originating from the development of 

psychology sciences, social learning occurs when an individual learns new concepts and 

behaviors from others (Burini & De Lillo, 2019).  Positive behaviors can be observed and 

encouraged when children are interacting in social learning experiences, leading to teaching and 

learning appropriate behaviors (Tarsono, 2018).  The goal of many programs for children focus 

on social and emotional development, making interventions and programs valuable opportunities 

to provide appropriate strategies to support children as the children grow, develop, and flourish, 

as the development of social skills is an important part of the learning process (Lemberger‐

Truelove, Carbonneau, Atencio, Zieher, & Palacios, 2018; Yilmaz & Yilmaz, 2019).  
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Researchers have indicated school-based interventions for children lead to improved social-

emotional skills, behavior, and academic achievement and further indicated interventions can 

prevent and reduce problem behavior in school (Conklin et al., 2017; Lemberger‐Truelove et al., 

2018). 

Being part of a team, such as a running club, enhances the social learning process due to 

the camaraderie, interaction, bonding, cohesiveness, and engagement team members have with 

one another (Ezhumalai et al., 2018; Zheng et al., 2017).  Social learning through participation 

and interaction with others contributes to increased communication and feelings of belonging 

(Yilmaz & Yilmaz, 2019; Zheng et al., 2017).  When individuals participate in interventions or 

group programs, members are exposed to social situations, observe how peers behave in a group 

setting, engage in cooperative learning, and increase social and communication skills and 

feelings of belonging, all which allow important social learning to occur (Bergeron et al., 2017; 

Yilmaz & Yilmaz, 2019).  Organized interactions contribute to the development of social 

networks and unique social dynamics, making social learning most effective when changes in 

behavior and understanding occur between the individuals involved in the dynamics (Burini & 

De Lillo, 2019). 

Physical Activity Programs and Interventions  

 Researchers have indicated physical activity programs and interventions aimed 

specifically at preventing and reducing behavior problems can be especially effective in reducing 

and preventing challenging behavior issues in the classroom (Lassiter & Campbell, 2019; Walsh, 

Meyer, Gamble, Patterson, & Moore, 2017; Zwaanswijk & Kösters, 2015).  Levels of physical 

activity behaviors stabilize with age, and inactivity is a more persistent behavior than activity 

(Lounassalo et al., 2019).  Lounassalo et al. (2019) contended interventions to increase physical 
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activity should be targeted at children early in life before poor habits become stable.  Researchers 

have supported the assertion interventions and programs involving physical activity are effective 

in helping children learn effective and appropriate ways to cope with behavior difficulties 

sometimes experienced in the classroom (Lassiter & Campbell, 2019; Weaver & Darragh, 2015; 

Zwaanswijk & Kösters, 2015).  DeCorby-Watson et al. (2018) contended interventions have the 

ability to maximize impact and change behavior, necessitating a need to develop and offer 

programs and interventions to mitigate the negative impact of challenging classroom behaviors 

of students.  Interventions designed to prevent and decrease problem behaviors for students with 

ADHD and anxiety are critical, as symptoms of ADHD and anxiety are often associated with 

challenging classroom behaviors affecting the students, teachers, and overall classroom 

environment (Severini et al., 2018). 

School-based Physical Activity Interventions and Programs   

Researchers have indicated interventions and programs have been shown to decrease 

behavior problems in school, but there is a lack of adequate interventions and programs available 

for children during school hours (Zwaanswijk & Kösters, 2015).  The school setting offers a 

promising role in the development of interventions and programs aimed at improving the lives of 

children (Corrieri et al., 2014).  Schools are staffed with trained personnel with the ability to 

offer support, help, guidance, facilitation, and management by providing school-based 

interventions (Corrieri et al., 2014).  School-based physical activity interventions and programs 

with initiatives to increase physical activity during the school day costing little and not infringing 

on instructional time can increase physical activity in children, help to meet daily physical 

activity recommendations, and have a positive effect on behavior (Lassiter & Campbell, 2019; 

Watson et al., 2019a).  De Blust et al. (2019) and Wu et al. (2017) revealed school programs 
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promoting physical activity contribute to improved overall well-being of children.  Researchers 

have indicated school-based interventions for children lead to improved social-emotional skills, 

behavior, and academic achievement, and further indicated interventions can prevent and reduce 

problem behaviors in school (Conklin et al., 2017; Lemberger‐Truelove et al., 2018).  Schools 

are well-suited to provide school-based interventions and programs due to the substantial time 

children spend in school and the availability of resources and personnel (Fredriksen et al., 2017; 

Lassiter & Campbell, 2019; Smedegaard et al., 2016; Zwaanswijk & Kösters, 2015).  Ensuring 

elementary students receive adequate opportunities for physical activity by providing programs 

and interventions has the potential to positively impact student behavior due to the immediate 

and long-term benefits of physical activity on children (Lassiter & Campbell, 2019; Zwaanswijk 

& Kösters, 2015).  After engaging in physical activity, the benefits are almost immediate, as 

researchers have indicated right after participating in physical activity, children have increased 

attention spans and concentration (Castelli et al., 2014).  Researchers have shown meeting the 

daily physical activity recommendations for children by providing physical activity opportunities 

during the school day may decrease disruptive behaviors, thereby improving the classroom 

environment (Calero Morales et al., 2016; Lassiter & Campbell, 2019; Tanaka et al., 2018; 

Wójcicki & McAuley, 2014).  

Chapter Summary 

Behavior problems in the classroom peak in elementary school at ages 6 through 11 years 

old, with one in five students in the United States exhibiting behavior issues affecting school 

performance (CDC, 2019b; Ratanavivan & Ricard, 2018).  Commonly reported classroom 

behavior issues include impulsivity, inattention, and hyperactivity related to ADHD, and 

opposition, tantrums, and inattentiveness related to anxiety, often leading to students’ 
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participation in counseling services (Conklin et al., 2017; Davis et al., 2018; McDaniel et al., 

2017; Ogundele, 2018; Watson et al., 2019a).  While participation in counseling services can 

help mitigate behavior problems in the classroom and address the negative impact on academic 

achievement, the learning of other students, and the classroom teacher, researchers have shown 

school counseling services are often limited (Chandler et al., 2018; Conklin et al., 2017; Su & 

Swank, 2018).  Researchers have indicated programs and interventions can reduce classroom 

behavior problems, particularly school-based physical activity programs and interventions, as 

physical activity has been shown to have positive effects on the behavior of children (Davis et 

al., 2018; Lassiter & Campbell, 2019; McDaniel et al., 2017; Severini et al., 2018; Watson et al., 

2019a).  Physical activity has been shown to improve health and social emotional behavior, 

increase the release of endorphins, dopamine, norepinephrine, and serotonin, improve focus and 

concentration, and reduce stress, anxiety, and depression (Calero Morales et al., 2016; 

Smedegaard et al., 2016; Wu et al., 2017).  Researchers have shown a continuous decrease in 

physical activity among children in the United States, starting at approximately the age of school 

entry (Lounassalo et al., 2019; WHO, 2019).   

Identified and synthesized in the literature review were studies relevant to the research, 

which informed, supported, and established the need for further research focused on a no-cost, 

school-based, physical activity program which decreased some challenging classroom behaviors 

and possibly the need for participation in school counseling services at a Central Florida 

elementary school.  The results of the research resulted in overwhelming evidence supporting the 

development of physical activity programs and interventions, the effectiveness of those programs 

and interventions in providing increased physical activity in children, and improvement in 

children’s classroom behavior.  The research designs involving interventions indicated further 
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study was necessary focusing specifically on a physical activity intervention offered during 

school hours and capitalizing on using the group to encourage increased physical activity leading 

to a reduction in classroom behavior issues.  The examination of the three topics, including 

behavior issues in the classroom, the positive effects of physical activity on children, and 

programs and interventions have been explored and supported the research and research 

questions.  The findings further indicated the effectiveness of physical activity interventions and 

programs on reducing behavior problems in children.   

There was a need to explore the influence a before-school physical activity program had 

on the behavior of children in the classroom from the point of view of classroom teachers 

(Liebowitz et al., 2019; Weiss & Hess, 2015; Wójcicki & McAuley, 2014).  Despite research 

documenting the benefits of physical activity for children, there is a gap in the literature 

concerning the relationship between physical activity during school and the behavior of children 

in the classroom from the perspective of classroom teachers (Lassiter & Campbell, 2019; 

Liebowitz et al., 2019; Weiss & Hess, 2015; Wójcicki & McAuley, 2014; Wu et al., 2017).  The 

gap in research literature was addressed by qualitatively assessing the issue from the perspective 

of classroom teachers, which contributed to the knowledge base to better understand how a 

school-based physical activity program may decrease behavior issues in the classroom and lead 

to a decline in the need for counseling services (Liebowitz et al., 2019; Weiss & Hess, 2015; 

Wójcicki & McAuley, 2014).  Further research extended the current knowledge about school-

based interventions and the effectiveness of interventions to increase physical activity in children 

and to understand the influence a before-school physical activity program had on the behavior of 

children in the classroom from the point of view of classroom teachers (Tercedor et al., 2017; 

Wójcicki & McAuley, 2014). 
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The findings of the literature review demonstrate a need for schools to provide adequate 

opportunities for physical activity to gain overall health benefits (Zwaanswijk & Kösters, 2015).  

The study needed to be conducted to inform future programming practices in K-12 schools with 

the combined goal of increasing physical activity among children and experiencing the overall 

health benefits which may lead directly to an influence on decreasing behavior problems in 

children in the classroom (Tercedor et al., 2017; Wójcicki & McAuley, 2014).  The study was 

necessary as children are negatively affected by behavior issues on a daily basis, and schools are 

in a unique position to provide school-based physical activity programs possibly leading to a 

direct influence on decreasing behavior problems in children in the classroom (Lounassalo et al., 

2019; Smedegaard et al., 2016; Stuart Parrigon & Kerns, 2016; Tercedor et al., 2017).   

The study fit well with the theoretical frameworks of Transformational Leadership 

Theory and Cultural-Historical Activity Theory for the interactions between others within 

common surroundings, such as within a physical activity program, affects the motivations and 

goals of an individual’s activity (Barbinta et al., 2017; Daniels, 2016).  Transformational 

Leadership Theory provided an approach to understanding the critical role a coach plays in a 

physical activity program (Turnnidge & Côté, 2018).  Activity Theory provided an approach to 

understanding interactions and the influence on individuals participating in a program in a group 

setting (Nandi & Nandi, 2017). 

 Methodology includes a detailed description of the research design and methodology.  A 

qualitative explanatory case study was conducted by collecting data from 15 classroom teachers 

who participated in semi-structured interviews.  The data were used to determine the influence a 

before-school physical activity program has on the behavior of children in the classroom.  The 

role of the researcher is described and explained.  Included are the research procedures, data 
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analysis, explanation of reliability and validity, and the ethical procedures of the research study.   
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

The purpose of the qualitative explanatory case study was to examine the perceptions of 

teachers of the influence a before-school physical activity program had on the behavior of 

children in the classroom.  The study was necessary to explore the influence physical activity had 

on behavior to determine if the program can decrease the number of children ages 5 through 11 

years old participating in counseling services at a Central Florida public elementary school.  As a 

result of the study, the impact of a before-school physical activity program on the behavior of 

children was examined.  Due to the study’s results, the school district will support the 

implementation of similar before-school physical activity programs at the district’s other 36 

elementary schools.  The research report was shared with the administrators of a Central Florida 

public elementary school where the research took place and with the administrators of the school 

district in which the public school is located.   

Asking research questions appropriate for specific research designs is crucial for 

researchers (Ambekar & Mongia, 2018).  According to Ambekar and Mongia (2018), when 

conducting research involving a program, the research questions should adequately provide 

understanding of the influence of the program.  The research questions which guided the study 

are the following: 

Research Question One:  What were the teachers’ perceptions of the influence a before-

school physical activity program has on students’ behavior in the classroom? 

Research Question Two:  What changes in student behavior did teachers notice as a 

result of participating in a before-school physical activity program? 

Methodology addresses the research design and rationale utilized in the case study.  The 

role of the researcher is described and explained in detail.  Included are the research procedures, 
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data analysis, explanation of reliability and validity, and the ethical procedures of the research 

study.   

Research Design and Rationale 

A qualitative research method and an explanatory case study research design was used to 

understand the influence physical activity had on behavior in children.  Qualitative studies are 

effective and appropriate for understanding the effects of a program on an outcome (Yates & 

Leggett, 2016).  Yates and Leggett (2016) indicated a qualitative research approach can provide 

a deeper understanding and more detailed descriptions than what quantitative data can provide.  

Creswell and Maietta (2002) clarified qualitative research methods are used when there is an 

interest in gathering knowledge rich in details concerning individuals and group behavior.  The 

case study approach to qualitative inquiries is focused on identifying patterns in a group and 

gaining detailed descriptions of a process or program (Creswell & Maietta, 2002).  Yin (1981) 

explained some of the best-known case studies are explanatory case studies because of the 

detailed explanations the research design yields.   

An explanatory case study approach was best suited to the research and to answer the 

research questions, because the explanations from the teachers were needed to understand the 

influence the program had on the behavior of children in the classroom.  Teachers spend intimate 

quality time with students and are able to notice changes in behavior (Gibson & Ross, 2016).  

Case study designs are used when a specific issue is occurring in a particular organization or 

population (Qummouh, Rose, & Hall, 2012).  The case study is specific to the Central Florida 

school experiencing a particular problem.  Yin (2018) clarified explanatory case studies are the 

preferred research design when asking questions about processes occurring over time, such as is 

the case with the research in which the program took place over 20 weeks.  Case studies can 



49 

infiltrate situations in ways which are not particularly receptive to quantitative analysis (Cohen, 

Manion, & Morrison, 2017).  Employing a quantitative approach, such as using a Likert Scale, 

cannot adequately answer the research questions.  A quantitative approach cannot provide the 

rich data and deep understanding required to understand the perceptions of the participants 

(Cohen et al., 2017). 

Researchers employing case studies tend to collect data in the natural setting with face-

to-face interaction (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  An explanatory case study fit the research 

context as the majority of teachers participated in face-to-face interviews on the school campus, 

allowing the teachers to explain individual perspectives in detail on site.  Considering how much 

time teachers spend with students, the shared perspectives, feelings, and insights led to an 

increased understanding of the influence a before-school physical activity program had on 

students’ behavior in the classroom.   

There are advantages and benefits of utilizing a case study research design.  Case study 

research designs can be undertaken by one researcher rather than a large research team, and the 

results can be easily understood by a varied audience.  The results are ground in reality, 

immediately discernible, and often capture unique insights which could be lost in large scale 

data, such as in surveys (Cohen et al., 2017).  Alpi and Evans (2019) pointed out case studies are 

not affected by unanticipated events and uncontrolled variables, and the in-depth results can 

provide insights and understanding about similar situations. 

Role of the Researcher 

 According to Bansal, Smith, and Vaara (2018), the primary role of the researcher in 

qualitative research is to gather the feelings and thoughts of the participants in a study and 

safeguard the participants and the collected data.  Creswell and Creswell (2018) contended the 
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qualitative researcher is typically involved with the participants of a study, making the study 

prone to ethical issues and personal biases.  Creswell and Creswell maintained the  

researcher’s role requires the ability to set aside personal values and biases and acknowledge 

ethical considerations, making reflexivity vital in qualitative research.  Conducting bracketing, 

the process of setting aside personal experiences, biases, preconceived notions, and previous 

knowledge, findings, and theories about a research topic is vital in qualitative research (Tufford 

& Newman, 2012).  Bracketing was conducted in the study by having dialogue with fellow 

doctoral researchers prior to research being conducted and keeping a bracketing journal 

throughout the research process.  Taking note of biases, experiences, and prior knowledge of the 

research topic and writing down items prior to research and during the research process when 

biases arise allows readers of the research report to be aware of researcher bias as the results and 

interpretations of the data are read (Tufford & Newman, 2012). 

 The role of the researcher in the study is defined as observer-participant and is focused on 

data collection and analysis.  Katz-Buonincontro and Anderson (2018) described the role of 

observer-participant as one in which the principal investigator is known and recognized by the 

participants, and the participants are aware of the research goals.  Katz-Buonincontro and 

Anderson explained there is some interaction with the participants in the role, but the interaction 

is limited.  In an observer-participant role, the aim is to play as neutral a role as possible 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Katz-Buonincontro & Anderson, 2018). 

 This researcher is employed as a physical education teacher and running club coach at the 

elementary school where the research took place.  Known to the participant teachers as a 

colleague, the physical education teacher has no authority over the participants, has limited 

interaction with the participants, and does not work directly with the participants.  The teacher 
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has no close, personal relationships with any prospective participants.  Conducting research in 

the work environment posed no conflicts of interest between the teacher and the participants, as 

the teacher did not take on dual roles and there was no use of incentives.  The informed consent 

form explained withdrawal from the study was permissible at any time during the study with no 

adverse consequences and when the teacher scheduled the interviews with each participant, the 

teacher reiterated to each participant withdrawal from the study at any time would not result in 

negative consequences. 

 The purpose of the research was to gather perspectives, views, feelings, experiences, and 

opinions from the participants through semi-structured interviews with unstructured and open-

ended questions and to not interject personal values and feelings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

Effort was made to accommodate the participants with flexible scheduling for the interview 

process.  Being understanding and sensitive to participants’ time and school duties was taken 

into account and interviews were arranged according to where each participant was most 

comfortable to remove barriers and protect the reliability of the data.  Participants were listened 

to attentively with limited interjections and comments to avoid bias and pre-conceived 

expectations by utilizing a bracketing journal throughout the research process (Tufford & 

Newman, 2012; Yin, 2018).   

Research Procedures 

 The research procedures for the study are outlined in the following section.  The included 

topics are population and sample selection, instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis.  

Each topic is presented in sequential order to allow for an organized guide of the chapter. 
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Population and Sample Selection 

The targeted research population consisted of thirty-seven K-5 teachers working at a Central 

Florida elementary school.  Purposive sampling was used to recruit 15 interview participants as 

purposive sampling is used in qualitative research to purposefully recruit participants who will 

best answer the study’s research questions (Cohen et al., 2017; van Rijnsoever, 2017; Wan, 

2019).  Thirty-seven teachers who had at least three students in the before-school physical 

activity program and were employed for the duration of the program were invited to participate 

in the research study.  Two hundred forty students participated in the 20 week, before-school 

physical activity program two mornings per week for 30 minutes in the form of a running club 

integrated with stretching and cool-down exercises in which students earn incentives for mileage 

milestones.  The goals of the program were for students to learn the positive effects of exercise, 

being on a team, and reaching personal activity goals.  The students received incentive charms 

for completion of every two miles, a certificate after completion of 10 miles, a medal after 

completion of 25 miles, and a trophy after completion of 40 miles.  Mileage was tracked for each 

student using Stride Track (2020), a running management software program.  Any student in 

kindergarten through fifth grade was invited to join the free running club.  The running program 

is different from other programs, because the program is offered two mornings per week for each 

grade level, K-5, for 20 weeks, which is a lengthy program compared to other running programs 

in the school district which typically practice two days per week for 12 weeks (C. Gonzales, K. 

Segrest, personal communication, Sept. 4, 2019).  After participation in the running club, the 

students went directly to the classrooms where the students spend the day with teachers, giving 

the teachers the opportunity to take notice of behavior over the course of a full school day.  

Gibson and Ross (2016) found teachers have expert ability to notice student behaviors.   
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When Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was granted, identified teachers 

received an Invitation to Participate (see Appendix A), an Informed Consent Form (see 

Appendix B), and the interview questions (see Appendix C) in the teachers’ individual school 

mailboxes.  The participating teachers were required to complete an informed consent form to 

participate in the research study, noting the interviews would be transcribed by a third-party 

transcriptionist.  A request to conduct research and interview the participants was sent to the 

district administrator who approves research studies in the school district (see Appendix D).  The 

administrator’s approval (see Appendix E) was included in the IRB proposal.  Once final IRB 

approval was granted, the school district administrator received a copy of the approval.   

Creswell and Creswell (2018) and Yin (2018) explained case studies are designed to 

provide an in-depth analysis of a case.  The study bound cases by time and activity and occurred 

over a sustained period of time.  The students participated in a before-school physical activity 

program two days per week for 20 weeks.  The participants were required to be employed at the 

school for the duration of the 20-week program and have at least three students who participated 

in the program. 

Instrumentation  

Semi-structured, face-to-face interviews containing eight open-ended questions (see 

Appendix C) were conducted at the culmination of the running program with 15 teachers who 

teach grades 1-5.  Creswell and Creswell (2018) specified qualitative researchers collect data 

through interviewing, observing behavior, or examining documents and tend to not use 

instruments developed by other researchers.  To elicit views, opinions, and perspectives from the 

participants specific to the proposed research, open-ended interview questions were researcher-

produced.   
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The interview questions were examined by experts in the field of education for validity 

and reliability.  A request to examine the research questions was sent to five subject matter 

experts in the field of education (see Appendix F).  Changes were made to the interview 

questions based upon feedback from the subject matter experts.  The interview questions went 

through several iterations and were ultimately refined after five subject matter experts were 

consulted multiple times to ensure the interview questions would sufficiently answer the study’s 

research questions (Zimmerman, Maker, & Alfaiz, 2020).  The number of questions was 

increased, and the questions were revised to be more specific.   

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the participants and clarifying or 

probing questions were asked in some cases based upon participants’ answers.  Interviews are 

one of the most widely used qualitative methods, as interviews allow individuals to voice 

personal feelings, opinions, beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes (Coenen, Stamm, Stucki, & Cieza, 

2012).  Semi-structured interviews are the most effective in terms of collecting rich data, as the 

principal investigator asks specifically designed questions to satisfy research objectives, while 

providing the interviewees ample opportunity to offer personal thoughts extended beyond the 

scope of the prepared questions (Coenen et al., 2012).   

The semi-structured interviews with participants took place in a private office, on the 

school campus in a private location, or in participants’ individual homes.  The interviews were 

recorded using the Rev (n.d.) voice recorder app to ensure quality and reliability.  The voice 

recorder app and saved recordings required access through a password protected cellular phone. 

Yeong, Rosnah, Noor Hassim, and Mohd (2018) suggested besides having extensive 

understanding of the research topic, use of the four-step Interview Protocol Refinement (IPR) 

Framework is an effective tool for improving the reliability and validity of interview questions.  
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The interview questions were examined to ensure alignment with the research questions (step 1).  

There were a variety of interview questions written to prompt the interviewee to engage in 

ordinary conversation (step 2).  Feedback was solicited multiple times from five subject matter 

experts (step 3).  The questions were tested on two teachers at a different school from where the 

research took place to gather feedback (step 4). 

Data Collection 

Data for the study were derived from semi-structured, one-on-one interviews comprised 

of eight open-ended interview questions (see Appendix C) with 15 teachers who all are 

employed at the school where the research took place.  Data were derived from reflective field 

notes.  Reflective field notes were taken during the interviews, noting body language, times of 

heightened emotion, and repeated thoughts through the use of an interview sheet (see Appendix 

G).  The interviews took place after work hours and took on average 15.5 minutes to complete.  

After the recordings of interviews, the audio recording was immediately uploaded for 

transcription by Rev (n.d.) with one tap transcription available on the app, with the transcription 

being available for review within 12 hours.  The voice recorder app and the saved recordings and 

transcriptions required access through a password protected cellular phone and laptop.   

Cohen et al. (2017) claimed interviews are a flexible tool for data collection and differ 

from ordinary conversation because interviews serve a specific purpose.  The use of open-ended 

interview questions allowed for flexibility and to probe to elicit more in-depth responses.  Open-

ended questions are appropriate for small scale research to provide data about a specific 

program, such as in the explanatory case study.  The responsibility of the interviewer is to 

provide an appropriate atmosphere and develop rapport with each interviewee in order for the 

interviewees to feel comfortable to freely share honest thoughts and feelings (Cohen et al., 
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2017).  Cohen et al. indicated the importance of maintaining a polite, friendly, non-threatening 

atmosphere and for the interviewer to maintain interest and attentiveness. 

The responses to the interview questions are confidential.  The identity of the participants 

are only known to the interviewer and at no time will the participants’ actual identity be revealed 

to others.  All participants were identified by a numerical code.  All interview responses, 

including audio recordings and transcriptions, will be retained and will be destroyed three years 

after completion of the project (Deakin University, 2020).  The data obtained from the interviews 

will be used exclusively for the dissertation, future presentations based on the study, and other 

related research purposes.  At no time will publications or presentations contain information to 

identify the participants by name.  Participants were able to withdraw from the study at any time 

via email or telephone and no questions were asked.  Understanding what will happen during the 

interviews is imperative for interviewees (Cohen et al., 2017). 

Once the audio recordings were transcribed, each participant was provided a copy of the 

transcription from the individual interview in a sealed envelope or via email within 48 hours of 

each interview.  Each participant was given 48 hours to review the transcript from the private, 

individual interview for member checking.  Naidu and Prose (2018) noted member checking is 

used to verify accuracy of data after the data have been collected.  Participants were contacted 

via email 48 hours after receiving the transcription inquiring as to the accuracy of the data and to 

provide clarifications in some instances. 

Data Preparation 

 Creswell and Creswell (2018) pointed out the necessity of preparing collected data for  

analysis.  The audio-recorded interviews were transcribed using Rev (n.d.), a third-party 

transcription service.  The data were available within 12 hours after submission of the audio-
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recordings.  The transcripts were printed and placed in a binder with a color-coded tab separating 

each interview transcript and the binder was stored in a locked safe.  Data were prepared by 

using a notebook to record and keep track of relevant or repeated key words and phrases.  

Data Analysis 

According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), specific steps are required to analyze 

qualitative data.  Creswell and Creswell pointed out understanding qualitative data analysis 

exists on two levels is helpful.  On the first level, the procedure is more general and aims to 

make sense of the data; on the second, more advanced level, analysis needs to be geared towards 

a specific qualitative design.  In a case study, Castleberry and Nolen (2018) and Creswell and 

Creswell suggested analysis of data for themes. 

Data from the interviews were analyzed, coded, and grouped into themes using inductive 

thematic analysis to understand the teachers’ perceptions, opinions, experiences, thoughts, and 

feelings about the influence a before-school physical activity program had on the behavior of 

children in the classroom.  Alfsen et al. (2015) explained inductive thematic analysis is used in 

qualitative data analysis to identify, analyze, and describe patterns in data.  Inductive thematic 

analysis was used by examining the printed interview transcripts.  The transcripts were read 

through three times and general notes were written in the margins indicating any appearance of 

themes.  Each transcript was then examined line by line and coded by writing any relevant, 

repeated, key words and phrases in the margins.  The focus was on identifying specific words 

and phrases relating to behavior.  Lauer, Brumberger, and Beveridge (2018) found relying on 

hand coding provided the most productive and accurate analysis of data.  Coding in qualitative 

research is a process enabling collected data to be organized and sorted into themes to determine 

meaning.  Coding and the development of themes is a key process in qualitative research, 
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allowing data analysis and each step in the process to serve the true purpose of a study 

(Castleberry & Nolen, 2018; Clark & Veale, 2018; Williams & Moser, 2019).   

A notebook, color-coded tabs, and highlighters were used to keep track of and organize 

the data.  Repeated words were highlighted in different colors, which revealed patterns and 

helped to group the data into codes.  After going through the transcripts line by line, the 

highlighted data were grouped into codes.  Due to the overlapping of some codes, grouping of 

codes of a similar nature were combined together.  The resulting groups of codes were put into 

four groups and each group was given a theme along with five supporting codes for each theme.  

The data analysis results from manual coding were subjected to a peer review by an American 

College of Education (ACE) doctoral graduate.  Member checking in the form of follow-up 

emails with participants took place to provide interviewees an opportunity to review and 

comment on the findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Naidu & Prose, 2018). 

Reliability and Validity 

 When a researcher inspects for accuracy of a study’s findings by utilizing certain 

procedures, Creswell and Creswell (2018) calls it qualitative validity.  The use of triangulation in 

qualitative research enhances validity by utilizing multiple methods of data collection (Korstjens 

& Moser, 2018).  Triangulation was used in the study by conducting interviews, taking reflective 

field notes, and through member checking.  When the approach of a researcher is consistent and 

will produce the same results if the study is repeated, Creswell and Creswell calls this qualitative 

reliability.  Reliability and validity was established in the qualitative research through credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability.  Internal validity was reinforced by using 

strategies to establish credibility, such as member checking, peer review, and reflexivity.  

External validity was reinforced by using variation in participant selection to establish 
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transferability.  Reliability was reinforced by using member checking to establish dependability.  

Objectivity was reinforced by using reflexivity to establish confirmability (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018).   

 Establishing credibility through member checking, peer review, and reflexivity reinforced 

internal validity in the qualitative research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Naidu & Prose, 2018; 

Rettke, Pretto, Spichiger, Frei, & Spirig, 2018).  Participants conducted member checking for 

content by examining the professional transcriptions and themes by participating in follow-up 

interviews, which provided an opportunity to review and comment on the findings (Birt, Scott, 

Cavers, Campbell, & Walter, 2016; Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Naidu & Prose, 2018).  A peer 

reviewer reviewed the study, asked questions, and provided a unique interpretation.  The practice 

of reflexivity was used to create an honest account of the study, make clear any bias which may 

have been brought to the study, and reveal how the interpretation of the results was shaped by 

personal and professional background (Creswell& Creswell, 2018; Rettke et al., 2018).  The 

three strategies were utilized to improve credibility. 

Establishing transferability through variation in participant selection reinforced external 

validity (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Wan, 2019).  Variation in participant selection was 

achieved by recruiting teachers who teach a range of students, from kindergarten through fifth 

grade and through the use of purposive sampling, which contributed to the collection of rich data 

(van Rijnsoever, 2017; Wan, 2019).  Utilizing these strategies helped to improve transferability. 

 Establishing dependability through member checking reinforced reliability and validity 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Naidu & Prose, 2018).  Member checking allowed the participants 

to review the transcripts for accuracy and to review and make comments on the findings of the 

study, which improved dependability and validity (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Naidu & Prose, 
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2018).  Objectivity was reinforced by using reflexivity to establish confirmability (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018).  The practice of self-reflection through the use of reflexivity was used to create 

an objective and honest account of the study, make clear any bias which may have been brought 

to the study, and revealed how the interpretation of the results were shaped by personal and 

professional background, resulting in confirmability (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Rettke et al., 

2018). 

   The concepts of reliability and validity are used to evaluate the quality of research. 

Reliability and validity indicate how well something is measured by utilizing a particular 

method, technique, or test (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  Reliability involves the consistency of a 

measure, while validity involves the accuracy of a measure (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

Several methods were utilized to ensure the reliability and validity of the explanatory case study. 

Ethical Procedures 

 Creswell and Creswell (2018) acknowledged ethical issues and considerations need to be 

addressed extensively throughout the research process.  Researchers have a responsibility to 

address ethical considerations related to different phases of research (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018).  The National Institutes of Health (NIH) (2016) asserted the primary investigator’s 

responsibility is to protect research participants, maintain respect for participants, shield 

participants from misconduct, and preserve the integrity of the research.  The three ethical 

principles first identified by the Belmont Report and outlined by the Office for Human Research 

Protections (2016) are respect for persons, beneficence, and justice.   

 The principle of respect for persons was adhered to in the study.  The teachers were the 

participants in the proposed research study, and the identity of the participants was protected by 

assigning each participant a numerical code.  During the interviews and in all portions of the 
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written results and conclusions, the participants were referred to only as participant or teacher.  

Participation in the research study was voluntary and withdrawal at any time during the study 

was permitted via email or telephone.  When scheduling interviews with each participant, each 

participant was reassured withdrawal from the study at any time would not result in negative 

consequences (NIH, 2016).  After IRB approval, prospective participants received an Invitation 

to Participate (see Appendix A), a required Informed Consent Form (see Appendix B), and the 

interview questions for preview (see Appendix C) in the participants’ individual school 

mailboxes. 

 The principle of beneficence was adhered to in the proposed study.  Participants were 

treated in an ethical manner, with respect, and protected from harm.  The participants’ interview 

responses have remained anonymous, and all data have been kept confidential by storing the data 

on password protected devices or in a locked safe (NIH, 2016).  The saved data will be destroyed 

3 years after the completion of the project (Deakin University, 2020). 

 The principle of justice was adhered to in the study.  All participants were treated 

equally.  No incentives were given to any participant.  All participants were subjected to the 

same level of privacy at the workplace.  No conflicts of interest occurred as only minimal contact 

occurred between the participants and researcher, and neither has authority over the other.  The 

relationship between the running club coach and the participants is of colleagues only and neither 

works directly with the other.  The running club coach has no personal relationships with any of 

the participants. 

 An attempt was made to mitigate any uncomfortable feelings the participants may have 

had by beginning each interview reassuring each participant of the confidentiality and anonymity 

of the interview.  Each participant was reassured no answers, opinions, feelings, or perspectives 
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shared by the participant would negatively affect the professional working relationship between 

colleagues.  Each participant was reassured of the intent to gather completely honest and truthful 

answers and perspectives.  The participants were reassured whatever was said would have no 

adverse consequences. 

Chapter Summary 

 Provided in Methodology is an outline of the research design and rationale of the study.  

The rationale for conducting a qualitative explanatory case study and how the study is expected 

to answer the research questions was explained.  The role of the researcher was explained in 

detail, which was to gather the feelings, experiences, opinions, perspectives, and thoughts of the 

participants through semi-structured interviews with the intent to understand the influence of 

physical activity on the behavior of children.  The research procedures for the study were 

described by including details about the participants, which are classroom teachers of grades 1-5, 

the use of purposive sample selection, instrumentation, data collection, and data preparation.  

The procedures for data analysis, which involve inductive thematic analysis, are discussed.  The 

establishment of reliability and validity within the study was presented and explained at length.  

The ethical procedures utilized within the study are described in depth and outline how the 

ethical principles of respect for persons, beneficence, and justice were maintained.   

 Highlights included in Research Findings and Data Analysis Results are the detailed data 

collection results from 15 semi-structured interviews with participants.  The participants are 

classroom teachers from a Central Florida elementary school.  The research findings are 

explained and the chapter includes an analysis of the data. 
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Chapter 4: Research Findings and Data Analysis Results 

Presented in Research Findings and Data Analysis Results are the findings of an 

explanatory case study of 15 classroom teachers who teach grades 1-5 at a public elementary 

school in Central Florida.  The teachers shared perspectives as to the influence a before-school 

physical activity program had on the behavior of children in a classroom setting.  A variety of 

challenging classroom behaviors such as inattention, hyperactivity, impulsivity, fidgeting, poor 

concentration, anxiousness, and distraction can lead to students’ participation in counseling 

services (Conklin et al., 2017; Davis et al., 2018; McDaniel et al., 2017; Watson et al., 2019a).  

Disruptive, challenging student behaviors can negatively impact academic achievement, the 

learning process of other students, and the ability of the classroom teacher to teach effectively 

(Conklin et al., 2017).  The benefits of physical activity and the positive effects on student 

behavior are well-known, putting classroom teachers in a unique position to share perspectives 

and opinions on the influence a before-school physical activity program had on the behavior of 

students in the classroom (Davis et al., 2018; McDaniel et al., 2017; Severini et al., 2018).   

The problem was the number of children ages 5 through 11 years old participating in 

counseling services for a variety of behavior issues at a Central Florida public elementary school 

has increased by 46% from the 2016-2017 school year to the 2018-2019 school year (E. 

Cameron, personal communication, April 23, 2019).  The purpose of the qualitative explanatory 

case study was to examine the perceptions of teachers of the influence a before-school physical 

activity program had on the behavior of children in the classroom.  Gaining a better 

understanding of the influence a before-school physical activity program had on student behavior 

in the classroom from the teachers’ point of view may prompt school leaders to provide before-

school physical activity programs for all students.  To gain a better understanding of the 
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influence physical activity had on the behavior of children, data from 15 classroom teachers were 

collected through semi-structured interviews and observations through reflective field notes.  The 

research questions which guided the study were as follows: 

Research Question One:  What were the teachers’ perceptions of the influence a before- 

school physical activity program has on students’ behavior in the classroom? 

Research Question Two:  What changes in student behavior did teachers notice as a 

result of participating in a before-school physical activity program?   

Analyzing the Dissertation Research is organized into five sections.  The first section 

includes information regarding the fifteen participants and how the data were collected.  An 

explanation of the data analysis process comprises the second section.  The third section presents 

the research findings, including a summary of the four themes which emerged from the data.  

Addressed in the fourth section is reliability and validity in the research study.  A summary is 

presented in the final section. 

Data Collection 

 Data were collected as outlined in Methodology.  Thirty-seven K-5 classroom teachers 

received an Invitation to Participate (see Appendix A), an Informed Consent Form (see 

Appendix B), and the interview questions (see Appendix C).  All three documents were enclosed 

in a sealed envelope and placed in the teachers’ individual school mailboxes.  Of the 37 teachers, 

15 agreed to participate, representing 40.5% of the total population.  Data collection occurred 

over a two- and half-week period, with interviews conducted from March 9, 2020 through March 

26, 2020.  All informed consent forms were signed, photocopied, and returned to each participant 

in a sealed envelope prior to the occurrence of the interviews.  
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Participant Demographics 

 Participants were grade 1-5 classroom teachers employed at an elementary school in 

Central Florida.  To be eligible for the study, each participant was required to have at least three 

students who participated in the before-school physical activity program and to have been 

employed for the duration of the 20 week before-school physical activity program.  The before- 

school physical activity program was in the form of a 20-week running club, and the students 

reported directly to individual classrooms at the end of the program each morning.  The students 

in each grade level attended the running club two mornings per week for 20 weeks.  The average 

number of students per class who participated in the running club was 10.2 students.  The 

number of students in each participants’ class ranged from six to 22 students (see Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5. Number of running club students in each class.  This figure illustrates the number of 
students each participant had in class who participated in the 20-week, before-school running 
club. 
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Data Collection Process 

 Fifteen interviews were scheduled at the participants’ convenience to ensure ample time 

to share thoughts, experiences, feelings, opinions, and perspectives.  Participants were able to 

choose a comfortable interview location, such as home, private office, or classroom.  Six of the 

interviews were conducted in a private office.  Four of the interviews were conducted at the 

homes of the participants.  Five of the interviews were conducted on the campus of the 

elementary school in a private area.  Semi-structured interviews were guided by eight questions 

(see Appendix C) and allowed for probing and follow-up questions to expand upon participants’ 

responses: 

When the interviews were conducted, participants were thanked for participation and 

reminded of the voluntary nature of the study.  Participants were reminded of the intent to gather 

honest and truthful answers and were reassured answers would have no adverse consequences or 

affect the relationship between researcher and participant.  The study’s confidentiality 

procedures were reiterated, along with the assurance of anonymity.  Prior to requesting 

permission to begin recording, the participants were given the opportunity to ask questions.  

Interviews were recorded on a password protected cellular phone using Rev (n.d.), a recording 

application with one tap transcription.  A password protected laptop was used as a back-up 

recording device.   

Unexpected events.  Several unexpected events occurred during data collection.  The 

first six interviews were conducted as planned in a private office during the week of March 9, 

2020.  Spring Break was scheduled to occur from March 13-22, 2020.  There were no plans to 

conduct interviews during Spring Break and interviews were expected to resume in the private 

office on March 23, 2020.  On March 13, 2020, the school staff was notified by the school 
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principal of school closures due to the novel coronavirus pandemic associated with Covid-19.  

The remaining nine participants were immediately contacted and four interviews were scheduled 

at participants’ homes during the week of March 16-20, 2020, which was during the school 

district’s scheduled Spring Break.  The principal allowed each grade level to collect items from 

the school campus on Monday, March 23, 2020 and Tuesday, March 24, 2020 on a rotating 

basis.  In anticipation of possible shelter in place, lockdown, and travel restrictions imposed by 

the Governor of Florida, and with those considerations in mind, permission was requested and 

granted by the school principal to conduct the last five interviews on the school campus in a 

private area while maintaining a six-foot distance.  Five interviews were scheduled over two 

days, March 23 and March 24, 2020, with ample time between each interview so as to maintain 

anonymity and confidentiality.   

Each participant engaged in one semi-structured interview ranging from 10 minutes to 28 

minutes.  Reflective field notes were utilized, noting non-verbal cues, such as heightened 

emotion, body language, and repeated thoughts and phrases.  Reflective field notes were taken 

through the use of an interview sheet (see Appendix D) to add context to the transcribed 

interviews and to aid in analysis.  Six participants received a copy of the transcript for review in 

a sealed envelope in individual school mailboxes.  Nine participants were sent follow-up emails 

with an attached copy of the transcripts for review.  All 15 participants verified the accuracy of 

the transcripts and provided clarifications in some instances. 

Data were stored on a password protected computer and on a password protected cellular 

phone.  Hard copies of transcripts were stored in a locked safe.  Audio recordings were deleted 

after one month.  Three years after completion of the dissertation, any remaining data will be 

destroyed (Deakin University, 2020). 
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Data Analysis 

The purpose of inductive thematic analysis was to identify, analyze, describe, and reveal 

patterns and themes in data collected from the perspectives, thoughts, and experiences of 

research participants (Alfsen et al., 2015).  To organize and keep track of the data, a notebook, 

color-coded tabs, and highlighters were used.  Detailed analysis of the data allowed for a 

reflection of thoughts, feelings, experiences, and perspectives of participants of the influence 

physical activity had on the behavior of children in a classroom setting (Castleberry & Nolen, 

2018; Clark & Veale, 2018; Williams, & Moser, 2019).   

Initial analysis commenced by taking reflective field notes during each interview.  After 

each interview occurred, audio recordings were listened to in entirety, and reflective field notes 

were reviewed.  The process allowed more familiarity with the data.  The phrases, key words, 

and topics repeatedly mentioned by the participants were noted using color-coded tabs and 

highlighters.  The development of codes derived from the words and phrases used by the 

participants.  To ensure accuracy, careful review of the completed transcripts occurred by 

listening to the audio recordings while reviewing the transcripts.  Notes were taken during the 

process, pinpointing repeatedly mentioned or emphasized concepts made by the participants.  

The process was repeated a second time to further identify significant phrases, words, and 

comments made by the participants.   

Development of Codes  

Transcripts were read through several times, ensuring familiarity with the data to initiate 

a more detailed analysis.  Transcripts were subjected to line by line analysis with the assignment 

of appropriate codes.  Heightened emotion and occurrences of specific details were noted.  Codes 

were developed based on notes, highlighted words and phrases, and placement of color-coded 
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tabs, with Saldana’s (2016) coding system guiding the process.  Saldana suggested capturing the 

overall essence of codes resulting from and reflected in participants’ descriptions.  Connections 

between the transcripts were noted, focusing on recurring themes, thoughts, and reflections.  

Analyzing the transcripts involved inductive analysis.  The goal was to capture overarching 

implications of each participant’s individual experience and the experiences of the group overall, 

leading to generalized conclusions (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  In some instances, codes were 

combined due to overlapping and grouped together according to the similar nature of concepts 

and phrases. 

Development of Themes 

 Four themes were developed from twenty codes derived from and reflected in 

participants’ answers and descriptions.  The multiple supporting quotes were identified relating 

to each theme as suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006).  The resulting four themes, each with 

five supporting codes, were presented to each participant via email for review.  The fifteen 

participants agreed with the final themes and supporting codes. 

Results 

 The data were analyzed using inductive thematic analysis techniques to identify themes 

and patterns.  The transcripts were explored to identify important aspects related to the research 

questions.  The data were analyzed for patterns and themes to answer the research questions and 

understand the participants’ thoughts, feelings, perspectives, and experiences as to the influence 

of physical activity on the behavior of children in the classroom.  Analysis of the data indicated 

the participants shared many similar thoughts, feelings, perspectives, and experiences.  Thirty- 

three codes were identified after reviewing the transcripts and reflective field notes and through 

line by line coding.  Overlapping of codes occurred in some instances, leading to the combining 
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of similar codes and resulting in a total of 20 codes.  The 20 codes were grouped into four 

different groups by grouping codes together which related to the same topic.  Each group was 

then assigned a theme.  The 20 codes were grouped into the following four overall themes: (a) 

positive influence on behavior, (b) great way to start the day, (c) setting and reaching goals, and 

(d) built positive relationships (see Figure 6).  The four themes and five coordinating supporting 

codes for each theme will be presented in detail in the following section.  Specific supporting 

quotes, key words, and phrases from participants for each theme will be presented.   

Figure 6. Themes and codes.  This figure illustrates the study’s four themes and supporting 
codes. 
 

Theme 1. Positive Influence on Behavior 

 All participants had knowledge of the school’s morning running club and understood the 

basics of the program.  The positive nature of the running program was a common sentiment 

shared by all participants.  For example, one participant said, “It’s been a great asset to our 

school” (Teacher 3).  Another stated, “The running club is a good thing” (Teacher 1).  One 

teacher shared, “The running club offers our students a great opportunity” (Teacher 5).  Multiple 
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participants pointed out the running club is a great program and loved by the students.  One 

teacher expressed, “My opinion of the club is just how amazing it is for the kids to have the 

opportunity to run and exercise.  I think it really impacts them in a beneficial way in the 

classroom and they love it” (Teacher 7).  Another echoed the sentiment, saying, “They love the 

running club.  I think it’s positive” (Teacher 2).  All participants noticed, to varying degrees, the 

positive influence physical activity had on the students’ behavior.  Participants expressed the 

running club had a positive influence on behavior relating to several areas, such as impulsivity, 

attention span, focus, calmness, and being ready to learn (see Figure 7). 

 

 
Figure 7. Theme 1.  This figure illustrates the study’s first theme and supporting codes. 

 

 Throughout participant interviews, repeated words, phrases, and topics which occurred 

with the most frequency were grouped together.  Four distinct groups emerged from the data and 

each group was assigned a theme with five supporting codes for each theme.  The number of 

participants referring to each supporting code for each theme was recorded (see Table 1). 
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Table 1 
 
Frequency of Supporting Codes for Theme 1: Positive Influence on Behavior 
 

Supporting Codes Number of participants referring to supporting 
codes for theme 1 (15 possible) 

Less Impulsive                                                                                        13  
Better Attention Span          12    
More Focused                                                                                                                                                                                   12    
More Calm                                                                                   12    
Ready to Learn          12    

  

 Less Impulsive.  Some students have high energy and act on the energy with impulsive 

behaviors, leading to disruptions in the classroom.  Thirteen participants recalled students whose 

impulsivity improved as a result of participating in the running club.  For example, one 

participant shared, “Some of the students on my list are very hyperactive and impulsive, and it’s 

a great way for them to productively use that energy” (Teacher 8).  One teacher discussed two 

students who are “kind of hyper and impulsive” and mentioned how the running club “calms 

them down” (Teacher 10).  In reference to the two students, the teacher explained, “They get 

their energy out before coming to school.  It has seemed to help those students” (Teacher 10).  

When discussing students appearing less impulsive after running club practice in the mornings, 

the participants observed a refocusing of energy.  For example, one teacher explained,  

You really see a difference in the impulsiveness of the kids.  They’ve already worked out 

that morning.  They come to class with energy, but it doesn’t seem like the type of energy 

where they need to run around the classroom (Teacher 2). 

Participants described the students as being less impulsive and exhibiting more control over 

energy.  For instance, one teacher described the energy as “a good type of energy” and explained 

how the more focused energy allowed the students to channel the energy in a positive way by 
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being more attentive and ready to begin the day (Teacher 1). 

 Better attention span.  Classrooms are busy environments with many distractions, 

making attentiveness a crucial skill for students to maintain.  Twelve participants noticed the 

effect of the running club on the attention spans of students.  Participants described the attention 

span of students as having increased on the days students attended running club.  For example, 

one participant noted students “tend to be a little bit more attentive in the morning on running 

club days” (Teacher 11).  Another participant acknowledged the need for less redirection 

involving the running club students, saying, “I have a few students who need a lot of redirection 

throughout the day, and on running club days, they didn’t need as much redirection” (Teacher 

14).  After running club practice, participants noted students’ increased attentiveness during 

academic learning time and not being as easily distracted. 

 More focused.  The ability to maintain focus while completing multiple tasks is a 

necessary classroom skill.  Throughout the interviews, participants repeatedly referred to 

students as being more focused.  Twelve participants noted how the students’ ability to focus 

immediately after running club had improved.  A common sentiment shared by participants was 

how the students were ready to enter the classroom, begin the morning routine, and focus 

promptly on necessary tasks.  A common thread shared by several participants involved the 

observation in particular of behavior changes in boys.  One teacher commented on the effect of 

the running club on the behavior of three boys in class who have a tendency to “be a little 

squirrely” and are more interested in socializing (Teacher 4).  The teacher explained the three 

boys often get up out of their seats, adding, “but on days they have running club, they come in 

and they’re like, “Okay, I’ve got to copy my homework down.”  They just seem more focused” 

(Teacher 10).  Another teacher echoed the sentiment, pointing out the noticeable change in 
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behavior of boys in class: 

There are a few boys on this list who are involved in running club who can be kind of a 

handful.  They are the ones who are very spontaneous, and they have way too much 

energy.  Those kids, on the days there is running club, are definitely more calm and 

focused and tend not to get in trouble on those days (Teacher 14). 

While one participant mentioned the students involved in running club seem more focused on 

running club days as a whole, she made special note of the positive effect on the “active boys” in 

class in reference to focusing (Teacher 13).  Another teacher recognized notable differences in a 

male student’s behavior on days of running club practice compared to days the student did not 

attend practice.  The teacher explained, 

It’s good for him, because he comes in more focused.  On days he didn’t have practice, I 

could tell.  Right away.  Absolutely.  Because the days he didn’t have practice, he’d come 

in, walk around…the days he had it, he’d go right to get his stuff and sit down (Teacher 

6). 

The majority of participants suggested as a result of improvement in focusing, the students were 

better able to concentrate.  One teacher explained, “The adrenaline that’s released from running 

and to get that energy out…after you exercise, I think you become more focused” (Teacher 2). 

 More calm.  Beginning the school day in a calm environment often sets the tone for the 

remainder of the day.  Starting the day off calmly was considered a positive change by the 

participants.  A common thread expressed by 12 participants related to how much more calm the 

students appeared after attending running club.  For example, one participant stated, “I think 

running club helps to calm the students down.  I always recommend it as a way to get energy out 

before coming to school.  It has seemed to help those students” (Teacher 14).  The other 11 
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participants shared the same sentiment, acknowledging the benefit of releasing energy prior to 

entering the classroom.  Some of the participants described the students as exhibiting a positive, 

calm energy.  In reference to starting the day off in a calm manner as a result of attending 

running club practice, one participant explained how students are motivated to maintain good 

behavior for the rest of the day.  The participant shared: 

I think it positively influences their behavior.  It’s a club they want to be a part of, and to 

be a part of that club, they need to have good behavior.  So it motivates them to do the 

right thing in the classroom, because they definitely don’t want me reaching out to you 

(the coach) to tell you they got a behavior alert. They don’t want that type of 

communication going to you (Teacher 2).   

 Ready to learn.  The morning routine in a classroom is busy with much to be 

accomplished prior to beginning instruction.  Twelve participants noted a positive influence on 

behavior after attending running club in regard to being ready to learn.  For example, one 

classroom teacher recalled, “They burn a lot of that energy and that makes them less restless 

throughout the school day.  They just start off ready to go” (Teacher 9).  Another teacher noticed 

the difference between students who attended the running club and students who did not.  The 

teacher recalled: 

Well, when they enter in the morning…on the days they have running club, they come in 

more awake, ready to learn.  I think because they’ve been out there, and they’ve gotten 

their bodies flowing and energy going.  So, behavior wise, they’re ready to go, whereas 

some kids (who didn’t attend the running club) are still sleepy (Teacher 12). 

Two participants specifically discussed how attending the half hour of running club practice 

prior to starting the school day allowed students to expend energy and socialize.  The students 
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were more prepared to make a smooth transition to begin instruction.  For instance, a teacher 

stated, “On the days they have running club, I think they come in and they’re more ready to go, 

definitely when they’ve been out there for a half an hour or so with their friends, running, 

talking, and communicating” (Teacher 15).  Another teacher concurred, explaining: 

They’ve gotten out of the behavior of wanting to come in and just socialize in the 

morning, because they’ve already done that, so they’re ready to go.  I would say 

definitely on the days they have running club, I’ve noticed a change (Teacher 2). 

The running club’s positive influence on behavior is helpful in a classroom environment and can 

assist teachers in achieving effective classroom management.  The behavior of students in a 

classroom affects classroom climate, the behavior of others, and academic achievement (Watson, 

Daly, Smith, & Rabin, 2019b). 

Theme 2. Great Way to Start the Day 

 A common sentiment shared by all the participants was the running club being a positive 

way to start the school day.  Thirteen of the fifteen participants noticed a difference in behavior 

when discussing the start of the school day.  When discussing students entering the classroom 

after attending running club, participants noted a myriad of positive behaviors.  Participants 

reported the students settled more quickly, released extra energy, were more capable of sitting 

quietly, and arrived awake, energized, happy, and in a good mood (see Figure 8).   
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Figure 8. Theme 2.  This figure illustrates the study’s second theme and supporting codes. 

 
 Throughout participant interviews, repeated words, phrases, and topics which occurred 

with the most frequency were grouped together.  Four distinct groups emerged from the data and 

each group was assigned a theme with five supporting codes for each theme.  The number of 

participants referring to each supporting code for each theme was recorded (see Table 2). 

 
Table 2 
 
Frequency of Supporting Codes for Theme 2: Great Way to Start the Day 
 

Supporting Codes Number of participants referring to supporting 
codes for theme 2 (15 possible) 

Settled More Quickly                                                                              11  
Released Extra Energy          13    
Capable of Sitting Quietly                                                                                                                                                                                 12    
Awake and Energized                                                                                11    
Happy/In a Good Mood          12    

 

 Settled more quickly.  Classroom routines require many transitions throughout the 

school day.  When students are capable of settling quickly after a transition, academic learning 

time can begin more promptly (McNiff, Maag, & Peterson, 2019).  Eleven participants expressed 
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how students were able to settle more quickly in the morning and between transitions after 

attending running club.  For example, one teacher who had 22 students who participated in 

running club said, “They were able to settle a lot quicker into the activities we were doing versus 

the days they did not attend running club” (Teacher 6 ).  The same teacher noted a specific 

change in one female student who had run the most miles of all the girls in the class who were 

running club members, saying,  

She would come in and dilly dally on the days she didn’t have running club, but on the 

days she did, she would come in and unpack.  She saw there was something on the 

board…there was morning work that needed to be completed…she’d get right to it 

(Teacher 6).   

The other 10 teachers shared the same sentiment, pointing out the running club helped the 

students settle in at a quicker pace to begin and complete necessary tasks. 

 Released extra energy.  Children often have enormous amounts of energy.  When 

energy in children is not released in a productive manner, behavior can be affected (Watson et 

al., 2019a).  During the interview process, 13 participants repeatedly referred to students as 

having high energy or being hyper and needing and benefitting from an outlet to release energy.  

For instance, one participant explained, “My class is high energy…they have a lot of energy and 

running club is a good place for them to start their day” (Teacher 8).  In reference to the running 

club, another teacher said, “Some of the kids are hyper.  I know they’ve used it as an outlet to 

kind of get some things out in the morning… to run and get some energy out” (Teacher 4).  One 

teacher noted the benefit of having running club in the morning before-school, saying, “I feel 

like the days they had running club, it was beneficial for them to get their energy out” (Teacher 

3).  Another teacher shared how the running club was particularly beneficial for the students who 
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have a high energy level, stating, “The kids are awakened for the day and it also takes out some 

energy of those kids who have a little more energy as well” (Teacher 5).  In response to a 

question about the running club and impact on student behavior, one teacher recalled: 

I would say the kids were definitely impacted by the physical level they have throughout 

the day in the classroom.  On the days they have running club, they’re more apt to not be 

as excitable or have the need to exert extra energy in the classroom, because they’ve 

already gotten some of that energy out (Teacher 7). 

Capable of sitting quietly.  The ability to sit quietly in class and focus so as not to 

disturb others and successfully complete work is an advantageous skill for students to possess.  

Teachers often have to help students on an individual basis, making working independently a 

necessary and valuable achievement.  Twelve participants noticed the effect of the running club 

on students’ ability to sit quietly and work independently.  One teacher shared, “After running 

club, the students are more able to sit and learn more in an educational setting.  They’ve gotten 

energy out of their systems to where they’re more capable of sitting throughout the day” Teacher 

9).  Another teacher described the behavior of students after running club, saying, “The students 

came in with energy, but were able to focus on the academics.  They were able to sit still, and 

listen, and pay attention.  I definitely think running club contributed to that” (Teacher 13).  

Another teacher recalled a specific change in behavior and the student’s ability to sit quietly, 

saying, 

I noticed at the beginning of the year, he was so energetic.  He often could not keep his 

chair in one place in the classroom.  He’d just move it with his feet across the 

classroom…everywhere.  That has toned down a little bit since the running club.  And he 

ran a lot of miles!  I think it has been really good for him, because he needs to get that 
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energy out of his legs…especially his legs, I’ve noticed (Teacher 12). 

Another teacher noted the change in a student’s ability to control his body, noting: 

Overall, I’ve noticed a change in him (pointing to a name).  Whether it’s running club or 

maturing, I’ve noticed a change throughout the year.  He’s not getting as easily frustrated 

and he was having meltdowns at the beginning of the year…he’s having less of that and 

also just controlling his body a little bit more (Teacher 11). 

 Awake and energized.  Of the 15 participants, 11 commented on the positive energy and 

alertness students exhibited in the mornings as a result of participating in the running club.  For 

example, one participant said, “I noticed their enthusiasm…they came in with more energy” 

(Teacher 15).  In reference to the running club and its influence on students, another explained, 

“The students came in just ready to start their day…so very positive, very awake, alert” (Teacher 

14).  Another shared, “They came in alert, energetic, but in a very controlled way” (Teacher 4).  

One teacher explained releasing energy in the morning got the students “pumped for the day” 

and described the students as receiving “positive energy from running,” which was then 

transferred to the classroom (Teacher 5).  Some teachers mentioned observing sleepiness in 

students who did not attend running club, and noticeably observed a lack of sleepiness in running 

club members.  For instance, one teacher noticed a change in a particular student who would 

often arrive at school tired and not interested in beginning his day.  On the days the student 

attended running club, the teacher explained:  

Sometimes I had one who often came in kind of mopey…just not excited about the 

morning.  After running club, he would be excited, but on days he didn’t go, his energy 

was kind of low…so it pepped him up in the morning…gave him something to kind of 

wake him up, pep him up (Teacher 10). 
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Happy/in a good mood.  The running club had a positive effect on students’ mood 

according to 12 of the participants.  One teacher recalled, “They got energized but not overly 

stimulated, and they came in feeling happy” (Teacher 1).  Several teachers echoed the sentiment, 

saying, “It seemed like they came in feeling good” and “their moods were good coming in.”  

Speaking about entering the classroom after running club practice, one teacher recalled: 

I think they come back on those days happier and in a good mood, because they’re with 

their friends and they’re having fun, they’re joking.  You know what I mean?  They’re 

joking around, not in a bad way, but in a good way with their friends (Teacher 2).  

Several participants mentioned how much the students appeared to enjoy the running club.  For 

example, one teacher suggested, “I think they really enjoyed the days they were able to run.  It 

was a way for them to get energy out before they had to mentally focus.  They seemed happier 

after practice” (Teacher 13). 

Theme 3. Setting and Reaching Goals 

 Setting and reaching goals is a critical component in the running club program and all 15 

participants mentioned some aspect of running club goals and the relationship to the students and 

the classroom.  An explanation of how goal setting is done and how awards are earned in the 

running club is necessary to provide a more thorough understanding of the participants’ 

responses.  Students in the running club continuously set goals with the running club coach.  The 

coach explained the goal levels with the students as a group at the start of the program and 

continued to remind the group about goal attainment throughout the 20-week program.  The 

coach consistently met with students on a one-on-one basis to discuss individual, personal goals.  

The coach kept a clipboard with a weekly updated record of students’ mileage for the students to 

refer to during practice sessions.  Charm incentives for goal attainment were placed in teachers’ 
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mailboxes and distributed by the teachers in the classroom on a weekly basis.  Certificates, 

medals, and trophies were to be awarded in an award ceremony at the culmination of the 

program, but due to the cancellation of school due to the novel coronavirus pandemic associated 

with Covid-19, the award ceremony was postponed.  The goal incentives are awarded as follows: 

(a) incentive charm (worn on a necklace) for every two miles of completion, (b) certificate for 10 

miles of completion, (c) medal for 25 miles of completion, (d) trophy for 40 miles of completion.  

The 15 participants discussed several aspects of setting and reaching goals, such as how proud 

and motivated the students were, how the concepts transferred to the classroom, how students 

became more confident and had an increase in self-esteem, and how the running club was 

beneficial for less gifted students (see Figure 9).   

 

Figure 9. Theme 3.  This figure illustrates the study’s third theme and supporting codes. 
 
 

 Throughout participant interviews, repeated words, phrases, and topics which occurred 

with the most frequency were grouped together.  Four distinct groups emerged from the data and 

each group was assigned a theme with five supporting codes for each theme.  The number of 
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participants referring to each supporting code for each theme was recorded (see Table 3). 

 
 
Table 3 
 
Frequency of Supporting Codes for Theme 3: Setting and Reaching Goals 
 

Supporting Codes Number of participants referring to supporting 
codes for theme 3 (15 possible) 

Proud                                                                                                       15  
Motivated          15    
Transferred to Classroom            8    
Confident/Increased Self-Esteem                                                                                   11    
Beneficial for Less Gifted            8    

 

 Proud.  A concept repeatedly referred to by participants was the excitement the students 

had when receiving incentives, particularly the charms, as students were capable of receiving 

charms on a weekly basis.  Participants frequently discussed how proud the students were when 

receiving the charms and how the earning of charms motivated the students to continue to reach 

goals set by the coach and students.  One participant recalled, “The kids really loved being part 

of something and running the races on the weekends, earning their miles, rewards, and the 

charms...they just loved it” (Teacher 2).  When distributing the charms in the classroom, all 15 

participants noticed the pride with which students accepted the charms.  The teachers noted 

smiles, heads held high, and a true sense of pride among the students.  Teachers recalled the 

students’ excitement, saying, “they were definitely excited about completing laps” (Teacher 2)  

and “they would get excited during class when I passed out their little charms” (Teacher 15).  In 

reference to meeting goals and the pride associated with it, one teacher recollected: 

I like that it’s not competitive, but it’s encouraged to actually strive to meet a goal.  The 

kids are pretty proud of themselves for completing their laps and going in the mornings 
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and getting their charms…and they proudly tell me when they got another mile in 

(Teacher 14).   

 Motivated.  All 15 participants discussed how the rewards earned during running club 

continually motivated the students to strive to reach individual goals.  One teacher pointed out, 

“They are motivated to keep going” (Teacher 3), while another participant said, “I noticed they 

like to compete against themselves…the charms motivated them” (Teacher 7).  While smiling 

broadly, a primary teacher emphatically shared: 

They’re very motivated by the charms.  The second they think they earned a charm, they 

leave running club and ask me 10 times, “Do you have my charm?  Do you have my 

charm?”  And I’m like (laughing), “Well guys, you just finished.  You have to wait"  

(Teacher 12).   

Another participant echoed the sentiment, saying, “They love showing them to each 

other…comparing colors.  And they just get really excited about the charms and they talk about 

what they did in running club.  They really, really enjoy it” (Teacher 4).  On the topic of 

incentives, all 15 participants expressed how the incentives were a major factor in motivating the 

students to attend running club.  One teacher explained, “They were more into self-improvement 

because there was an incentive” (Teacher 3).  Another said, “They really treasured the incentives 

that were given” (Teacher 2).   

 Transferred to classroom.  A common thread discussed by 8 of the 15 participants was 

in reference to how goal setting in running club transferred to goal setting in the classroom.  The 

participants acknowledged how setting goals in running club helped the students to set goals in 

the classroom.  When setting goals in the classroom, having the understanding of a goal was 

beneficial for the students.  For example, one participant explained: 
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There are a couple of things I’ve noticed.  I noticed the kids relate academics back to the 

running club.  For example, I remember talking about something taking place a mile from 

here and they were like, “Well, a mile is four laps in running club.”  So they can apply it 

to academics.  And honestly, I see a lot of them, when we’re doing data notebooks, they 

already understand what a goal is.  They’re like, “Well, I set a goal in running club.”  So 

it’s bringing knowledge from outside of the classroom…bringing that inside (Teacher 9).   

 Another teacher referred specifically to running club when setting goals in the classroom.  The 

teacher shared: 

I would always tell them, think about your goals with running club.  You want to get that 

little charm.  Think about setting goals for you.  And especially for some of the gifted 

kids, we have to go through their checklists or their review with them, and some of them 

aren’t sure how to set goals that are not academic goals.  And so we talk about some 

other goals they’ve set outside of school or that don’t have to do with academics, like 

running club.  And so it really got them to set different goals (Teacher 10).    

Echoing the sentiment, another teacher shared how discussion about running club goals was 

useful for classroom goal setting.  The teacher recalled:  

We’re trying to set goals for ourselves in the classroom and I had conversations with 

them about data and referred to the goals they set in running club.  They were looking at 

data without even knowing it.  After our conversation, they realized that was happening 

every day of the running club.  That was kind of cool.  And then I started checking in 

with them.  When I started my reading groups, I’d say, “Hey guys, so where are you with 

your goals?  How many more do you need?”  And so that was fun to be a part of it 

(Teacher 9).     
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One participant noticed excitement among the students in reference to setting and reaching goals, 

saying, “it gave them something to look forward to” and “when they met them, they were 

excited, so it worked for goal setting in the classroom, too” (Teacher 11).  Several participants 

expressed the positive aspect of setting and reaching goals and its transfer beyond the running 

club.  One teacher explained, 

I think having goals and being pushed is good.  They have to know what they are striving 

for.  And I think it goes further in life too.  What is your goal in life?  Everybody needs a 

goal.  Having goals is a positive (Teacher 5).   

 Confidence/increased self-esteem.  Having confidence in other areas, such as in 

athletics, can help students gain confidence in academics and develop healthy self-esteem 

(Santos, Strachan, & Pereira, 2019).  When children have confidence and feel good about 

themselves, the children are more willing to tackle challenges in academics with a positive 

attitude (Santos et al., 2019).  Eleven participants repeatedly referred to an increase in self-

esteem and confidence as a result of participating in the running club.  For example, one teacher 

said, “My second class needs lifted up in their self-esteem…and I think the running club has 

helped with that” (Teacher 6).  One participant described the influence of the running club on 

self-esteem and overall behavior: 

I think the running club influenced behavior in a positive way.  I think it helps them with 

their self-esteem.  They feel good.  It’s a great way to start the day.  They come in more 

focused, more ready to learn.  I truly believe it empowers them (Teacher 14).   

In reference to a student who struggles with confidence, one participant noted, “I think on 

running club days, he’s a little bit more confident” (Teacher 12).  Another teacher agreed, 

saying, “I think it helps boost their self-confidence” (Teacher 1).  Recognizing how a student’s 
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confidence increased, a participant shared, with much emotion, a similar sentiment referring to 

self-esteem: 

As far as self-esteem, especially one student, who ran over 100 miles…he came in with a 

lot of concerns.  His parents had him tested and told me he can’t do the reading, he’s 

going to need a tutor, we need to stop the spelling tests, and stuff like that.  I told them I 

wanted him to try…and he has blossomed.  He wears those charms…the necklace you 

gave him, with such pride.  He gets compliments.  I walk him out to his bus every day, 

and he gets compliments on it.  Running club has helped him out tremendously.  It gave 

him the self-confidence that he needed (Teacher 6).   

One teacher recalled overhearing a conversation between two students.  With evident pride, the 

teacher recalled the conversation, stating, “Student A [name redacted] asked Student B [name 

redacted] to walk during running club instead of run, and Student B confidently replied, “No, I 

want to run.  I’m here because I want to do this for myself” (Teacher 8).   

 Beneficial for less gifted.  Running club gives all students an opportunity to excel in 

something other than academics.  Several participants expressed how the running club influenced 

the confidence of less academically inclined students and how it was a positive experience for 

the struggling students.  On having an opportunity to experience success, participants said, “for a 

lot of them, it was something exciting to look forward to” (Teacher 1) and “it gave them 

something to be successful at” (Teacher 11).  Other participants added, “it gives them the chance 

to work at something and be successful” (Teacher 13) and “I think it helped their self-esteem”   

(Teacher 14).  One participant shared: 

Earning the little charms strung on their necklaces gets them so excited and it’s good for 

the students who are not as academically inclined.  They’re getting to show themselves 
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and go on the morning news with their medals, and I think they’re getting their 

confidence built up, because not every student is getting accolades for academics, so 

they’re getting it for the good job they do for the running club (Teacher 7).   

On the topic of morale, one participant recalled, “The kids literally have entire necklaces full of 

charms.  Some are not as good in academics, but they’re really good at running.  I think it boosts 

their morale a bit” (Teacher 8).  Another teacher noted how confidence gained from the running 

club helped a struggling student to develop leadership skills: 

I can tell with certain children like her (pointing to a name), it gives her a purpose.  She 

needs this…she needs this (emphasis on needs).  She’s become a leader in class with a 

whole bunch of leaders and she doesn’t shine as bright, and I can tell when she comes in 

after practice…it helps her (Teacher 6).      

Another teacher echoed the sentiment, saying, “It gives him so much purpose, and him so much 

purpose (pointing to two different names)” (Teacher 8).  One participant noticed seven students 

in particular in the running club who made academic gains and contributed the growth in part to 

the running club.  The participant recollected: 

There’s a handful here…five students and two retentions who just so happen to be in 

running club as well.  They made a lot of growth academically and the majority of them 

have gained their independence.  From the beginning of the year, there were several 

academically struggling, and now they’re able to self-motivate, self-start (Teacher 4).   

When asked to elaborate, the participant added: 

I think it could have been a little bit of the running club…being competitive…competing 

against yourself, because they were trying to meet their goals.  Once it was known to 

them how many laps they had to do to meet a goal, to get the trophies and those things, I 
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heard them start having conversations of setting personal goals, which I think is 

important (Teacher 4).   

Another participant noted, with obvious emotion, the effect running club had on a struggling 

student: 

I have this one student who needs a lot of motivation, so I think the running club helps 

with his family life and having those people there (at the meets) to watch him, to cheer 

him on, because he’s a student who is not as academically able to do the things others are 

doing in class.  I think it gives him the confidence and maybe the whole aspect of maybe 

he’s struggling with reading, but this is a stepping stone for my whole family to come 

watch me be successful at something (Teacher 6).   

When recalling how the running club benefitted a student, one teacher excitedly explained with 

heightened emotion: 

I think the exercise is definitely helping him.  He’s able to calm himself down and get a 

little bit more control over himself.  And I did see a little bit more of it…becoming more 

aware of what we are doing in the classroom.  One day, he was like, “I think we’re 

making connections,” and everyone in the class turned around and we were like, “Are 

you actually paying attention?  What is going on?”  It was huge!  I emailed his mom and 

was like, Oh my gosh! (Teacher 8).   

Other teachers shared thoughts, such as, “I just think it’s good for the kids to have another way 

to show how gifted they are.  Not everybody’s gifted academically” (Teacher 2) and “I think a 

running club is a good thing for our school to help the kids who are good at running or athletics.  

I think that’s a good thing for our school” (Teacher 14).   
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Theme 4. Built Positive Relationships 

 The running club provided two half hour practice sessions per week for each grade level 

and the opportunity for the members to compete in five, district wide cross country meets 

throughout the 20-week program.  An explanation about the meets and how students in the 

running club are recognized is necessary to provide a more thorough understanding of the 

participants’ responses.  The meets were optional and hosted by different elementary schools in 

the school district.  Besides earning charms for every two miles of completion and a medal and 

trophy in the running club program, members could compete in the district meets and win 

ribbons, medals, and trophies.  On average, about 130 of the 240 members of the running club 

participated in the district meets on select Saturday mornings throughout the 20-week running 

club program.  The students who finished in the top 15 in each age group went on the school’s 

morning news program the following Monday.  The names of the students and the places were 

announced, with the student appearing on the news program with the corresponding medal or 

trophy.  Participants discussed several concepts related to building positive relationships, such as 

being part of a team, the development of stronger relationships, kind and positive attitudes, the 

fostering of friendships, and increased socialization (see Figure 10).   
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Figure 10. Theme 4.  This figure illustrates the study’s fourth theme and supporting codes. 

 

 Throughout participant interviews, repeated words, phrases, and topics which occurred 

with the most frequency were grouped together.  Four distinct groups emerged from the data and 

each group was assigned a theme with five supporting codes for each theme.  The number of 

participants referring to each supporting code for each theme was recorded (see Table 4). 

Table 4 
 
Frequency of Supporting Codes for Theme 4: Built Positive Relationships 
 

Supporting Codes Number of participants referring to supporting 
codes for theme 4 (15 possible) 

Part of a Team                                                                                         10  
Stronger Relationships          10    
Kind/Positive Attitudes                                                                                                                                                                                   10    
Fostered Friendships                                                                                   9    
Increased Socialization          15    

  

 Part of a team.  Ten of the 15 participants commented on how much the running club 

students enjoyed being part of a team.  Participants noticed running club students having 

conversations about upcoming meets and the desire for themselves and the team to perform well. 
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One teacher described the team aspect, saying, “It was interesting to hear how the kids compare.  

I would hear them asking, “How many (awards) do you have?” or “Oh well, I’m going to beat 

you next time” (Teacher 11).  Another teacher noted the friendly competitiveness of the 

teammates, saying, “It’s good.  It’s teaching them about teamwork and sportsmanship” (Teacher 

2).  One teacher expressed her pleasure in hearing the students talk about running club, saying, “I 

like hearing the little conversations…and I let them just talk.  I don’t intervene.  It’s good for 

them” (Teacher 5).  Several participants noted the camaraderie among the running club students, 

specifically mentioning Spirit Mondays, when the running club students wore the distinctive, 

orange team shirts.  Teachers recalled a sense of pride and a feeling of unity among the students. 

 Stronger relationships.  A common sentiment shared by ten participants was the 

development of stronger relationships among the running club members and the positive effect 

on the students.  For example, one teacher noted, “I see a stronger relationship with those kids.  

Especially these two girls (pointing to two names).  They are definitely tighter friends.  I feel 

that’s a good thing” (Teacher 3).  Another teacher commented about a shy student, saying, “It 

was good for her to have conversations with her friends” (Teacher 3).  Another mentioned the 

building of relationships, saying, 

The kids talk about running club and have a good time, and they build those 

relationships.  And that’s a good time for them to not only get out there and socialize, but 

exercise at the same time and build those relationships as well (Teacher 2). 

Another common thread among the participants was the increase in student conversations 

involving the running club.  One participant stated, “I see the kids come in after running club and 

they’re still able to transition into writing their responsibilities down and unpack.  A lot of times, 

they like to discuss their goals and what has happened at running club” (Teacher 4).  Another 
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recalled students having conversations about attendance, discussing who missed running club 

practice.  

I think it makes them aware; it’s like a team, even though it’s an individual race and it’s 

an individual sport.  But I think it also brings unity of accountability.  They asked each 

other, “Why weren’t you there?” and I think they felt like, “I’m letting my friends down.”  

They realized you have to work for it.  So it was interesting at the third grade level that 

they’re talking like that (Teacher 5). 

Another said, “I like the social aspect and how they are encouraging each other.  And I do like 

how they’re developing relationships and cheering each other on and being encouraging” 

(Teacher 15). 

  Kind/positive attitudes.  As a result of participating in running club, 10 participants 

noted kindness, positivity, and concern exhibited among the running club members.  For 

example, a participant shared, “I’ve noticed the kids worry when someone missed practice.  I’ve 

noticed this whole kindness piece…a concern for each other.  They’ll say, “We missed you,” or 

“Where were you?” (Teacher 2).  Other teachers explained, “I’ve seen positive changes.  They 

started their day off positively” (Teacher 14) and “it’s a great way to start your day.  You can 

feel the positivity coming through and they continue to be positive” (Teacher 13).  On noticing 

charms on necklaces, many participants mentioned other students being complimentary.  One 

teacher recalled hearing, “Oh, you’re a runner?  You earned all these? Wow!” (Teacher 5).  

Participants discussed the refreshing aspects of students talking kindly to one another and 

offering praise and encouragement.  One teacher explained: 

Hearing them talk about goals among their peers…competing…not in a way where they 

were hurting one another, more like, “Oh, I’ve got this.”  They weren’t bragging, but they 
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were like, “Oh, so you only need this many more.”  “Are you going to the meet this 

weekend?  Will you try for the top 15?”  They were figuring it out to kind of cheer each 

other on (Teacher 2). 

 Fostered friendships.  Being part of the running club fostered friendships for some of 

the students, according to nine participants.  After spending 20 weeks together, involved in a 

twice weekly club with five weekend meets, participants recognized the formation of new 

friendships.  One teacher discussed friendship and the effect of the running club on a student new 

to the school: 

One child on this list is new to the school.  I think being a part of the running club gave 

him some confidence within the classroom to make friends, because he was building 

relationships with the kids that he was running with.  I don’t think he came into the 

classroom feeling alone, which was nice benefit of being in the club (Teacher 3).   

Other participants stated, “It gives a sense of being a part of something” (Teacher 9) and “it 

helped the quiet and shy kids develop friendships” (Teacher 3).  Several participants mentioned 

how students enjoyed seeing classmates on the school’s morning news program and offered 

hearty congratulations when the students reentered the classroom. 

 Increased socialization.  In reference to socializing, all 15 participants discussed the 

increase in socialization, pointing out the positive aspects, such as students engaging in positive, 

meaningful conversations and encouraging each other to keep moving forward.  One teacher 

shared, “I heard the kids asking, “What’s your next goal?”  “You have to come to practice if you 

want to reach your goal.”  “You can do it.”  They were really concerned about each 

other…encouraging” (Teacher 11).  Another teacher stated, “I’m hearing a lot of conversations 

about the running club.  And the kids are positive and really talking” (Teacher 7).  Several 
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participants recalled how participation in the running club led quiet students to have a reason to 

converse and motivated the students to engage in conversations with peers.  One teacher 

expressed, “The kids had a reason to talk.  It’s been good for the shy students” (Teacher 3). 

Reliability and Validity 

 In a qualitative study, reliability and validity are addressed through credibility, 

dependability, transferability, and confirmability.  In Research Methods, the use of triangulation 

was discussed to enhance validity by utilizing multiple methods of data collection (Korstjens & 

Moser, 2018).  Triangulation was used in the study by conducting interviews, taking reflective 

field notes, and through member checking.  Consistency in data collection ensured qualitative 

reliability (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

 Credibility was established through the use of semi-structured interviews, in which 

participants had the freedom to share feelings, thoughts, experiences, opinions, and perspectives 

outside the constraints of closed questions.  Peer review and reflexivity were strategies used to 

further establish credibility.  Dependability was established through member-checking.  

Participants were given ample opportunity for member-checking to ensure accuracy of the 

transcripts and to make clarifications (Birt et al., 2016; Creswell & Creswell, 2018).   

Participants additionally were given the opportunity to review and make comments on the 

findings of the study, which improved dependability (Birt et al., 2016; Creswell & Creswell, 

2018; Naidu & Prose, 2018).   

 Variation in participant selection helps to establish transferability (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018; van Rijnsoever, 2017; Wan, 2019).  Variation in participant selection through the use of 

purposive sampling resulted in securing interviews with teachers from five different grade levels 

and yielded rich data.  Confirmability was addressed through the development of themes, 
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supported by evidence from the transcripts.  Objectivity was reinforced by using reflexivity to 

further establish confirmability (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  Reflexivity was used to create an 

objective and honest account of the study, make clear any bias which may have been brought to 

the study, and reveal how the interpretation of the results were shaped by personal and 

professional background (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Rettke et al., 2018).  Confirmability was 

further established through the use of a peer reviewer who reviewed the findings of the study and 

provided a unique interpretation. 

Summary of Findings Relating to Research Question One 

Research Question One:  What were the teachers’ perceptions of the influence a before- 

school physical activity program has on students’ behavior in the classroom? 

Participants shared a variety of perspectives of the influence a before-school physical 

activity program had on students’ behavior in the classroom.  All participants discussed the 

positive influence of the running club on students’ motivation and excitement regarding reaching 

goals and earning incentives.  Participants explained the positive influence on student behavior 

relating to impulsivity, attention span, and focus.  Participants described the positive influence on 

students’ moods and self-esteem.  The influence on the confidence levels of less academically 

inclined students was noted by several participants.  Setting goals in running club influenced 

goal setting in the classroom according to multiple participants.  The development of positive 

relationships and increased, positive socialization as a result of the running club was noted by 

participants. 

Summary of Findings Relating to Research Question Two 

Research Question Two:  What changes in student behavior did teachers notice as a result 

of participating in a before-school physical activity program?   
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Participants noticed a variety of changes in student behavior as a result of participating in 

a before-school physical activity program.  Participants reported students settled more quickly, 

were more focused, and were ready to begin work more diligently in the morning after attending 

the running club.   Almost all participants noticed how the release of extra energy at running club 

helped students to be calmer and more capable of sitting quietly to complete work.  Several 

participants described the change in students’ academic behavior relating to increased confidence 

and self-esteem.  Participants described changes in behavior relating to attitude, friendships, and 

socialization. 

Chapter Summary 

 Presented in Research Findings and Data Analysis Results are the findings and analysis 

of the qualitative explanatory case study of elementary classroom teachers.  Data were collected 

through semi-structured interviews with 15 classroom teachers who teach at a Central Florida 

elementary school with students who participated in a before-school physical activity program.  

Interviews were transcribed, coded, and analyzed, resulting in four themes.  Positive influence on 

behavior, great way to start the day, setting and reaching goals, and built positive relationships 

are the four themes which emerged from the data.   

Provided in Discussion and Conclusions is a discussion of the findings of the study.  

Interpretations and conclusions of the study will be discussed.  Limitations of the study, along 

with recommendations and implications for leadership will be presented. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusions 

The purpose of this qualitative explanatory case study was to examine the perceptions of 

teachers of the influence a before-school physical activity program had on the behavior of 

children in the classroom.  The problem is the number of children ages 5 through 11 years old 

participating in counseling services for a variety of behavior issues at a Central Florida public 

elementary school has increased by 46% from the 2016-2017 school year to the 2018-2019 

school year (E. Cameron, personal communication, April 23, 2019).  A review of the literature 

revealed regular participation in physical activity has overall health benefits and the potential to 

reduce behavior issues in children, participation in physical activity among children decreases as 

children move through elementary school, and a need for schools to provide adequate 

opportunities for physical activity.  The following questions guided the study: 

Research Question One:  What were the teachers’ perceptions of the influence a before-

school physical activity program has on students’ behavior in the classroom? 

Research Question Two:  What changes in student behavior did teachers notice as a 

result of participating in a before-school physical activity program?   

The selected methodology to answer the research questions was an explanatory case 

study.  Data from 15 classroom teachers were collected through semi-structured interviews and 

observations through reflective field notes to gain an understanding of the influence physical 

activity had on children's behavior.  The teachers described multiple thoughts, feelings, 

perspectives, and experiences as to the influence physical activity had on the behavior of 

children in the classroom, with the findings categorized into four themes: (a) positive influence 

on behavior, (b) great way to start the day, (c) setting and reaching goals, and (d) built positive 

relationships. 
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The results of the study may contribute to the knowledge base by providing an 

understanding of the influence a before-school physical activity program had on the behavior of 

children in the classroom and the school’s role in providing additional physical activity 

opportunities for students.  The findings may influence the school district to support the 

development of similar before-school physical activity programs at the other 36 elementary 

schools in the Central Florida school district.  Based on the findings, the decision may be made 

to increase the before-school physical activity program from 20 weeks to all year long at the 

Central Florida elementary school where the research occurred. 

The results of data analysis and the information needed to answer and address the 

research questions were provided in Research Findings and Data Analysis Results.  The 

interpretations and conclusions may be drawn and interpreted through the theoretical frameworks 

of Transformational Leadership Theory and Cultural-Historical Activity Theory, which guided 

and supported the study’s research.  Transformational Leadership Theory and Cultural-Historical 

Activity Theory pertain to relationships within a group and the influence others have on 

individuals in a group dynamic.  The theoretical frameworks of Transformational Leadership 

Theory and Cultural-Historical Activity Theory inspired inquiry focusing on the group dynamic 

and the influence of the dynamic on the behavior of the group to provide a more thorough 

understanding.  

A discussion of the research findings of this qualitative explanatory case study is 

provided in Discussion and Conclusions.  Findings, interpretations, and conclusions will be 

presented.  Limitations of the study are included.  Recommendations for future study and 

implications for leadership will be proposed. 
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Key Findings 

 Semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions served to address and answer the 

study’s research questions.  Participants openly and freely shared thoughts, opinions, feelings, 

experiences, and perspectives, resulting in detailed information pertaining to the study’s research 

questions.  A thorough analysis of the data revealed a multitude of similarities in the experiences 

of the participants.  The investigation into understanding the influence of physical activity on the 

behavior of children, as described by classroom teachers, resulted in four key findings.   

Finding One  

 The participants’ described the before-school physical activity program as being a 

positive influence on students’ behavior.  The participants noted changes in students’ behavior 

associated with the positive influence resulting from participation in the before-school physical 

activity program.  The teachers noted students were less impulsive and appeared to have more 

control over behavior.  Attention span and focus were reported to have improved.  The teachers 

especially noticed the improvement in attentiveness and concentration immediately after 

attending the half hour session of the before-school physical activity program.  Participants 

described the students as being calmer as the students entered the classroom and capable of 

promptly beginning the completion of morning tasks and assignments.  When instruction began, 

students were better prepared and more ready to learn. 

Finding Two   

 The participants reported the before-school physical activity program was a great way to 

start the school day.  The teachers noted an influence and changes in behavior regarding morning 

preparations, which seemed to continue throughout the school day.  The students settled more 

quickly in the morning due to releasing energy by participating in the before-school physical 
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activity program.  Releasing extra energy early in the day enabled the students to be more 

capable of sitting quietly throughout the day to complete assignments.  The students arrived alert, 

with focused energy, and appeared happy and in a good mood, which was sustained throughout 

the remainder of the day. 

Finding Three  

Participation in the before-school physical activity program involved setting goals and 

earning incentives for reaching the set goals.  The participants reported the act of setting and 

reaching goals in the before-school physical activity program positively influenced the students’ 

abilities to set and reach goals in the classroom.  Participants noted the pride with which students 

accepted awards.  The students were highly motivated to reach personal goals due to the earning 

of incentives.  The teachers pointed out the students’ increase in confidence and self-esteem as a 

result of successfully reaching a series of goals throughout the 20 week before-school physical 

activity program.  The before-school physical activity program was beneficial for the less gifted 

students, as the program provided the opportunity for less academically inclined students to 

experience success, thereby improving self-esteem. 

Finding Four  

 Participation in the before-school physical activity program influenced peer interaction 

and enabled students to build positive relationships with peers.  Participants described being part 

of a team assisted in the development of stronger peer relationships and the fostering of 

friendships.  Participants noted more socialization among peers.  Conversations among peers 

increased and often revolved around the before-school physical activity program.  The teachers 

described the conversations and interactions among peers as positive, with students exhibiting 

positive attitudes, kindness, and encouragement towards one other. 
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Interpretation of Findings  

The findings for this study were based on the two theories described in the literature 

review.  Transformational Leadership Theory and Cultural-Historical Activity Theory guided, 

supported, and informed the findings of the research.  The theories involve relationships within a 

group setting and the influence others have on individuals within a group dynamic.  The data 

revealed the coach-student relationships and the student-student relationships influenced the 

behavior of the participants.  The essence of Transformational Leadership Theory is focused on 

how leaders transform and influence followers through inspiration and motivation by developing 

honest and trusting relationships (Fazio-Griffith & Ballard, 2016).  The coach-student 

relationships influenced the behavior of the participants as evidenced by the data.  Cultural-

Historical Activity Theory involves the assumption individuals are affected by interactions with 

others during activities (Daniels, 2016).  The activity in the case study was the running club.  

Participation in the running club and the interactions which occurred during the program affected 

the behavior of the participants as shown in the data.  The study directly related to the principles 

of Transformational Leadership Theory and Cultural-Historical Activity Theory, as the results of 

the research helped to understand the influence a group program had on the behavior of children 

as a result of the dynamics formed from participation in the group.   

The principles of Transformational Leadership Theory and Cultural-Historical Activity 

Theory were discernible within the study.  Participants discussed the evidence of a team 

mentality, positive behavior changes, socialization, and the building of relationships with team 

members.  Being part of a team and the observation, modeling, imitation, interaction, and 

engagement occurring among members enhances the social learning process (Zheng et al., 2017).  

Much of the participants’ discussion involved the positive aspects of setting goals and the pride 
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and motivation associated with reaching goals.  Achieving common goals, developing a sense of 

community, and a trusting relationship with a coach are core principles of Transformational 

Leadership Theory and Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (Foot, 2014; Sammut, 2014).  The 

principles of Transformational Leadership Theory and Cultural-Historical Activity Theory 

contributed to the success of the before-school physical activity program, had an influence on the 

results, and supports the findings.  

This study builds upon the literature and expands the understanding of the influence 

physical activity has on the behavior of children.  The review of literature in the Literature 

Review revealed the positive effects of physical activity on children’s physical, mental, 

cognitive, and behavioral health, and indicated interventions and programs have been shown to 

decrease behavior problems in school (Zwaanswijk & Kösters, 2015).  This study supported 

previous literature regarding the overall positive effects of physical activity and the role of a 

physical activity program in reducing behavior issues.  The findings showed a positive effect on 

students’ attitudes, moods, self-esteem, pride, and abilities to build relationships after 

participation in a physical activity program.  A decrease in behavior issues after participation in a 

physical activity program was evident in the findings.  As revealed from the findings, students 

were less impulsive, more focused and attentive, calmer, capable of sitting quietly, and able to 

settle more quickly to begin learning after participation in a before-school physical activity 

program.  The results from the qualitative analysis provide an understanding of the influence a 

before-school physical activity program had on the behavior of children in a classroom setting 

from the point of view of classroom teachers. 

Conclusions 

 This explanatory case study was based on two research questions.  The qualitative nature 
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of the study allowed teachers to share experiences, feelings, thoughts, opinions, and perspectives 

about the influence on students’ behavior and changes in students’ behavior as a result of 

participation in a before-school physical activity program.  Analysis of data revealed teachers 

who participated in this study noticed a positive influence on students’ behavior in the classroom 

in a variety of ways and indicated various positive changes in student behavior as a result of 

participation in the before-school physical activity program.  The evidence revealed four 

definitive themes and measured what was intended.  The study contributed additional data to the 

research as to the influence and positive effect physical activity has on the behavior of children 

and in decreasing behavior problems in the classroom.  The exploration contributed data and   

extended the research as the exploration focused on a school-based program and reported 

evidence from the teachers’ point of view.   

Limitations 

 The study was limited in several ways.  The greatest limitation was the size of the 

sample.  Although 37 teachers were invited to participate, only 15 teachers took part in the study.  

Due to the novel coronavirus pandemic associated with Covid-19, the school was closed, 

severely limiting the opportunity for the recruitment of additional participants.  Both the sample 

size and the study’s inclusion of one school affects the generalizability of the study.  Two other 

factors affect the generalizability of the study.  Because the before-school physical activity 

program took place over 20 weeks, four days per week, and required the full attention of a 

program manager/coach, the study is time consuming and difficult to replicate.  A final limitation 

was the personal feelings and possible influence on the case study, known as researcher bias 

(Johnson, Adkins, & Chauvin, 2020).   



105 

Several measures were taken to mitigate the effects of the limitations.  Efforts were made 

to increase transferability through the use of purposive sampling.  Representation of the larger 

population was accomplished by including teachers of five different grade levels with variation 

in the number of students participating in the before-school physical activity program ranging 

from six to 22 students.  Dependability was addressed by giving the participants ample 

opportunity to freely share experiences, feelings, thoughts, opinions, and perspectives.  

Credibility and confirmability were increased and researcher bias was mitigated through member 

checking, allowing participants a thorough review of interview transcripts and findings and the 

opportunity to make necessary corrections and/or clarifications.  Confirmability was further 

increased by the development of four themes, with supporting evidence from detailed transcripts.  

Credibility and trustworthiness of data collection and analysis was accomplished by practicing 

researcher reflexivity.  

Recommendations 

Recommendations are based on the analysis of data and the resulting themes developed 

within this explanatory case study.  With behavior issues increasing in schools and physical 

activity levels decreasing in children as children progress through school, considering these 

challenges is important for future research and for changes in policy and practice for educational 

institutions.  The recommendations may assist elementary school administrators, teachers, school 

counselors, and school districts to address and decrease classroom behavioral problems through 

an increase in physical activity programs. 

 The following are recommendations for elementary school administrators, teachers, 

school counselors, and school districts.  The first recommendation pertains to the length and 

frequency of a before-school physical activity program.  Providing before-school physical 



106 

activity programs every day of the week for the entire school year is recommended.  The data 

revealed positive influences and changes in behavior after participation in a 20 week before- 

school physical activity program occurring two days per week for each grade level.  The data 

revealed participation before-school resulted in a positive impact on the remainder of the day.  

Providing before-school physical activity programs every morning of each weekday for the 

entire school year may help to decrease behavior issues in the long term. 

 The second recommendation is to provide a variety of before-school physical activity 

programs.  While the study focused specifically on a running club program, not all children 

enjoy running.  The running club program featured in the study included 240 students, with a 

school population of 996.  By providing a variety of structured physical activity programs, such 

as dance, basketball, and soccer, more students may be interested in participating and joining a 

program, increasing the amount of children who may be impacted by a before-school physical 

activity program. 

 The third recommendation is to provide additional school personnel to coach and manage 

before-school physical activity programs.  One limitation of this study was the difficulty of 

replicating the program, as the management of the program is a time-consuming endeavor.  By 

increasing the number of personnel to coach and manage programs, more programs can be 

offered, more students can be involved, and replication becomes less challenging. 

 The fourth recommendation is to make every effort to specifically involve students who 

are participating in counseling services in a before-school physical activity program.  The 

problem in the particular case highlighted in this study was the number of children ages 5 

through 11 years old participating in counseling services for a variety of behavior issues at a 

Central Florida public elementary school has increased by 46% over a 3 year period (E. 
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Cameron, personal communication, April 23, 2019).  Working directly with the school counselor 

to involve students participating in counseling services in a before-school physical activity 

program offers the opportunity to possibly have a direct impact on the students. 

 The fifth recommendation is to provide professional development training for classroom 

teachers on how to incorporate physical activity breaks throughout the school day.  Data revealed 

students are sitting for long periods of time and some become restless and incapable of working 

quietly.  Teachers may mitigate the issue of restlessness by learning strategies and techniques to 

incorporate physical activity breaks into instruction and during transitions. 

 The sixth recommendation is to share the results with the school administrators where the 

research took place and with the Central Florida school district in which the study took place.  

The positive results of the study may inspire the school administrators where the research 

occurred to increase the before-school physical activity program to five days per week, all year 

long.  The positive results may inspire the school district to encourage or require implementation 

of before-school physical activity programs at the other 36 elementary schools in the school 

district. 

Areas for Future Research 

Several areas for future research emerged following data collection and analysis.  All 15 

participants reported a positive influence on behavior as a result of participation in a before- 

school physical activity program.  While this study focused on the perspectives of classroom 

teachers, additional research including the perspectives of all instructional personnel employed at 

a school may provide additional insights as to the influence of physical activity on the behavior 

of children.  Instructional personnel to consider for future research might include school 

counselors and fine arts, resource, and special education teachers.  Exploring the perspectives of 
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school counselors and teachers who work with students in different capacities may provide 

different insights.   

 Because one limitation of this study was the small sample size, increasing the sample size 

may further extend the research.  This study included 15 participants from five different grade 

levels and did not include any kindergarten teachers.  Extending the research by including 

several teachers from each of the six grade levels in elementary school, K-5, the sample size can 

be increased and may provide additional information to understand in more depth as to the 

influence of physical activity on the behavior of children in a variety of classroom settings. 

 While this study utilized an explanatory case study research design, schools may benefit 

from future research by moving beyond a case study to a multi-case study.  Conducting a mutli-

case study would involve collecting data from more than one school.  Gathering perspectives 

from teachers from other schools which provide before-school physical activity programs may 

provide additional insights due to the increase in participants. 

Implications for Leadership 

Future studies may prove to be valuable to the discussion of student behavior issues in 

the classroom setting and the influence of physical activity on the behavior of children.  The 

findings of this study are in alignment with previous research on the topic.  This study extends 

previous research by exploring the thoughts, feelings, opinions, experiences, and perceptions of 

classroom teachers.  Classroom teachers are in a position to provide valuable and unique 

insights.  

The data and findings were analyzed using the theoretical frameworks of 

Transformational Leadership Theory and Cultural-Historical Activity Theory.  Transformational 

Leadership Theory pertains to the relationship with the leader and the influence the leader has on 
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others.  In this case, the relationship between the running club coach and the students had a 

profound influence on the behavior of the students.  Cultural-Historical Activity Theory pertains 

to group dynamics and the assumption individuals are affected by interactions with others during 

activities.  As evidenced by the data, the group dynamic and interactions with others within the 

group program had an influence on the behavior of the students.  The study is significant to 

educational leaders, such as school superintendents and school administrators.  School 

superintendents and school administrators play significant roles in determining which group 

programs and to what extent specific programs are provided to students at the school level.  

Findings from this study, coupled with future studies, could provide additional information to 

decrease behavior issues through the implementation of before-school physical activity 

programs.  Educational leaders may make practical changes based on the results of this study, 

previous research, and future research, having an impact on educational stakeholders, such as 

school boards, school superintendents, school administrators, school counselors, teachers, 

instructional and non-instructional support staff, parents, children, and communities. 

The findings of this study have several implications for leadership.  If school 

superintendents and school administrators take note of the recommendations made based upon 

the perspectives of the participants, implementation of the recommendations can be used to 

initiate positive change at the school included in the case study and in other elementary schools.  

The findings suggest educational leaders may initiate change by instituting new policies 

requiring elementary schools to offer yearlong before-school physical activity programs.  

Educational leaders may further initiate change by providing the resources and staff necessary 

for school administrators to implement yearlong before-school physical activity programs.  

Based on the findings, there is a need for educational leaders to contribute to a solution to reduce 
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behavior issues in the classroom and increase school-based physical activity opportunities.  

Conclusion 

 Included in Discussion and Conclusions was an overview of the explanatory case study 

and the purpose of the study, which was to examine the perceptions of teachers of the influence a 

before-school physical activity program had on the behavior of children in the classroom.  

Fifteen classroom teachers employed at an elementary school in Central Florida participated in 

the study.  The participants provided thoughts, feelings, perspectives, opinions, experiences, and 

insights as to the influence a 20 week before-school physical activity program had on the 

behavior of students in a classroom setting.  The problem of the study, and the methods used, 

which were guided by the research questions, were summarized.  The study revealed four 

primary themes with five supporting codes for each theme.   

 Transformational Leadership Theory and Cultural-Historical Activity Theory were the 

theoretical frameworks used to analyze the data and findings.  The study’s data analyses were 

additionally guided by previous literature.  Limitations of the study were discussed.  Because the 

study focused on only one school and 15 teachers, the generalizability of the results may be 

limited.  Despite the limitations, the study’s findings contributed to the plethora of research 

indicating the overall benefits of physical activity, specifically physical activity interventions and 

programs on reducing behavior issues in children, and the importance for schools to provide 

adequate physical activity opportunities for students.  As leaders in education continue to address 

behavior issues of students in a classroom setting, further research is recommended to understand 

the influence of physical activity interventions and programs offered specifically before-school 

to reduce classroom behavior issues.   
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Appendix A: Invitation to Participate 

Note:  This letter will be provided to potential participants via school mailbox. 

 To Teachers  

 My name is Lisa Di Leo Mercer and I am a doctoral candidate at American College of 
Education.  I am working on my doctoral dissertation in Educational Leadership.  I kindly ask for 
your assistance with my research.  The purpose of this qualitative explanatory case study is to 
examine the perceptions of teachers of the influence a before-school physical activity program 
has on the behavior of children in the classroom.   
 
 I am seeking 15-20 teachers to participate in semi-structured, one-on-one interviews 
pertaining to perceptions, feelings, and opinions of the influence a before-school physical 
activity program has on the behavior of children in the classroom.  The interview may take 30 
minutes.  The interview will take place wherever the interviewee feels most comfortable and will 
not be conducted during work hours.  The interview will be recorded and transcribed by a third 
party transcriptionist.  Your participation in the study will remain confidential, and your identity 
will be known only to Lisa Di Leo Mercer.   
 
 If you are willing to participate in this study, please contact me by email 
(golisago45@gmail.com) or by telephone at (321) 231-2697.  I look forward to your help with 
this research. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Lisa Di Leo Mercer, Ed.S., M.Ed. 
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Appendix B:  Informed Consent Form 

Informed Consent Form for Doctoral Degree Dissertation Research 

Purpose of Research: The purpose of this qualitative, explanatory case study is to examine the 
perceptions of teachers of the influence a before-school physical activity program has on the 
behavior of children in the classroom.   
 
Participation:  If you agree to take part in this research project, you will be invited to participate 
in an interview.  You will not be asked to identify yourself by name during the interview. 
 
Time Required:  The interview may take 30 minutes.  The interview consists of questions 
allowing you to share your perspectives, feelings, and opinions relating to the topic of proposed 
study.  The interview will take place wherever you feel most comfortable and will not be 
conducted during work hours.  The interview will be recorded and transcribed by a third party 
transcriptionist.   
 
Risks:  There are no anticipated risks for participating in this research project. 
 
Benefits:  This research project will allow you the opportunity to express your views and 
experiences as an educator with students participating in a running program. 
 
Confidentiality:  Your responses to the interview questions will be confidential.  Your identity 
will only be known to Lisa Di Leo Mercer and at no time will your actual identity be revealed to 
others.  All participants will be identified by a numerical code.  All interview responses (audio 
recording and transcription) will be retained by Lisa Di Leo Mercer and will be destroyed three 
years after completion of the project.   
 
The data obtained from the interview will be used exclusively for this dissertation, future 
presentations based on the study, and other related research purposes.  At no time will 
publications or presentations identify you by name.  If you have any concerns, please feel free to 
contact American College of Education (ACE) Institutional Review Board at IRB@ace.edu. 
 
Participation and Withdrawal:  Your cooperation in this study is voluntary, and you may 
withdraw from participation at any time by informing me via email (golisago45@gmail.com) or 
by telephone (321) 231-2697 stating you no longer wish to participate.  No questions will be 
asked if you choose to withdraw from this study.  Likewise, you may decline to answer specific 
questions while continuing to participate in the study. 
 
Researcher Contact:  If you have any questions or concerns pertaining to this research or your 
participation in the study, please feel free to contact me personally.  Lisa Di Leo Mercer (321) 
231-2697 
 
Agreement:  The purpose and nature of this research has been satisfactorily explained, and I 
agree to participate in this study.  I understand I may withdraw from this study at any time. 
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Participant Signature * ___________________________________________________________ 
 
Date _________________________________________________________________________ 
 
*My signature indicates I received a copy of this consent form. 
 
Cell number ___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Personal email address ___________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix C: Interview Questions 

1. What grade do you teach? 

2. What do you know about the school’s running club? 

3. How many of your students are in the running club? 

4. How would you describe the behavior of students participating in the running club?  

5. How did the running club influence the behavior of participating students in your classroom?   

6. How did the behavior of the students attending the running club change? 

7. In your opinion, was behavior in students impacted by attending the running club?  How was 

this evidenced? 

8. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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Appendix D: Research Request to District Administrator 
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Appendix E: Research Permission from District Administrator 
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Appendix F: Submission to Subject Matter Experts  

 

 

Based on the feedback from the subject matter experts, changes were made to the interview 

questions.  The constructive feedback was used to change the wording of some of the interview 

questions to ensure the questions were clear and concise. 
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Appendix G: Reflective Field Notes/Interview Notes 

Understanding the Influence of Physical Activity on the Behavior of Children: An Explanatory 

Case Study by Lisa Di Leo Mercer 

 

Reflective Field Notes/Interview Notes 

Interview #: ___________________________________________________________________ 

Reflective Field Notes:  __________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Changes in body language: _______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Heightened emotion: ____________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Repeated words/phrases: _________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 


