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ABSTRACT 

 

CAROLYN COUTURE MURPHY 

STILL OUT THERE DOING IT:  A PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF 

MOTIVATIONS AMONG FEMALE AFRICAN AMERICAN TEENS IN AN AFTER-

SCHOOL PHYSICAL FITNESS PROGRAM  

Under the direction of SHERAH CARR, Ph.D. 

 
 

 

Female African American high school students are far more likely to be 

overweight or obese when compared to their White and Hispanic counterparts.  

Overweight and obesity rates among high school students were recently calculated at 

14.6% and 9.1% for White females, 20.0% and 13.3% for Hispanic females, and 21.2% 

and 15.2% for Black females (U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2015).  

The rate stood at over 36% for African American females, placing them at high risk for 

negative health outcomes associated with overweight and obesity.  Additionally, 

sedentary students miss out on the cognitive benefits associated with regular exercise.  

Girls show a clear decline in physical activity beginning in adolescence (Dwyer et al., 

2006), and the decline in activity and rise in inactivity was shown to vary across race.  

Physical education is required by most states in the U.S., and its purpose is generally held 

to be to promote life-long access to healthy activity. 

This phenomenological study examines the experiences of eight female African 

American adolescents who self-enrolled in a voluntary after-school fitness program. It
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investigates their reasons for enrolling, the benefits they perceived, facilitators for 

participation, and the barriers participants perceived.  Deci and Ryan’s self-determination 

theory (SDT) is the theoretical framework by which this study is framed. 

Differences in the quality of motivation appear to have had a significant influence 

on program completion.  The degree of autonomy with which the young women made the 

decision to enroll in the program had implications for their expectations, goals, and 

program completion.  From an SDT perspective, behavior change for exercise adherence 

in youth depends in great part on accepting the behavior regulation as one’s own, and 

external and internal influences may shift the locus of motivation.  Further research 

involving non-athletic participants in exercise adherence is indicated as is the 

examination of strategies to build supportive classroom environments and social support 

for activity in the physical education setting.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Childhood obesity rates have increased more than tri-fold in the past three 

decades. The obesity rate for American teens ages 12 to 19 was 5% in 1980. By 2010, it 

had climbed to 17% of the teen-aged population (Ogden, Carroll, Kit, & Flegal, 2012).  

According to a 2014 report by The Journal of the American Medical Association, no 

significant overall change occurred from 2003-2004 through 2011-2012 in obesity in 2 to 

19-year-olds, and the rate of overweight/obese in 2 to 5-year-olds had actually decreased.  

The same study, however, indicated the obesity rate for 12 to 19-year-olds had risen to 

20.5% in 2012 (Ogden et al., 2012).  Data compiled in 2015 by the Center for Disease 

Control (CDC) showed the obesity rate of students in grades 9 to 12 to have grown from 

11.8% in 2009 to 13.7% in 2013.  Trust for America’s Health published a report in 2016 

supporting a 17% obesity rate for American teens, a statistic the report claimed has held 

true for the past decade.  If current trends in childhood obesity are not reversed, youth 

today could be the first generation in U.S. history to live with greater morbidity and die 

younger than their parents’ generation (Ogden et al., 2012).   

Female African American high school students were far more likely to be 

overweight or obese when compared to their White and Hispanic counterparts. Data from 

the 2015 Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System (YRBSS), revealed overweight and 

obesity rates among high school students at 14.6% and 9.1% for White females,
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20.0% and 13.3% for Hispanic females, and 21.2% and 15.2% for Black females (U.S 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2015).  Nearly a third of American 

students in grades 9 to 12 were overweight or obese, a condition that placed them at 

greater risk of developing a range of weight-related diseases (Ogden et al., 2012; U.S 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2015).  The rate stood at over 36% for 

African American females, placing them at elevated risk for health adversities 

associated with overweight and obesity. 

Statement of the Problem 

One significant modifiable factor linked to current childhood obesity trends 

was insufficient physical activity (Strong et al., 2005).  For girls, a clear decline in 

physical activity began in adolescence (Dwyer et al., 2006).  The decline in activity 

and rise in inactivity was shown to vary across race. Decline in activity was greater in 

Black girls than among their White age-mates, and rates of inactivity were greater 

among Black girls and Hispanic girls than among Whites (Fahlman, Hall, & Lock, 

2006; Griesner, Neumark-Sztainer, Sakvig, Lee, Felton, & Kubik, 2008).  Over an 

eight-year period, the decline in physical activity was shown to be two times greater 

for Black girls than for White girls, and by the age of 17, more than half of African 

American girls had no regular daily activity (Lown & Braunschweig, 2008).  In 2015, 

14.3% of White females, 19.2% of Hispanic females, and 25.2% of Black Females 

reported participating in no physical activity in the last seven days (U.S. Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention, 2015).  Research strongly suggests that physical 

activity can benefit young people beyond the amelioration of overweight/obesity and 
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the associated health risks.  Physical activity was shown to promote certain aspects of 

cognition and to facilitate positive affective, behavioral and academic outcomes 

(Strong et al., 2005).  Physical activity benefits executive functioning in three major 

ways according to Ploughman: by increasing oxygen saturation, by increasing 

neurotransmitters in the brain, and by increasing brain-derived neurotrophins 

(Ploughman, 2008).  Each of these three benefits was linked to memory and learning 

(Ploughman, 2008).  School-based physical activity programs were shown to have 

possible short-term cognitive benefits for children, improve cognitive functioning, 

and do not disadvantage academic achievement (Basch, 2011).  Research by Sallis, 

McKenzie, Kolody, Lewis, Marshall, and Rosengard (1999) indicated that among 

primary school students, allowing up to an additional hour per day of instructional 

time for physical fitness curriculum did not negatively affect the academic 

performance of students even when the allocated time was taken away from academic 

content areas.  Research from medical and educational fields offers persuasive 

evidence for a causal relationship of educationally relevant health disparities on the 

educational achievement gap (Basch, 2011).  Health related issues play a major role 

in curtailing the ability of minority urban students to learn (Basch, 2011), and when a 

group of students does not access physical activity, they miss out on the potential 

physical and cognitive benefits. 

In 2008, the Institute of Medicine (IOM) Committee on Childhood Obesity 

Prevention Actions for Local Governments convened to identify potential and 

promising ways to address the childhood obesity epidemic.  In its report, the 
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committee acknowledged parents and adult caregivers as primary in teaching children 

about healthy behaviors and in modeling healthy behaviors. Positive efforts at home, 

however, can easily be undermined by the local environment if it is poorly suited to 

support healthy behavior.  Many communities lack access to healthy food choices and 

must rely on more expensive convenience stores which do not offer reasonably-

priced, quality produce. Additionally, a community may lack safe places for its 

citizens to play, walk, or otherwise engage in physical activity.  In such 

environments, even a highly-motivated adolescent or teen may find it difficult to 

behave in a healthy manner (IOM, 2009).   

Other agencies, such as the Centers for Disease Control and the Trust for 

America’s Health, have published reports emphasizing the need for community 

strategies for increasing levels of physical activity (CDC, 2009; Trust for America’s 

Health, 2012).  Poverty, racial segregation, educational inequality, and limited access 

to health care were recognized contributors to the uneven health and well-being of 

historically marginalized groups living in disadvantaged communities. Governmental 

reports and studies frequently call upon local officials to act upon that which they 

observe.  For example, in communities where many children do not engage in 

adequate physical activity or consume a diet low in fruits and vegetables, local 

officials are called up to examine the parity of access to active recreation 

opportunities and grocery stores in those neighborhoods. These government officials 

may be uniquely positioned to lead and support initiatives and collaborations in 
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neighborhoods and to engage local citizens in efforts to improve the environments in 

which children live and play (IOM, 2009). 

Multiple institutions encourage public schools to promote physical activity 

and well-being through physical education classes.  According to the CDC (2009), the 

physical activity needs of most youth could be met through comprehensive school-

based programs which benefit communities as well as students.  The CDC (2009) 

recommended that children and adolescents participate in 60 minutes of physical 

activity daily mostly comprised of aerobic activity with muscle and bone 

strengthening activity each included 3 days a week as part of the 60 daily minutes.   

Based on standards published in 2004 by the National Association for Sport and 

Education, the CDC (2009) recommended that schools require daily physical 

education in all grade levels (150 minutes per week for elementary; 225 minutes per 

week for secondary). 

Activity and physical fitness benefit more than the body; they are also 

associated with favorable educational outcomes in children (Basch, 2011; Ratey, 

2008).   Caring relationships with teachers can promote engagement in physical 

activity and enhance access to the educational and health benefits associated with it.  

This is especially true for urban students (Larson, 2006).  Schools can help young 

people meet the CDC recommendations by providing quality physical education 

programs which help youth explore types of physical activities and provide 

opportunities to build the skills necessary to engage in a physically active lifestyle 

(CDC, 2009).   
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While childhood obesity may be viewed as a national issue and frequently 

referred to as an epidemic, the action required to prevent obesity is typically viewed 

as an individual responsibility, and the social disparities that contribute to health 

inequality are often overlooked.  Growing rates of obesity can be viewed less as a 

matter of the individual and more as a social and economic phenomenon. Incidences 

of overweight and obesity are stratified in American society, and researchers ought to 

question why the obesity epidemic is often considered an individual moral matter on 

the part of people living in unhealthy, marginalized environment (Azzarito, 2007).  In 

conducting a review of the literature, I found that quantitative research involving 

interventions designed to improve diet, increase physical activity, and decrease 

obesity is common.  Missing from current research are the voices and experiences of 

the young people who undergo the interventions and who struggle with the barriers 

that inhibit healthy living in their communities.   

Purpose of the Study 

Seeking out and hearing the experiences of young people who face 

environmental barriers to physical activity and manage to overcome them may help to 

build more effective programs. Larger government, local officials, communities, and 

schools can speculate as to how to increase physical activity, but listening to 

individuals is critical to understanding what most hinders them and what most 

motivates them. This phenomenological study investigated the experience of 

completing a voluntary, ten-week, co-curricular physical activity program for two 

cohorts of African American high school girls.  The goal of the study was to attain an 
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in-depth understanding of the phenomenon of transitioning from inactivity or 

occasional physical activity to activity from African American female adolescents 

who experience it firsthand. 

Significance of the Study 

The experiences young people have in compulsory physical education can set 

the tone for their attitudes toward physical activity into the future. Students who 

reported negative experiences in obligatory physical education classes due to 

perceived low ability, social evaluation concerns, or overemphasis on competition 

were likely to be physically inactive both in and out of school (Ntoumanis, 

Pensgaard, Martin, & Pipe, 2004).  Conversely, research demonstrated that when 

physical education teachers support students’ psychological needs for competence, 

autonomy, and relatedness, the results were greater levels of self-determined 

motivation.  Inner motivation has been shown to be malleable, and teachers who 

employ autonomy-supportive strategies nurture a more autonomous quality of 

motivation in their students (Reeve, 2006).  Self-determined motivation was linked to 

positive behavioral intentions for physical activity as well as positive behavioral 

decisions for physical activity and positive behavioral, affective, and cognitive 

indices (Ntoumanis, 2005).  In other words, the quality and tenor of physical 

education instruction help to determine future physical activity levels and whether 

students receive the associated physical and cognitive benefits of physical activity.     
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Research Questions 

Social cognitive theory specifies a core set of determinants for health 

promotion. The core determinants include knowledge of the health risks and benefits 

of different health conditions and behaviors, perceived self-efficacy to exert control 

over one’s health behaviors, outcome expectations regarding the expected costs and 

benefits of changes in health behaviors, the health goals individuals set for 

themselves, and the perceived facilitators and impediments to implementing changes 

in health behavior (Bandura, 2004). Self-determination theory posits that while 

intrinsic and extrinsic motivation are two different things, some types of extrinsic 

motivation can mimic intrinsic motivation.  Extrinsic motivation falls along a 

continuum from regulated to autonomous, and the more autonomous, the more like 

intrinsic motivation it is (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  The design of behavioral interventions 

that seek to promote motivation for and maintenance of physical activity is an area of 

much interest in self-determination studies (Fortier, Sweet, O’Sullivan, & Williams, 

2007; Ryan & Deci, 2017).   

This study aimed to answer the central question: What was the experience of 

previously inactive and occasionally active African American girls who participated 

in an after-school fitness program?  Subquestions included the following:  

1.  What prompted them to enroll in the program?  

2. What benefits did they anticipate from participating?  

3. What barriers and facilitators of physical activity did the girls perceive?  
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4. What motivated them to stay in the program?  

5. What benefits did they perceive from participating in the program?  

Theoretical Framework 

Self-efficacy “is a judgment of one’s capability to accomplish a certain level 

of performance” (Bandura, 1986, p. 391). One of the strongest indicators of 

motivation to engage in physical activity was physical activity self-efficacy (Van Der 

Horst, Paw, Twisk, & Van Mechelen, 2007).  Research indicated a strong connection 

between physical activity self-efficacy and the choice, effort, and persistence to 

participate in physical activity (Annesi, 2006).  Social Cognitive Theory proposes a 

complex causal structure in which self-efficacy beliefs operate in conjunction with 

goals, outcome expectations, and perceived barriers and facilitators in the 

environment (Luszcznska, Scholz, & Schwarzer, 2005).  Social-cognitive variables 

such as self-efficacy and outcome expectancy value are commonly accepted 

influences on self-initiated change in health behavior and in the regulation of 

motivation.  They may be especially important during early adolescence as physical 

activity increasingly becomes a leisure choice (Dishman et al., 2005). 

As a primary construct of motivation, expectancy beliefs represent the notion 

that most individuals will not elect to perform a task or to continue to engage in a task 

if they expect to fail.  Self-efficacy theory asserts that self-efficacy, or the belief in 

personal ability to perform a behavior, influences the choice, effort, and persistence 

of behavior.  Therefore, girls who possess high self-efficacy regarding physical 

activity would perceive fewer barriers to physical activity or be less swayed by them, 
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be more likely to choose actions based on their expectations of positive outcomes of 

physical activity (i.e., outcome expectancy value), and be more inclined to derive 

pleasure from physical activity (Dishman et al., 2005).  Outcome expectancy is 

defined as incentives within the self-efficacy theory and refers to an individual’s 

beliefs regarding the likely outcomes of a behavior (Bandura, 1997).  Chase (2001) 

found that in physical education, children with higher self-efficacy are more prone to 

elect to participate in physical education, blame failure on lack of effort, and have 

higher future self-efficacy than do their peers with lower self-efficacy.  

Social cognitive theory is useful in explaining how individuals may choose to 

attempt health behavior changes, but self-determination theory extends beyond 

acknowledging the need for feeling of competence to address the need for autonomy 

as well as competence (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Self-determination theory is an evolving 

macro-theory of motivated behavior and is centered on need fulfillment, the 

realization of human potential, and self-actualization (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  Many 

key concepts formulated within self-determination theory are particularly relevant to 

health behavior change and physical activity (Teixeira, Carraca, Markland, Silva, & 

Ryan, 2012).   

First, self-determination theory makes a distinction between intrinsic and 

extrinsic types of motivation.  When regulated by intrinsic motivation, an individual 

engages in an activity for its inherent satisfaction. Extrinsic motivation refers to 

participating in an activity or behavior for a separable outcome.  Self-determination 

theory, however, conceptualizes qualitatively different forms of extrinsic motivation 
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moving along a continuum of controlled to autonomous regulation.  Controlled 

extrinsic motivators are those that are externally regulated such as behaviors 

performed to comply with reward or punishment contingencies. Extrinsic motivators 

which are driven by a need for self-approval based on external values are based on 

introjected regulation and are also considered to be controlled.  Forms of extrinsic 

motivation which are controlled are expected within self-determination theory to 

drive short-term behavior but not long-term behavioral changes (Deci & Ryan, 2000).   

Not all extrinsic motivators, however, are controlled. When an individual 

engages in an activity not because of intrinsic motivation but because it holds 

personal value and utility, the motivator is still extrinsic but is more autonomous.  

Within self-determination theory, identified and integrated forms of behavior 

regulation are those that are self-endorsed and autonomously regulated because the 

individual finds personal value in the behavior (Teixeira et al., 2012). In terms of 

physical activity, identified and integrated motivation would be present for a 

participant who does not necessarily find exercise to be fun but does value the 

outcomes.    

Limitations 

The study followed African American females who participated in a 

voluntary, eight-week fitness program.  Not every student who participated in the 

program was an African American female.  According to the program director, 

historically, 80-90% of participants at the research site fit the profile, but it was not 

unheard of for a cohort to be more gender balanced or to contain a higher percentage 
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of White or Hispanic students.  The attrition rate for the fitness program had regularly 

been high, with upwards of twenty-five students beginning a cohort but only 8 to 12 

completing the program.  The number of participants in the first cohort was lower 

than normal, a fact the director ascribed to the school being relocated to a temporary 

site in a different neighborhood while the main building was under renovation.  By 

the start of the second cohort, the school had re-opened at its original site with a 

brand-new building and upgraded athletic fields.  Enrollment in the second cohort 

was back to the typical cohort size.  

Assumptions 

I assumed that I was embarking on this study to promote fitness and goal 

setting and not simply to prevent obesity.  I had been associated with the sponsoring 

organization for more than three years, and I assumed that their youth program was 

conducted in a way that promoted positive physicality rather than societal 

expectations for body image.  According to the program director, students joined the 

program for a variety of reasons. I assumed that those who began with unrealistic 

expectations and imagined a complete body make-over in a matter of weeks would be 

among the first to drop out of the cohort.  Lastly, I assumed that physical activity has 

the power to improve quality of life for everyone.  Athlete or non-athlete, coordinated 

or clumsy, I assumed that each person could gain benefits from a level and type of 

physical activity that was suited to his or her own body. 

 

 



13 

 

Definitions of Key Terms 

Some terms frequently used in this study have distinct medical definitions, and others 

come from theories of cognition or motivation.  Definitions are below. 

Obesity (adult).   According to the CDC (2016), adult obesity is defined as an 

excessively high amount of body fat in relation to lean tissue. An adult is considered 

obese if his or her body mass index (BMI) is 30 or higher.  

Overweight (adult).  An adult is considered overweight if his or her body mass 

index (BMI) is between 25 and 29.9. 

Obesity (child).  For children, the CDC (2016) defines obesity as a BMI at or 

above the 95th percentile for children of the same age and sex. 

Overweight (child).  For children, the CDC (2016) defines overweight as a 

BMI at or above the 85th percentile and lower than the 95th percentile for children of 

the same age and sex.   

Physical Activity.  CDC (2009) guidelines recommend 60 minutes or more of 

physical activity each day for children and adolescents.  The majority should come 

from aerobic activity of moderate (brisk walking) to vigorous (running) intensity. 

Muscle strengthening (push-ups, gymnastics) and bone strengthening (jumping rope, 

running) should be incorporated three times a week in the 60 minutes a day schedule. 

Physical Fitness.  According to the CDC online glossary (2015), physical 

fitness is defined as, “The ability to carry out daily tasks with vigor and alertness, 

without undue fatigue, and with ample energy to enjoy leisure-time pursuits and 

respond to emergencies. Physical fitness includes components consisting of 
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cardiorespiratory endurance (aerobic power), skeletal muscle endurance, skeletal 

muscle strength, skeletal muscle power, flexibility, balance, speed of movement, 

reaction time, and body composition” (P heading, para. 1). 

Self-efficacy.  Self-efficacy “is a judgment of one’s capability to accomplish a 

certain level of performance” (Bandura, 1986, p. 391). 

Summary 

Should current trends in obesity persist, the eventual costs in terms of 

mortality, morbidity, healthcare, and lost productivity could be dire.  Obesity has the 

potential to contribute to 5 million cases of coronary heart disease and stroke, more 

than 400,000 cases of cancer, and more than 6 million cases of Type 2 diabetes in the 

next twenty years (Trust for America’s Health, 2012).  By 2030, medical costs 

associated with treating preventable obesity-related diseases are projected to increase 

by $48 billion to $66 billion per year in the United States. Additionally, the loss in 

economic productivity could be between $390 billion and $580 billion annually by 

2030 (Trust for America’s Health, 2012).   

Judging by current trends, the burden of obesity-related health and economic 

hardship could fall disproportionately on certain groups.  Childhood obesity is an 

accepted predictor of adult obesity, and rates of overweight and obesity among 

female African American adolescents and teens are significantly higher than those of 

their White or Hispanic peers (Ogden et al., 2012).  Rates of physical activity for 

teenage African American girls are, at the same time, significantly lower than those 

of their White and Hispanic peers (Griesner et al., 2008).  African American girls 



15 

 

who live in urban areas face unique barriers to physical activity, many of which, such 

as a lack of safe, accessible facilities, are structural and built into the environment.   

In addition to suffering the physical burdens associated with 

overweight/obesity, African American girls also lose out on the cognitive and 

affective benefits of regular physical activity when they do not engage in it.  

Improvements in classroom behavior, concentration, and memory are all associated 

with regular physical activity (Strong et al., 2005).  Improving behavioral and 

academic outcomes for African American girls relies, in part, on recognizing and 

overcoming the barriers and in recognizing and reinforcing factors that motivate their 

participation in physical activity. 

Chapter 2 contains a review of the literature related to this research study.  

The review includes trends in both adult and childhood obesity and the projected 

consequences; the physical, mental, and emotional benefits of physical activity for 

youth; disparities in rates of physical activity in young females; characteristics of the 

physical education classroom in urban schools, structural and individual barriers to 

physical activity for female African American adolescents and teens, and theories of 

motivation applied to physical activity.  Chapter 3 presents the methodology used in 

the current study, including the research design.  Chapter 4 includes the results of the 

research, and Chapter 5 offers analysis and discussion of the results.
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Over the past three decades, obesity rates for both adults and children have 

climbed at an alarming rate; so much so that the term commonly used to describe the 

trend is “epidemic.”  Between 1980 and 2010, the obesity rate for teens ages 12 to 19 

rose from 5% to 17%.  Young people today stand to be the first generation in U.S. 

history to live sicker and die younger than their parents’ generation (Ogden et al., 

2012).  As with adults, adolescents and teens bear rates of obesity that are stratified 

across race.  According to the 2011 Youth Risk Behavior Survey, African American 

females have the highest rate of overweight/obese among Black, White, and Hispanic 

high school students of both sexes (U.S Centers for Disease Control and Prevention).  

At the same time, African American adolescent females have the lowest rates of 

physical activity among their age peers (Griesner et al., 2008).  Along with nutrition, 

physical activity is a modifiable factor influencing childhood obesity (Strong et al., 

2005) and a common area of focus in the effort to curb childhood obesity. The aim of 

this study is to examine the experience of a group of previously inactive and 

occasionally active African American teenage girls who complete a voluntary after-

school physical fitness program.  
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Search Strategy 

This chapter contains a review of literature pertaining to health and obesity 

trends, physical education, physical activity, and motivation for physical activity 

relating to teenage African American girls.  Articles were included if they met certain 

criteria:   

1. The article was written in English. 

2. The article pertained to the field of education, health, medicine, social 

policy, or psychology. 

3. The article was sourced from a peer-reviewed source, a credible news site, 

or a government agency. 

 Because the study focuses on girls in an urban American setting, research 

conducted in the United States was prioritized in the review, and the use of research 

done elsewhere was minimized. Articles less than ten years old were sought out and 

included in the review, but some material is older. Literature relevant to theories of 

motivation may date back to the 1980s, but with one exception, only research 

conducted since 2000 or later is otherwise included.  

Initial research included electronic searches of academic databases including 

ERIC, EBSCO Host, ProQuest, and Google Scholar.  Search terms included youth, 

teen obesity rate, physical activity, exercise, physical education, urban, African 

American, girls, and motivation all used in varying combinations.  Articles with 

promising titles were downloaded, and if the abstract indicated valuable information, 

read, and in most cases, printed.  Each useful article produced a second tier of 
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research through its reference section.  Relevant leads were mined from the reference 

pages of nearly every article read until reaching a point of saturation.   

To emphasize the importance of physical activity, the chapter begins with an 

examination of current trends in obesity for both adults and children and outlines the 

various benefits of physical activity: physical, cognitive, and emotional. The chapter 

contains an overview of disparities in rates of physical activity between genders and 

among races and outlines barriers to physical activity specific to urban settings.  

Additionally, the chapter provides an examination of factors that serve as facilitators 

and motivators for physical activity. Because schools are the common means of 

promoting physical activity for adolescents in urban areas, the chapter contains an 

analysis of physical education specific to city schools.  

The central question of the study is: What is the experience of previously 

inactive and occasionally active African American adolescent females while 

completing a voluntary after-school fitness program?  This phenomenology will 

chronicle the experiences of two cohorts of African American high school girls in 

completing a voluntary, ten-week, co-curricular physical activity program at an urban 

high school in the southeastern United States. 

Theoretical Framework 

In a 1996 article about unassisted recovery among drug addicts, Granfield and 

Cloud characterized inattention to self-recovery as “the elephant that no one sees.”  

Whether from drug addiction, smoking, alcohol dependency, or other health threats 

that might be neutralized by the individual, research is rarely directed toward those 
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who successfully self-recover.  Myriad studies document trends in childhood obesity 

and health disparities for minorities and the economically disadvantaged.  Reports 

examine and recommend structural and individual interventions to ameliorate rates of 

overweight and obesity.  Resistance to change of health habits is often over-predicted 

because cases of successful self-changers are ignored. Research cannot tell us how 

many adolescents and teens lose weight by their own initiative through changing their 

lifestyle habits. What research does reveal, however, is that when individuals 

combine efficacy belief with positive outcome expectations that the benefits will be 

greater than the discomfort of the habit changes (Bandura, 2004). 

Young women will likely not exercise simply because research says they 

should.  Evidence suggests that facilitating behavior changes requires more than 

information or compulsory physical education classes.  Environmental conditions, 

individual motivation, and social support are all crucial (Nahas, Goldfine, & Collins, 

2003).  Self-efficacy is reported to be a strong predictor of behavior, and self-efficacy 

beliefs are tied to success in behaviors such as weight loss and exercise.  In terms of 

physical activity, self-efficacy represents confidence in the ability to be regularly 

active.  Highly correlated with vigorous physical activity such as jogging or playing 

basketball, self-efficacy is one of the strongest predictors of future activity for 

adolescents and adults.   Intentions are another facilitator of physical activity, and 

some would argue, the greatest determinant of behaviors under personal control 

(Nahas et al., 2003).  
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Social cognitive theory enumerates a core set of determinants pertaining to 

health practices.  These determinants include knowledge of impending health risks 

and the benefits of altering health practices, perceived self-efficacy that the individual 

can exert control over his or her own health habits, outcome expectations regarding 

the anticipated costs and gains for altering health habits, the health goals individuals 

set for themselves and the strategies they create for attaining them, the perceived 

impediments faced, and the perceived facilitators of the desired changes (Bandura, 

1997).   

A teenager with little or no knowledge of how her lifestyle affects her health 

has little cause to alter her behaviors by taking up challenging activities and 

abandoning habits she enjoys. While research reports alone may not be enough to 

encourage young women to undertake physical activity, knowledge of the health risks 

of a sedentary lifestyle and the benefits of physical fitness creates the precondition for 

change. Focal to personal change is a belief of personal efficacy to enact change.  The 

conviction that one has the agency to produce desired changes through action is 

central to human motivation and action (Bandura, 1997).  

The results, or outcome expectations, individuals expect their actions to 

produce also affects health behavior.  Outcome expectations for health behaviors take 

several forms.  The physical outcomes include adverse effects and benefits.  An 

individual who sets out on a new physical activity routine would likely expect both 

physical discomfort and improved health (Bandura, 2004).  The second major class of 

outcomes is social.  The new behavior may bear outcome expectation for approval 
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and disapproval in an individual’s interpersonal relationships.  Self-evaluative 

reactions, positive and negative, to health behavior and health status comprise the 

third set of behavioral outcomes (Bandura, 2004).  Individuals adopt personal 

standards and modify behavior by their self-evaluative reactions.  When individuals 

see how behavioral changes are in their self-interest and in the broad goals they value, 

motivation is enhanced. Long-term goals, however, have too many competing 

influences to control immediate behavior. Having short term, attainable goals helps to 

maintain health behavior changes by guiding action in the present (Bandura, 2004). 

If there were no barriers to overcome, personal change would be simple.  

Perceived impediments and facilitators are other determinants of health behavior 

(Bandura, 2004).  Personal and structural barriers to physical activity experienced by 

African American female adolescents are described later in this chapter.  These 

barriers form a core part of self-efficacy assessment.  Self-efficacy beliefs are 

measured against the challenges to be overcome.  A young person who takes up an 

exercise routine will judge her efficacy to participate regularly in the face of varying 

obstacles, such as perceived lack of time, physical strain, safe conditions, and social 

acceptance (Bandura, 2004; Wolin, Bennett, McNeill, Sorensen, & Emmons 2008). 

Self-efficacy beliefs also determine how barriers are perceived.  Those with low self-

efficacy beliefs discern futility and give up easily in the face of difficulties, while 

individuals with high self-efficacy perceive barriers as surmountable given the right 

strategies and effort (Bandura, 2004).  Where there are no barriers, behavioral change 

is easy and efficacy is very high, but motivation may not necessarily match efficacy.  
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Cognitive evaluation theory, a sub-theory within the larger framework of self-

determination theory, posits that feelings of efficacy are not sufficient to maintain 

intrinsic motivation or to build high-quality extrinsic motivation. Events that support 

both feelings of competence and autonomy are necessary conditions for behavior that 

is intrinsically motivated or mimics intrinsic motivation (Ryan, Williams, Patrick, & 

Deci, 2009). 

Motivation is not a single construct.  Individuals are motivated to act by a 

range of factors, experiences, and outcomes.  Because it is at the center of cognitive 

and social regulation, motivation is a cardinal matter of study in education.  Research 

on conditions that facilitate motivation is important because it expands knowledge of 

human behavior and contributes to the design of environments that facilitate human 

development and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  Several distinct types of 

motivation have been identified through research, and each has apparent 

consequences for experience, well-being, learning, and performance.   

External pressure may motivate an individual under certain circumstances, 

while internal motivation drives action in other circumstances. Additionally, external 

factors may exert pressures, but they also have consequences on internal motivation 

(Ryan & Deci, 2000).  Intrinsic motivation can be diminished using not only tangible 

rewards but also deadlines, imposed goals, directives, and threats.  These external 

forces shift the perceived locus of causality from internal to external.  Intrinsic 

motivation can be enhanced by choice and opportunities for self-direction (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000).  For instance, a coach who is perceived as highly controlling may 
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undermine the intrinsic motivation of his or her athletes to participate in a sport. 

Teachers and coaches who are supportive of autonomy foster greater intrinsic 

motivation and desire for challenge in their students.  Students taught in a controlling 

environment perform less effectively and gradually lose initiative (Ryan & Deci, 

2000).   

Most human action is not intrinsically motivated, and intrinsic motivation is 

not the only type of self-determined motivation.  When a teacher attempts to promote 

certain behaviors in a student, the student’s motivation can run the gamut of 

nonexistent, to unwillingness, to passive compliance, to engaged personal 

commitment.  The different levels of motivation reflect the different degrees to which 

the value of the requested behavior has been taken in by the individual and 

internalized (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  While intrinsic motivation drives the individual to 

action for the inherent satisfaction of the activity, extrinsic motivation drives action 

for a separable outcome.  Although extrinsic motivation is often perceived as being 

controlled by factors external to the individual, it can vary widely in its relative 

autonomy.   

Externally regulated behaviors are the least autonomous of extrinsically 

motivated behaviors.  Such behaviors are executed to satisfy an external demand or 

reward contingency (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  The next most autonomous extrinsic 

motivation is introjected regulation.  It is a controlled form of regulation by 

contingent self-esteem.  The individual adheres to the regulation but does not accept it 

as his or her own.  The locus of causality is external even though introjected 
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behaviors are internally driven. A more self-determined form of extrinsic motivation 

is regulation through identification.  In this form, the behavioral regulation is valued 

by the individual and perceived as personally important.  The most autonomous of 

extrinsic motivation is integrated regulation wherein external regulations are fully 

evaluated and brought into congruence with the individual’s values and needs.  

Actions motivated by integrated regulation share many of the same qualities as those 

elicited by intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  Research has supported Ryan 

and Deci’s self-determination theory and the application of its framework in the 

context of physical education and suggests that if teachers and coaches wish to 

promote intrinsic motivation for physical activity, facilitating autonomy, competence, 

and relatedness is an effective means (Standage, Duda & Ntoumanis, 2010). 

Given the importance of internalization for behavioral outcomes, promoting 

autonomous regulation for extrinsically motivated behaviors is a critical issue for 

teachers and coaches.  Ryan and Connell (1989) demonstrated through research that 

the more students were regulated externally, the less they valued and showed interest 

in achievement and the more they disowned negative outcomes. Intrinsic and 

extrinsic motivation can and do coexist, and research suggests that the critical issue is 

not which type of motivation is demonstrated, but the quantity that matters (Lepper, 

Corpus, & Iyengar, 2005).  Students’ perceptions of tasks influence how they use 

available time and how they approach activities. Experiences that involve variety and 

diversity are more likely to engender participation. Moreover, when students perceive 

meaningful reasons for engaging in a task, they are more likely to focus on gaining 
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new skills or improving established skills (Ames, 1992). Interest, perceived control, 

and challenge are factors that can enhance an intrinsic purpose for engagement in 

students.  When tasks speak to the personal interest of students, give students a sense 

of control over the process or product, and offer a personal challenge, intrinsic 

motivation is likely to be increased for students (Ames, 1992).  When both academic 

and behavioral structures are designed to increase student motivation, students are 

more likely to develop the self-regulatory skills to manage their own learning and 

behavior in the classroom and on the playing field. 

Motivation is a critical element in maintaining regular physical activity, and 

research on exercise motivation from the framework of self-determination theory has 

increased in recent years (Teixeira et al., 2012).  Originating from a humanistic 

perspective, self-determination theory is uniquely placed to examine the effects that 

different types of motivation can have on human behavior (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In 

addition to distinguishing between extrinsic and intrinsic motivation and placing 

different forms of extrinsic motivation along a continuum of externally regulated to 

completely autonomous, self-determination theory introduces the concept of basic 

psychological needs as critical to understanding the supports required for autonomous 

forms of motivation (Teixeira et al., 2012).  

Intrinsic motivation is, according to Deci and Ryan (1985), characterized as 

enjoyment in the activity.  As it relates to physical activity, intrinsic motivation would 

be present in an individual who took pleasure in the activity for its own sake.  

Extrinsic motivation falls along a continuum in SDT, and some forms of it can appear 
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quite similar to intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985).  External regulation is the 

least autonomous form of extrinsic motivation and is the result of external demands, 

threats of punishment, or promises of rewards.  Introjected motivation is less 

externally controlled and typically ego-involved; self-esteem may be contingent upon 

it (Deci & Ryan, 1985).  An individual who engages in physical activity in order to 

enhance her perceived social value or gain self-esteem through her physical 

appearance could be said to be operating through introjected motivation.  Identified 

regulation is a more autonomous form of motivation in which an individual 

personally values a goal or regulation (Deci & Ryan, 1985).  When an individual 

engages in physical activity because she recognizes and personally values the benefits 

of it, she is engaged in identified regulation.  Integrated regulation is the most 

autonomous form of extrinsic motivation and can closely resemble it. Here the 

individual does not perform the task for inherent pleasure, as would be the case with 

intrinsic motivation, but they do identify the behavior as satisfying a personal need 

(Deci & Ryan, 1985).  A runner who does not take inherent pleasure in the act of 

running for its own sake but identifies as a runner, recognizes and enjoys the benefits 

of running, and finds that running enhances her self-evaluation and fulfills a personal 

need would be said to be motivated by integration.  Self-determination theory 

emphasizes the internal processes prior to action (Deci & Ryan, 1985).   

Self-determination theory holds that humans have basic psychological needs 

for autonomy, competence, and relatedness and that satisfaction of these needs leads 

to increased feelings of well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2002). Like many activities, 



27 

 

engaging in exercise has the potential to lead to having one’s psychological needs 

met. Experiences of autonomy are apt to differ depending on the social milieu in 

which the activity is conducted. If others in the activity setting minimize pressure, 

honor the perspective of the participant, and support his or her choices, autonomy is 

apt to be enhanced. Feelings of competence in an exercise setting will vary upon the 

success or failure of meeting the physical challenges or as a function of the feedback 

from a teacher, coach, or fitness professional. Perceptions of relatedness depend on 

connections made to others in the setting and may be enhanced by an empathetic and 

positive environment (Teixeira et al., 2012).  The concept of need support is believed 

to explain much of the difference in individual development and enactment of 

motivation across the continuum (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The design of interventions 

for health behavior, including physical activity, that enhance the satisfaction of basic 

needs among participants is an area of much interest in self-determination studies 

(Fortier et al., 2007). 

Obesity Trends 

The prevention of childhood obesity is currently a major topic of national and 

state public health policy, and with good reason. According to a 2008 article in the 

research journal, Obesity, if current trends continue, by 2030 healthcare costs 

attributable to overweight/obesity will account for 16-18%, or one in six of every 

dollar spent on healthcare costs in the United States (Wang, Beydoun, Liang, 

Caballero, & Kumanyika, 2008).  The prevalence of overweight/obesity has, on 

average, steadily increased over the past three decades among all U.S. populations.  
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In terms of obesity, African American women had both the highest prevalence and 

the highest rate increase overall.  Should rates of increase in obesity persist, Black 

women and Mexican American men would be the most affected with rates of 

overweight/obesity at 96.9% and 91.1% respectively by 2030 (Wang et al., 2008).  

Data from a 2007 study by Wang & Beydoun indicates significant differences in 

obesity prevalence by race/ethnicity. Nearly 45.0% of non-Hispanic black adults 

and 36.8% of Mexican Americans were obese as were 30% of non-Hispanic white 

adults.  In all age groups, low-socioeconomic-status groups and minorities are 

disproportionately affected.   

While prevalence of overweight and obesity in youth is higher among 

minorities in general, Mexican-American boys and Black girls have the highest rates 

of all. According to 2004 data, 47.9% of Mexican-American boys aged 6 – 11 were 

overweight or obese as were 45.6% of Black girls in the same age range. For 

adolescents (12 – 19), the rates were 37.3% for Mexican-American boys and 42.1% 

for Black girls (Wang & Beydoun, 2007).  Should rates of increase continue, 

overweight/obesity will increase twofold among Mexican-American adolescents and 

1.8-fold among Black teens; these are the largest increases predicted among 

American children (Wang et al., 2008). Physical activity is a commonly accepted 

means of maintaining healthy weight, and while levels of activity are unacceptably 

low among most adolescents, they are particularly depressed in Black and Hispanic 

females (Basch, 2011).   
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The association between socioeconomic status and obesity varies by race, 

gender, and ethnicity.  Between 1988-1994 and 1999-2002, White men in the low-

SES group showed decreased rates of obesity, while Black men of the same economic 

status experienced a rise in prevalence from 20.1% to 32.8%.  Black women, on the 

other hand, showed only slight increases among the low-SES population while rates 

for middle and high socioeconomic status Black women jumped 17% and 22.7% 

respectively (Wang & Beydoun, 2007).  Contributing factors such as social and 

physical environments, lifestyles, and body image may explain more about trends in 

body mass index than does individual economic status (Wang & Beydoun, 2007).     

Among adolescents, socioeconomic disparities and overweight/obesity rates 

also vary.  No consistent link is found between low-SES and overweight in boys, but 

girls, in general, had much higher prevalence than their middle and high-economic 

peers. Adolescent White girls show a strong association between low-SES and 

overweight, but for Black girls, the association is stronger among high-SES 

adolescents (Wang & Zhang, 2006).  Independent of SES, neighborhood exerts a 

significant effect; when compared to adolescents living in newer suburbs, those living 

in rural, working class, and mixed-ethnic urban areas were approximately 30% more 

likely to be overweight (Wang & Beydoun, 2007).  As a predictor of adult obesity, 

childhood BMI for Blacks is much stronger than it is for Whites.  Among overweight 

girls, 65% of White girls versus 84% of Black girls went on to become obese adults 

(Wang & Beydoun, 2007).   
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Childhood obesity has become a matter of public interest as its prevalence has 

spread across social boundaries. For a variety of reasons, poor children and children 

of color are more likely to be overweight/obese, but the problem is now visible in 

some measure across all strata of society (Wang et al., 2008). Like bullying and 

character education, schools are expected to address matters of public concern. 

Physical education curriculum is apparently inadequate to address obesity if 

prevalence is on the rise for all types of students.  As with so many social issues, 

schools are being called upon to address the problem of childhood obesity with the 

hopes of promoting healthier lifestyles into and through adulthood (Pyle, Sharkey, 

Yetter, Felix, & Furlong, 2006).  In adults, physical activity is associated with myriad 

health benefits including enhanced cognitive function. Activity and physical fitness 

are also linked to increased academic achievement in children (Basch, 2011; Ratey, 

2008).   

Disparities in Rates of Physical Activity 

As children transition from elementary age to adolescence, activity levels and 

physical fitness decline; this may be particularly true for females and young people 

who are overweight.  Black and Hispanic youth have lower rates of physical activity 

than Whites, and disparities are especially apparent for females (Basch, 2011).  

Physical inactivity, defined as not exerting enough energy to raise heart rate and 

breathe hard some of the time for 60 minutes of time on any of the prior seven days, 

is twice as high among Hispanic females (35.2%) as their White counterparts (16.7%) 

and 150% higher for Black females (42.1%) than for White females (Basch, 2011).  
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During adolescence, girls experience a much steeper decline in physical 

activity than do boys, and their rates of inactivity rise.  The decline in activity and rise 

in inactivity has been shown to vary across race. Decline in activity is greater in 

Black girls than among their White age-mates, and rates of inactivity are greater 

among Black girls and Hispanic girls than among White girls (Griesner et al., 2008).  

Over an eight-year period, the decline in physical activity has been shown to be two 

times greater for Black girls than for White girls, and by the age of 17, more than half 

of African American girls had no regular daily activity (Lown & Braunschweig, 

2008).   

Lown and Braunschweig (2008) suggest social support for physical activity, 

health beliefs regarding activity, and self-efficacy influence levels of physical 

activity. For low-income Black girls and Hispanic girls, social support from family 

and peers for physical activity is significantly associated with physical activity.  As 

girls age, however, social support for physical activity dwindles (Lown & 

Braunschweig, 2008).  The predominant health belief regarding activity is constant 

across ethnic groups: staying healthy and in shape.  Compared to White girls and 

boys and to Black boys, Black girls report the lowest self-efficacy for physical 

activity.  Strategies for improving physical activity for low-income Black and 

Hispanic girls may include increasing social support for older girls, emphasizing the 

immediate health and fitness benefits, and increasing levels of self-efficacy for 

physical activity (Lown & Braunschweig, 2008).   
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School-based programs may, for some students, be the only means by which 

they may increase levels of physical activity, so engagement is critical.  In a 2008 

study by Griesner et al., when compared to White girls, Black girls reported 

perceptions of significantly lower teacher support for physical activity and far less 

enjoyment of it.  Hispanic girls reported lower levels of support from boys, less 

enjoyment of physical activity, and lower levels of family support for physical 

activity than did White girls.  Social support is a key determiner of activity levels, and 

it is critical to understand how schools can create more supportive environments for 

activity among Black and Hispanic girls.  

 Teachers of physical education spend a great deal of class time interacting 

with students, and the quality of these interactions can influence students’ attitudes 

toward physical education positively or negatively, extending into inclination toward 

regular physical activity (Larson, 2006).  Students indicate the importance of teachers 

establishing personal connections with them; the concept of teacher caring is an 

important factor in student engagement in physical education.  For urban students in 

particular, caring relationships with teachers can promote engagement in physical 

activity and enhance their access to its attendant educational and health benefits.  If 

the teacher is White and middle or upper class, a strong teacher training program 

including cultural immersion would be of great service to allow the teacher to better 

understand the relationship between health and education and the barriers racism and 

discrimination place in the way of urban students of color (Larson, 2006). 
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Teachers who are not properly prepared may enter urban schools serving poor 

and minority students and underestimate the impact certain public health issues have 

on student learning. A student may appear not to value education due to absenteeism 

and sleeping in class, but the underlying cause could be poorly treated asthma.  A 

child who appears inattentive and has difficulty attending to a lesson may simply 

need glasses.  The same segments of the population at greatest risk for adverse health 

outcomes are also at risk for adverse educational outcomes.  Health disparities wield a 

powerful influence on the achievement gap, but they are often overlooked in school 

reform efforts (Basch, 2011).  Teachers serving in poor urban schools must be able to 

recognize the relationships between health issues and educational outcomes to best 

serve students.  

Increasing physical activity among adolescent females of color in urban 

settings is not a panacea. Health disparities and educational disparities are complex 

problems and will not be solved by a single factor, but they certainly could be 

improved by it. Increased physical activity could ameliorate prevalence of 

overweight/obesity and associated health problems. Furthermore, physical activity is 

shown to have cognitive benefits that may translate to better academic achievement 

(Ratey, 2008).  To better understand how to effectively promote increased levels of 

activity, research regarding attitudes toward physical activity and fitness, 

determinants of physical activity, and effective school approaches is indicated. 
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Physical Activity and the Achievement Gap 

The literature strongly indicates that physical activity and fitness can affect 

positive educational outcomes by benefitting certain aspects of cognition.  According 

to Ploughman 2008 exercise aids executive functioning in three major ways:  by 

increasing oxygen saturation, by increasing neurotransmitters in the brain, and by 

increasing brain-derived neurotrophins, all of which have been linked to memory and 

learning.  School-based physical activity programs have been shown to have possible 

short-term cognitive benefits for children, improve cognitive functioning, and do not 

disadvantage academic achievement (Basch, 2011).  Additionally, as obesity is linked 

to increased rates of absenteeism, school-based programs to promote activity may 

assist attendance (Basch, 2011).  For children with asthma, physical activity can 

improve cardiopulmonary functioning and alleviate the disease (Basch, 2011).  

For teachers in urban settings, the ability to recognize the effects of 

discrimination and racism on educational outcomes includes an awareness of health 

issues that disproportionally affect communities of color and are educationally 

relevant.  Disparities in education and health have common roots in poverty, lack of 

access to healthcare and social services, unhealthy physical environments, toxic social 

environments, and racism. Research in fields ranging from medical to educational 

provides compelling evidence for the causal effect of educationally relevant health 

disparities on the educational achievement gap (Evans & Schamberg, 2009; 

Murname, 2007).  Health related issues play a major role in curtailing the ability of 

minority urban students to learn (Basch, 2011). In short, healthier students are better 
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learners; teachers and schools must work to address health inequities if they wish to 

address educational inequities.  Additionally, primary school students demonstrate no 

negative academic outcomes when an additional hour per day is allocated to physical 

activity even though the additional hour comes through a reduction in instructional 

time in other subjects (Sallis et al., 1999).   

Schools alone cannot close the gap in education or eradicate the health 

disparities that contribute to the gap.  It would be unrealistic to place the 

responsibility entirely on schools; families, policy makers, healthcare systems, and 

communities all have roles to play.  Most schools do address health issues by 

implementing programs such as providing breakfast and lunch and through health and 

physical education curriculum, but clearly, this is not enough.  Teachers in poor urban 

schools serve students who are disproportionally affected by both educational and 

health disparities and face unique challenges in having to work to curtail health issues 

to address educational issues.  While educationally relevant health disparities ought to 

be important to all teachers of poor and minority students, two disparities are of 

particularly relevant to physical education teachers in urban settings: asthma and 

physical activity (Basch, 2011). 

Poorly controlled asthma in children results in multiple negative educational 

outcomes; most significantly, it affects cognition and absenteeism.  Research 

indicates that children with asthma appear to be at a disadvantage in terms of school 

readiness, which may initiate a cycle of continuing academic struggle.  When 

compared to children who do not have asthma, children with asthma have been shown 
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to perform worse on some tests of memory and concentration (Basch, 2011).  Sleep 

disruption may, at least in part, explain the difference.  Disturbed sleep is associated 

with depressed educational outcomes and with decreased ability to learn, and children 

with asthma are more likely than their non-asthmatic peers to experience sleep 

disturbances brought on by symptoms such as wheezing and coughing.  Additionally, 

that fact that children with asthma miss school because of the disease is well 

documented.  Asthma can affect absenteeism in many ways:  doctor visits, 

hospitalization, symptom flare-ups, comorbidity with other respiratory illnesses, 

reaction to environmental triggers, and sleep deprivation.  While the extent to which 

each factor contributes to absenteeism is not well understood, one fact is well 

documented: the more severe and chronic the symptoms, the higher the rates of 

absenteeism (Basch, 2011).  

Due to their disproportional rates of asthma and to poor control of the disease, 

poor urban minority youth experience high levels of adverse educational effects.  Not 

only do these students have higher rates and more severe forms of asthma, but they 

experience extreme disparities about medical treatment and control of their asthma.  

Standard treatment and prevention for asthma involves access to continuous quality 

health care, medication to control asthma attacks, and minimization or avoidance of 

environmental triggers (Basch, 2011).   Minority children who are poor and live in an 

urban setting are less likely to receive quality health care and to consistently use 

effective medications to control asthma.  Additionally, these children are far more 
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likely than their suburban peers to be exposed to noxious environmental factors that 

trigger and aggravate the disease (Basch, 2011).    

Health Benefits Specific to Girls 

Compiled research strongly suggests that participation in sports and physical 

activity helps to ensure girls’ ongoing health and well-being.  Studies examining the 

effects of moderate to vigorous physical activity in adolescence on cancer risk later in 

life indicate that adolescents and young adults with the highest levels of physical 

activity were 20% less likely to develop breast cancer later in life (Lagerros, Hseih, & 

Hseih, 2004).  A study following girls from the age of 10 to 12 found that an exercise 

program consisting of 12-minute workouts three times per week led to an increase in 

bone mass.  The result was not found in girls who did not participate in the 

intervention (MacKelvie, Khan, Petit, Janssen, & McKay, 2003).   

Girls who participated in one or more sports teams, whether in the community 

or in high school, were significantly less likely to smoke regularly than were their 

non-athlete counterparts. Those on three or more teams were even less likely to be 

regular smokers (Melnick, Miller, Sabo, Farrell, & Barnes, 2001). Similarly, illicit 

drug use is significantly less likely among female school or community athletes 

(Yusko, Buckman, White, & Padina, 2008).  Moderate levels of physical activity 

have been shown to protect girls and women from depression (McKercher et al., 

2009), and numerous studies have shown that female athletes are less likely to engage 

is suicidal ideation or to attempt suicide (Women’s Sports Foundation, 2009). The 

health benefits afforded to girls by participating in physical activity are well 
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documented in an ever-expanding body of research, but impediments to access 

remain an ongoing concern (Women’s Sports Foundation, 2009). 

Barriers to Participation 

Building habits of physical activity in childhood and adolescence is important 

not only for immediate gains, but for developing patterns of positive behaviors that 

can be utilized throughout the life span (Dwyer et al., 2006).  Concern regarding 

increasing levels of childhood overweight/obesity and whether this pattern will 

continue through adolescence and into adulthood highlights the importance of 

physical activity.  A clear decline in physical activity begins in adolescence and is 

especially prevalent in girls (Dwyer et al., 2006).  It is, therefore, important to 

understand what real and perceived barriers prevent girls and young women from 

participating in physical activity.   

Despite clear and well-established evidence to support the benefits of regular 

physical activity, physical inactivity is pervasive among adults and children in the 

United States (Wolin et al., 2008).  Literature suggests that individuals who perceive 

themselves to have low levels of discretionary time may be less likely to spend it on 

physical activity.  Individuals self-reporting low levels of discretionary time report 

significantly less leisure time activity than do individuals who report high levels of 

discretionary time (Wolin et al., 2008).  When introduced to an intervention involving 

physical activity, however, discretionary time showed no association with the uptake 

of the intervention (Wolin et al., 2008).  Time, or a perceived lack of it, has been 

shown to be a barrier to self-directed participation in physical activity, but not to 
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participation when an intervention is introduced. How much time an individual 

believes he or she has is more important to participation in physical activity than the 

actual amount of leisure time available.  The above-mentioned study was conducted 

with adults, but time is a common theme in barriers to physical activity for 

adolescents and teens.   

According to a 2008 study by Wolin et al., several common threads emerge 

when analyzing quantitative and qualitative data pertaining to physical inactivity 

among adolescent females.  As with adults, lack of time was reported as a primary 

barrier to exercise.  Homework, family responsibilities, and part-time work claim 

sizable portions of the day outside of school and leave many girls feeling as though 

they do not have time for planned physical activity.  Students enrolled in more 

rigorous classroom placements often reported having less time for activities other 

than homework as a matter of priorities.  Young women with part-time jobs 

frequently perceived work to be of greater import, and in some cases a financial 

necessity. Family responsibilities also made finding time for physical activity 

difficult. Participants in the study reported helping with household chores and caring 

for younger siblings as barriers to finding time for exercise (Wolin et al., 2008).  Lack 

of time can be viewed as both an intrapersonal barrier and an environmental barrier; 

discretionary time may be a matter of perception and priorities, but external demands 

such as school are very real.  Lack of time is not simply a time management issue; 

demands of school, family, work, and friends cannot be ignored and must be 

prioritized.  
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The same study indicated social pressures and the lure of technology also push 

physical activity down the priority scale.  Some participants showed a preference for 

spending time on the internet, using social media, and watching television over 

participating in physical activity.  Keeping up with friends was highly valuable to the 

girls, and telephone and the internet provided a means for doing so (Wolin et al., 

2008).  Like junk food, sedentary leisure is something that adolescents may often 

prefer to healthier alternatives, so many young people may need to be encouraged to 

increase their physical activity and decrease their time spent in inactive pursuits.   

Young people who perceive greater social support for physical activity from 

friends have higher levels of physical activity.  Friends are the source of support most 

closely related to physical activity for young people (Duncan, Duncan & Strycker, 

2005).  Peers exerted a strong influence on engagement in physical activity, as did 

family, and family culture.  Not having a partner to join them in physical activity was 

identified as a deterrent. For many girls, choosing to engage in physical activity often 

meant forgoing social interaction with their friends.  Parental attitudes also appeared 

as a barrier to physical activity; a family culture of inactivity might be present or low 

priority may be placed on fitness versus other pursuits.  Safety concerns were another 

parental factor; some participants reported parental worries for their safety as an 

impediment to participating in sports after school or in the evenings. Other girls 

reported avoiding facilities that they perceived to be unsafe.  Lack of access to 

facilities as well as cost was also mentioned as a hindrance (Wolin et al., 2008).    
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Internal factors were also significant barriers to physical activity.  Fear of 

failure and dislike of competition discouraged many girls who reported that the 

pressure to win at competitive sports resulted in too much pressure. Others felt that 

not doing well in sports would bring negative peer judgment on them. However, some 

participants did report participating in competitive physical activity to prove 

themselves (Wolin et al., 2008).  Body-centered issues were another barrier. 

Participants noted stereotypes regarding femininity, concerns regarding physical 

appearance, and menstruation as foils to exercise. Some girls saw themselves as 

having to choose between being feminine and being physically active. Others noted 

concern for physical appearance while exercising and worried over having boys gawk 

at them (Wolin et al., 2008).  Self-consciousness is the hallmark of adolescent girls.  

Like a perceived lack of time, concern for body-centered issues is both an 

interpersonal matter and an environmental factor.     

Barriers, Race, and Socioeconomic Status 

Perceived barriers to fitness and actual fitness levels among teenage girls may 

vary by race and by socioeconomic status.  A 2006 study found that fitness levels, 

including BMI, percent body fat, and 1-mile run times differ among Black, Hispanic, 

and White high school females and between girls from different socioeconomic 

levels.  The same study found significant differences among ethnicities and 

socioeconomic groups in their perceptions of barriers to physical activity (Fahlman et 

al., 2006).  Perceived barriers to physical exercise were much stronger among African 

American girls and Hispanic girls. Both groups responded more positively to barrier 
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statements relating to exercise making them tired, exercise making them sweat too 

much, and not feeling safe enough in their neighborhoods to participate in exercise. 

Among Black and Hispanic girls, physical activity was perceived as a barrier to 

maintaining an attractive appearance.  White students, however, perceived very few 

barriers to physical activity and were much more likely to believe that exercise helped 

them to maintain an attractive appearance (Fahlman et al., 2006).   

Parental Perceptions of Barriers 

Young women may sometimes view parental attitudes and role modeling as 

barriers to physical activity, but parents are also capable of discerning and identifying 

deterrents to their children’s activity as well as barriers to healthful eating. A 2009 

study involving the parents of urban, low-income adolescents who had been identified 

as at risk for type 2 diabetes noted perceived barriers to both healthful eating and to 

physical activity.  In terms of healthful eating, parents most often expressed 

frustration for their child’s preference for junk food.  Parents commonly indicated 

that even when healthy food was available, the child would elect to consume junk 

food (Peterson, Bell, & Hasin, 2009).  The ready availability of junk food was another 

notable barrier.  Parents reported that their children had easy access to junk food and 

fast food in the home, in schools, and in the neighborhood.  Lack of time for the 

parents emerged as another barrier to healthful eating; mothers’ work schedules often 

left the adolescent to prepare his or her own means and provided opportunities for the 

child to indulge in junk food preferences.  Additionally, lack of time often led to the 
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family relying on fast food restaurants for quick, inexpensive meals (Peterson et al., 

2009).   

A variety of perceived obstacles to physical activity were also revealed by the 

same study (Peterson et al., 2009).  The greatest barrier, according to the parents, was 

a lack of affordable, age-appropriate facilities and activities within the community.  

Many parents expressed that since their children had aged out of programs offered by 

parks and recreation or by local churches, physical education class in school was their 

child’s only opportunity for organized physical activity (Peterson et al., 2009).  

Another noted barrier was the child’s preference for sedentary activities such as 

television, use of the computer, or video games.  Parents also cited a lack of self-

discipline and motivation on the part of the child as a major barrier to physical 

activity.  The parents expressed that they were aware of the need for activity but had a 

difficult time getting their children to engage in it.  Self-consciousness and lack of 

confidence were the last major barriers stated by parents; less frequently mentioned 

were lack of time due to homework, chores, or family time, safety of the facilities, 

lack of energy to participate, lack of a partner with whom to participate, lack of adult 

support, fear of injury, inclement weather, no access to equipment at home, and no 

physically active role model in the home (Peterson et al., 2009).  It is interesting to 

note how many of the perceived barriers listed by parents are also listed by adolescent 

girls. Had the study been limited to the parents of girls at risk for type 2 diabetes, the 

perceived barriers might have been in even greater alignment. 
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The Influence of Noncognitive Skills 

Beyond academic skill and content knowledge, a long list of factors are shown 

to influence student success.  Among them, the noncognitive skills of perseverance 

and self-control are of particular interest to education researchers (Farrington et al., 

2012).  Persistence, or grit, cannot be measured by an academic achievement test, but 

it has been shown to have a direct positive outcome on academic success and 

achievement (Farrington et al., 2012).  Duckworth and Seligman (2005) conclude that 

self-control is a major contributing factor to academic success and that students who 

have not mastered self-control tend to fall short of their academic potential.  The 

importance of noncognitive factors is well-documented, and research has shown them 

to be malleable, therefor, a crucial task for educators is to intentionally develop the 

traits, skills, and strategies students need to practice perseverance and self-control 

(Farrington et al., 2012).   

Farrington et al. (2005) identify four mindsets critical to building 

perseverance and self-control in students:  a sense of belonging, the belief that 

competency will increase with effort, self-efficacy, and a sense of value in the task.  

A student’s sense of belonging has a strong impact on their performance in school, 

and feeling connected to a community benefits students psychologically and renders 

them more likely to engage in positive productive behavior (Cohen & Garcia, 2008; 

Deci & Ryan, 2000).  Students who believe their efforts can positively influence their 

abilities are more likely to be self-motivated and persistent (Cury, Elliott, Da 

Fonseca, & Moller, 2006).  When individuals perceive they are likely to complete a 
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task successfully, they are more apt to participate in it, and where they perceive 

probable failure, they practice avoidance.  Believing success is possible is a 

prerequisite of putting forth effort in a task (Bandura, 1986).  The fourth mindset 

necessary for perseverance is the degree to which the student finds value in a task.  

The extent to which a student perseveres and performs at a task is directly related to 

the value they perceive in it (McKnight & Kashdan, 2009).  Even in the face of 

setbacks, students are much more likely to persist at tasks when they feel a sense of 

community, believe effort influences competency, possess a sense of self-efficacy, 

and value a task (Farrington et al., 2012).  

Physical Education in Urban Schools 

At the same time pressure builds on schools to produce testable and 

measurable academic results, the pressure on health and physical education is not 

nearly so great. Even while prevalence of overweight/obesity in children steadily 

increases, little attention has been placed on health and physical education compared 

to the realm of academics. Physical Education curriculum seems practically 

unchanged over the past decades; classes at the school in which I work are nearly 

identical in content to those I experienced over 30 years ago. 

 Students in urban schools are predominantly Latino or African American and 

are disproportionately from lower socioeconomic strata and are often served by less 

experienced teachers from a background quite different from their own (Kincheloe, 

2004). Because physical education teachers are becoming increasingly involved in 

addressing child and teen obesity and because poor and minority children are at the 
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greatest risk of overweight/obesity, it is worth examining who enters the field and 

how they are prepared.  Physical fitness is an educational outcome linked to healthy 

self-concept and avoidance of risky behavior, goals of public education that may be 

affected by teacher characteristics (Zumwalt & Craig, 2008). As in the general 

population, physical education teachers tend to be female and reflect White, middle-

class America (Woods, Phillips, & Carlisle, 1997). 

Many physical education teachers in urban schools may be sensitive to the 

unique needs of their students, but diversity is lacking among their ranks. If a diverse 

teaching force is perceived as desirable, increasing the racial/ethnic diversity of the 

teaching force may be especially important in urban schools. Minority teachers may 

be more likely to teach in schools with high populations of minority and low 

socioeconomic students, but students of color are still more likely to be taught by 

White teachers.   

According to Sleeter (2008), White preservice teachers may be ill-equipped to 

enter poor urban schools and teach students of color for four basic reasons. First, they 

lack awareness or understanding of racism and discrimination and often assume that 

the playing field has been leveled.  White preservice teachers frequently believe that 

everyone has the same access to education and fail to perceive the workings of racism 

and discrimination in educational attainment. Second, White preservice teachers tend 

to have lower expectations for African American students than for White students 

and, rather than recognize their deficit orientation, assume that the families of Black 

students do not value education.  Third, White preservice teachers fear discussing 
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race and racism but do not understand communities of color. Fearing these 

communities and sidestepping honest discussion of race and racism leaves teachers 

unable to adequately listen to, understand, and work with parents and students. Lastly, 

assuming their own backgrounds and beliefs to be the standard, White preservice 

teachers lack understanding of themselves as cultural beings and fail to see how their 

own acculturation influences their perceptions (Sleeter, 2008). 

For many physical education teachers, especially males, the chances are very 

good that they were prepared in teacher training by someone of a similar background 

to themselves (Woods et al., 1997). Data suggests that a large majority of physical 

education teacher educators spent time teaching at the K-12 level (Woods et al., 

1997). Further research in the K-12 experiences of physical education teacher 

educators could illuminate the variety of setting in which they taught and the level of 

expertise available to prepare future teacher for the diverse settings in which they 

may teach. Past studies indicate a somewhat higher male to female ratio in the field of 

physical education teacher education and an exceptionally large percentage of White 

educators. Compared to other fields of teacher training, physical education appears to 

have fewer minority educators; this may not bode well for the recruitment of minority 

educators in the field (Woods et al., 1997).   

Whatever their background, successful educators in urban schools 

demonstrate high expectations for their students and are in tune with hidden issues 

that may affect the learning of their students; this is also true of urban physical 

education teachers.  Among urban physical education teachers, the need to challenge 
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students and an awareness of the impact of students’ environments and experiences in 

attaining physical education outcomes are reported by teachers as important 

pedagogical skills. Research demonstrates that these teachers view content knowledge 

as important to them as practitioners but not essential for their students. Of greater 

import to the teachers is the ability to apply their knowledge in a way that students 

may effectively learn (Culp, 2011).   

Physical educators in urban school settings appear to recognize factors unique 

to their settings which influence their attitudes toward their students and their 

approaches toward teaching. A 2006 study indicates five major perceived challenges 

common to teaching physical education in urban schools.  The first three might be 

named by any subject teacher in an urban setting, but the last two challenges are 

unique to physical education. Insufficient instructional resources are reported as a 

challenge by physical education teachers in urban schools, as are implementing 

culturally relevant instruction and dealing with violence in the community. More 

subject-specific are the reported challenges of integrating more games into the 

curricula and teaching in a culture of basketball (McCaughtry, Barnard, Martin, Shen, 

& Kulinna, 2006). 

Imparting lifelong skills is viewed as an important teaching approach by 

physical educators across settings and age levels with some variance in ranking. 

Given the choice between adventure education, low organized games, traditional 

games, team/individual sports, movement education, lifetime activities, and physical 

fitness activities, 45% of respondents in the general population of physical educators 
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selected lifetime activities as the most important. When accounting for grade level, 

high school educators viewed lifetime activity as extremely important with 63% of 

respondents ranking it at the top.  Elementary and middle school teachers also ranked 

lifetime activities at the top but at the less vigorous rate of 35%. Both elementary and 

secondary teachers rated physical fitness activities as the next most important 

teaching approach in physical education (Collier & Hebert, 2004).  Qualitative data 

from elementary level physical education teachers in urban settings also places the 

teaching of lifelong skills as a high priority. Of these teachers, 77% emphasized the 

importance of giving their students a foundation for healthy lifestyle through both 

affective and cognitive outcomes (Culp, 2011). It is quite possible that physical 

educators in urban schools recognize the barriers their students face when it comes to 

leading a healthy lifestyle and consequently place greater emphasis on imparting the 

skills to do so. 

Other attitudes among physical education teachers differ somewhat from their 

urban colleagues. In a study conducted with participants from five states, physical 

education teachers across all grade levels identified classroom management/behavior 

management as the most important skill in teaching effectively.  Among urban 

physical education teachers, however, teaching practices emphasizing inclusiveness, 

challenging learners, and showing empathy were viewed as the most relevant (Culp, 

2011).  Views among physical education teachers from the general population reflect 

on their preservice training.  In terms of their teacher preparation programs, teachers 

at the high school level most often identified exercise physiology as the most valuable 
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academic subject while elementary and middle school teachers identified motor 

development as the critical subject in their pre-service training. A possible gap in 

teacher training for physical educators is seen in anecdotal evidence suggesting that 

pre-service teachers have less experience with elementary school students. Even so, 

teachers participating in the investigation indicated that physical education 

programming for elementary students was the most important instructional area; this 

was true for a majority elementary and middle school teachers (55%) and, at 25%, a 

surprisingly large proportion of high school teachers (Collier & Hebert, 2004). 

The Autonomy-Supportive Physical Education Classroom 

Students, according to the SDT framework, possess innate needs to interact 

with and grow within their environments (Reeve, 2006).  In turn, the environment 

bears influence upon students’ motivations and development.  The environment and 

the inner motivations of a student interact dynamically and the environment may 

either support or hamper the development of inner motivation (Reeve, 2006).  Where 

controlling, external forces interact with student engagement in the environment, the 

outcomes are amotivational, but when autonomy is supported by the environment 

student outcome is greater expression of inner motivation (Reeve, 2006). In both 

exercise and sports, research shows that autonomy supportive environments enhance 

autonomous motivation and have a positive influence on physical activity (Ryan & 

Deci, 2017).  In a study of adolescents, sustained physical activity inside of PE class 

as well as outside was found to be predicted by perceived competence and 

autonomous motivation (Taylor, Ntoumanis, Standage, & Spray, 2010).  Further, 
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autonomy support from physical education teachers has been shown to be associated 

with enhanced autonomous motivation among students (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  

Whether in PE or and academic setting, autonomy supportive teachers nurture self-

determination by facilitating the dynamic interaction between the inner motivation of 

their students and the classroom environment (Reeve, 2006).   

Fitness Promotion by Government Agencies 

Research on the prevention of obesity is commonly filtered through a medical, 

epistemological lens and ignores the social context of obesity.  The medicalization of 

fatness and the growth of the fitness movement are rooted in the same nationalist 

landscape as the school reform movement.  The American anxiety regarding physical 

and academic fitness can, according to Azzarito (2007), be traced directly to Sputnik.  

At the onset of the Cold War, fear of attack not only prompted a focus on 

achievement in militarized, male-associated subjects (math and science), but it also 

spurred fitness crusades as well.  To defend the nation, the youth of America, 

specifically the white males, must be mentally and physically in shape.  In 1956, 

President Eisenhower established the President’s Council on Youth Fitness aimed at 

advancing fitness among American youth.  The council has evolved over time, but it 

continues to influence physical education curriculum today.   

Bias against fatness became even more pronounced in the 1960s as an 

emphasis on fitness upheld a political agenda aimed at portraying the United States as 

a world power.  Fitness, toughness, and courage were three rhetorical themes popular 

in the Kennedy administration.  According to Robert Pinar (2004, p. 72), “Pull--
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ups¸sit-ups, and sprints in school gym classes constituted the first line defense in the 

Cold War.”  In the 1970s, as the aims of the President’s Council on Physical Fitness 

were expanded, the growing fitness industry entered public schools.  Fatness, which 

already carried negative social connotations, grew to be perceived as an illness and 

matter of national public health concern.  In the past decade, that concern has grown 

into a national obsession. 

In 2010, the launch of Michelle Obama’s Let’s Move initiative was hailed by 

some as much-needed attention to children’s health issues and criticized by others as 

an overreach of the nanny state (Task Force on Childhood Obesity, 2010).  Let’s 

Move was a high-profile campaign to raise awareness of the ills associated with 

childhood obesity and promote healthy eating and physical activity among school 

children. In May of 2010, The White House Task Force on Childhood Obesity 

released a report and action plan to the president containing a total of 70 

recommendations for improving child health and preventing child obesity. The report 

contained recommendations in the areas of early childhood, empowering parents and 

caregivers, healthy food in schools, access to healthy, affordable food, and increasing 

physical activity. The work of the task force built upon the pillars of Let’s Move- 

empowering parents and caregivers, healthy food in schools, access to healthy, 

affordable food, and increasing physical activity (Task Force on Childhood Obesity, 

2010).  Mrs. Obama’s initiative led to the passage of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids 

Act, which permitted the U.S. Department of Agriculture to implement new 

nutritional standards for food sold in schools.  This included foods available in the 
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lunch line and in the vending machines.  The rules were phased in beginning in 2012 

and set limits on fat, calorie, sugar and sodium levels in foods served or sold in 

schools receiving federal funding (Vinluan, 2016).  

While childhood obesity is viewed as a national issue and frequently referred 

to as an epidemic, the action required to prevent obesity is typically viewed as an 

individual responsibility, and the social disparities that contribute to health inequality 

are often overlooked.  Growing rates of obesity can be viewed less as a matter of the 

individual and more as a social and economic phenomenon. Incidences of overweight 

and obesity are stratified in American society, and researchers ought to question why 

the obesity epidemic is often considered an individual moral matter on the part of 

people living in unhealthy, marginalized environments (Azzarito, 2007).   

Poverty, racial segregation, educational inequality, and limited access to 

health care are recognized contributors to the uneven health and well-being of 

historically marginalized groups living in disadvantaged communities. Governmental 

reports and studies frequently call upon local officials to act upon that which they 

observe.  For example, in communities where many children do not engage in 

adequate physical activity or consume a diet low in fruits and vegetables, local 

officials are called upon to examine the parity of access to active recreation 

opportunities and grocery stores in those neighborhoods. These government officials 

may be uniquely positioned to lead and support initiatives and collaborations in 

neighborhoods and to engage local citizens in efforts to improve the environments in 

which children live and play (IOM, 2009).  Without the engagement of community 
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members, however, attempts at structural change to improve access to physical 

activity are still the actions of the oppressor. Change, says Freire (1970), must be 

accomplished with the oppressed, not implemented for them. 

Positive efforts that are embraced by the community can easily be undermined 

by the local environment if it is structured to support unhealthy behavior.  Many 

communities lack ready access to healthy food choices and must rely on more 

expensive convenience stores which abound in processed foods but do not offer high-

quality produce. Additionally, a community may lack safe places for its citizens to 

play, walk, or otherwise engage in physical activity.  In such environments, even a 

highly-motivated adolescent or teen may find it difficult to behave in a healthy 

manner (IOM, 2009).  Obesity is a complex social and economic phenomenon.  

Encouraging students to eat healthfully, exercise, and maintain a healthy body weight 

ignores the social complexity of the obesity epidemic and how it is related to 

socioeconomic stratification and national identity.  While obesity is often considered 

an individual responsibility, rates of overweight and obesity are stratified in American 

society, most greatly impacting economically disadvantaged people of color 

(Azzarito, 2007).   

Summary 

In this chapter, I presented studies from the fields of education, psychology 

and medicine documenting trends in childhood obesity and health disparities for 

minorities and economically disadvantaged students.  The influence of disparate rates 

of physical activity between genders and among ethnic groups inhibits some students 
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from enjoying the advantages associated with regular exercise.  I delineated the 

physical and cognitive benefits of exercise and discussed possible consequences of 

suppressed rates of physical activity for girls, minorities, and youth with low socio-

economic status.  Myriad barriers to physical activity exist for youth, and I examined 

barriers particular to girls, minorities, and lower socio-economic status.  Because 

family support and culture can come to bear on participation in physical activity, I 

included studies evaluating parental perceptions of barriers to youth participation.  

Issues of access can mean that schools often serve as the most significant- if not only- 

avenue to regular exercise for urban youth.  For this reason, I included literature 

pertaining to physical education in urban schools and fitness promotion by 

governmental agencies in the literature review. 

Self-Determination Theory provided a practical theoretical framework for my 

research.  The structure of interventions for health behavior, including physical 

activity, is an area of interest in self-determination studies (Fortier et al., 2007).  

Research is clear regarding the benefits of physical activity, the consequences of 

sedentary lifestyle, and the barriers to activity faced by minority girls in urban 

settings.  Research is, however, rarely directed toward those who successfully self-

recover from unhealthy habits.  It does not tell us how many adolescents increase 

their physical activity by their own initiative, why they do it, and what experiences 

they encounter in the process. This gap in the research is where my study fits. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Childhood obesity has become a matter of high public interest as its prevalence 

has spread across social boundaries. Poor children and children of color are more likely 

to be overweight/obese, but the problem is now perceptible in some measure across all 

strata of society (Wang et al., 2008). The prevalence and health repercussions of 

childhood obesity now spill out beyond areas of income, ethnicity, and race, and so it is a 

matter of wide public concern.  Currently, childhood obesity is viewed and treated as 

both a medical and a social problem (Haslam & James, 2005), but documentation on the 

long-term effects of treatment is scarce, and best practice is still to be determined 

(Wathne, 2011).  Such is the growth of childhood obesity over the past decades, that the 

term commonly associated with it is “epidemic.” 

In 1980, the obesity rate was 5% for adolescents between the ages 12 and 19. By 

2010, the teen obesity rate in the United States had climbed to 17 percent. The 17% 

obesity rate for American teens is a statistic that has held true for the past decade (Trust 

for America’s Health, 2016).  If current trends in childhood obesity are not reversed, 

youth today could be the first generation in U.S. history to live with greater morbidity 

and die younger than their parents’ generation (Ogden et al., 2012).  Compared to their 

White and Hispanic counterparts, female African American adolescents are far more 

likely to be overweight or obese. Data gathered from the 2015 Youth Risk Behavior 
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Surveillance System indicate overweight and obesity rates among high school students at 

14.6% and 9.1% for White females, 20.0% and 13.3% for Hispanic females, and 21.2% 

and 15.2% for Black females (U.S Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2015).  

Nearly one third high school students are currently overweight or obese, a condition that 

places them at increased risk of developing a range of weight-related diseases and 

developing them younger in life (Ogden et al., 2012).  For African American females, the 

rate stands at over 36%, placing them at particular risk for health adversities associated 

with overweight and obesity.  Physical activity is a commonly accepted means of 

maintaining healthy weight, and while levels of activity are unacceptably low among 

most adolescents, they are particularly depressed in Black and Hispanic females.  

National survey data (U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2015) indicated 

sedentary levels of activity rates of 14.3% for White females, 19.2% for Hispanic 

females, and 25.2% for Black female in secondary school.  

Chapter Three presents the research methodology for this study which is intended 

to elucidate the meaning of the experiences of African American adolescent females who 

complete a voluntary after-school fitness program. This chapter includes a discussion of 

methodology selection and supportive rationale for selecting phenomenology as an 

appropriate method to guide the study. The research setting, sample selection, ethical 

safeguards, methods of data collection, instrumentation, and analysis, the dependability 

and credibility of the study, and the role of the researcher are also included.  
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This study sought to answer the central question: What was the experience of 

previously inactive and occasionally active African American girls who participated in an 

after-school fitness program?  Subquestions included:  

1.  What prompted them to enroll in the program?  

2. What benefits did they anticipate from participating?  

3. What barriers and facilitators of physical activity did the girls perceive?  

4. What motivated them to stay in the program?  

5. What benefits did they perceive from participating in the program?  

Methodology Selection and Theoretical Framework 

The aim of the study was to gain an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon of 

transitioning from inactivity or some physical activity to physical activity from female 

African American adolescents who experience it firsthand.  Because qualitative method 

emphasizes understanding of lived human experience, a qualitative approach was the 

preferred method to access this understanding.  Phenomenology is a qualitative approach 

to research that strives to understand the meaning of lived experiences pertaining to a 

particular phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). Researchers acquire a richer understanding of 

the meaning of the phenomenon being studied via firsthand descriptions by those who 

experience the phenomenon.  The primary target of phenomenological inquiry is an 

understanding of the meaningful relations expressed in the original description of the 

experience “in the context of a particular situation” (Moustakas, 1994).   

The study represents an examination of the phenomenon of motivation for 

physical activity from the perspective of students who undertake self-change in their 
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health behaviors.  Motivation is an internal, cognitive process, and the primary source of 

data for this study was the words of the students who experienced different types of 

motivation for physical activity.  Deci and Ryan (1985) characterize the study of 

motivation as “an inquiry into the why of behavior” (p. 3).  We can access a nuanced 

comprehension of inner states of motivation through the voices of individual 

experiencing the phenomenon of motivation for physical activity. Although many 

psychological theories may be applied to motivation, self-determination theory provides a 

way to explore intrinsic and extrinsic motivation in regard to physical activity.  Self-

determination theory focuses on the internal processes prior to action (Deci & Ryan, 

1985).   

The theoretical lens of self-determination theory provided a critical perspective 

for examining the phenomenon of motivation for physical activity in young women who 

were previously less active.  The purpose of phenomenology is, according to Van Manen 

(1990), “to construct an animating, evocative description (text) of human actions, 

behaviors, intentions, and experiences as we meet them in the lifeworld” (p. 19).  The 

aim of this study was to construct an expressive description of the intentions, behaviors, 

and experiences of a group of teen-aged girls who set out to change their own health 

behaviors. 

Participants, Setting, and Sample Strategy 

The Fit Teens program was administered after school at a high school in a major 

metropolitan city.  While the program was granted access to the school, and the 
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participants were students there, Fit Teens and its staff were not associated with or 

governed by the school. 

The Host Site and Intervention Program 

The campus of an urban high school in the Southeast served as the setting for the 

study.  At the time of the study, the school housed approximately 1,000 students, 88% of 

whom received free or reduced lunch.  Because of its high child poverty rate, the school 

received federal funds under Title I.  89% of the school population was Black, non-

Hispanic, 7% was Hispanic, 2% was White, 1% was Asian, and 1% was multiracial.  

Data available from the Georgia Department of Education indicated the school had a 

special education enrollment of 16.5%, a gifted student enrollment of 5.2%, and a 1.4% 

enrollment of English Language Learners (ELL). Under the Adequate Yearly Progress 

(AYP) requirements of No Child Left Behind, the school met AYP standards in 2008 but 

failed in 2009, 2010, and 2011.  2012 marked the first year of data collection under the 

new College and Career Readiness Performance Indicator (CCRPI), and the school 

received a letter grade of F for 2012. Of 26 subgroup performance areas, the school met 

achievement standards in only one area and failed to meet standards on the other 25. In 

2011, the 4-year cohort graduation rate was 54%, and of those graduates, 33% had 

maintained at least a B average in their academic courses. Fit Teens, a voluntary after-

school physical fitness program, recruited from among those attending the high school, 

and Fit Teens, not the school system, administered the program.  

 



61 

 

Fit Teens had been in operation for six years, bringing free fitness programs to 

students in urban schools.  The 2013 program vision stated, “We envision a future where 

young people belong to a community committed to fitness empowering them to believe 

in themselves and strive for success every day” (The FitWit Foundation, para. 2).  The 

organization’s 2013 mission statement read, “The Foundation provides free fitness 

programs that build strength and develop character for the young people who need it 

most” (The FitWit Foundation, para. 1).  The Foundation was funded in part by 

membership fees paid by participants in a private organization holding fitness programs 

at four locations in the metro area.  The adults who paid to participate in their fitness 

program did so with the understanding that part of their membership fees underwrote the 

youth program. The Foundation also held several community fundraisers throughout the 

year and engaged in grant writing.  Trainers from the adult program often ran the 

workouts for Fit Teens. Additionally, the program accepted volunteers to assist with the 

youth program; many of those volunteers were adult members of the private fitness 

organization. 

Until 2013, the program was known under another name; the director and board 

changed the name to emphasize the social aspects of the organization.  In previous years, 

the program operating at the research site had an average attrition rate between 40% and 

60%. The foundation hired a new director in 2013, and one of her primary goals for the 

program was to cut the attrition rate. Another planned development was the introduction 

of a public service component for participants; during the time of the research study, this 

component was still in the research and design phase.  The director reasoned that giving 
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students a means to build their self-esteem by making positive contributions to their 

community would help bind them to the program. Previously, the program held hour-long 

workouts four days a week in eight-week camps.  Beginning in the fall of 2013, 

participants completed a two-week introductory period consisting of four workouts each 

week.  

After the introductory period, workouts were held on Tuesday and Thursday 

afternoons. The workouts mirrored the adult program in structure; they began with a light 

run and dynamic stretching, proceeded to between 30 and 40 minutes of more intense 

activity, and concluded with a cool-down and stretch.  The body of the workout varied 

each day, but all focused on building aerobic capacity, strength, balance, agility, and 

flexibility. The new camp schedule ran from mid-September to mid-December with a 

new session opening in January and continuing through mid-April.  Students could 

continue in the program by re-enrolling in January.  New participants were welcomed to 

join at the start of the second session.  The Fit Teens camps met after school from 3:30 

until 4:45, were open to any student not involved in school sports, and were free of 

charge. Students were required to have their own transportation after workouts.  The 

Foundation actively sought donations of workout clothing to provide for students who did 

not have the means to purchase gear such as sports bras and athletic shoes.  Fit Teens did 

not accept athletes for training, and so none of the participants in the study were athletes 

at the time of the study.  School personnel were also welcomed to participate in the 

workouts at no cost, and a small number of teachers had been attending regularly for 

years.   
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Sample Strategy 

The parents of Fit Teens participants received consent forms and the students 

received assent forms to sign in late September and again for the new session in January. 

Only one student from the fall session re-enrolled in the program in January. Participation 

in the study had no bearing on whether a student was permitted to continue the fitness 

program. Of the student participants who began the fall fitness program, six were female, 

and one was male; five of the females were African American, and one was white. 

Enrollment in the fall cohort was, according to the director, atypically low.  She 

speculated that the cause may have been the fact that the school was temporarily housed 

in an alternate location while major renovations were completed on the building.  By 

contrast, the spring cohort had an initial enrollment of eleven females and five males. Of 

the females, eight were African American, and three were Hispanic.  Four of the males 

were African American, and one was white. Participation in the study was open to each 

African American female enrolled in the fitness program.  According to the program 

director, the attrition rate for the fitness program could be high, with only a 40% to 60% 

completion rate. Based on previous patterns, the bulk of attrition was likely to happen in 

the first weeks of each session.  During the first phase of the study, however, only one 

student dropped out of the program completely, and so four female students were able to 

participate in multiple interviews, although not each of them attended the program 

regularly. In the second phase of the study, attrition was higher. Three females and two 

males did not return after the first week of the program, and by mid-point, five African 

American and one Hispanic girl were still attending, as were two African American boys.  
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Data Collection and Instrumentation 

The data collection period lasted from autumn of 2013 through spring of 2014 and 

examined two cohorts of participants.  I acted as a participant-researcher in both cohorts 

and participated as an adult volunteer would. 

Preliminary Data 

At the beginning of the program, the staff asked all Fit Teens participants to fill 

out a questionnaire indicating their name, age, previous levels of fitness activity, 

participation in physical education, family history of obesity-related health issues, and a 

brief reason for joining the program. The Foundation developed the survey as a means by 

which to get to know their participants.  The director provided the researcher access to 

the surveys completed by research participants. When a new fitness camp began, the staff 

spent the first days acclimating students to the basic fitness activities, demonstrating 

proper form and safety, and collecting baseline data.  The camp director provided the 

researcher with data for each student’s mile time, number of push-ups, number of sit-ups, 

and flexibility rating.  

For the duration of the camps, I acted as a participant observer, initially attending 

twice a week to observe and then conduct interviews with the young women as they 

participated in the fitness program.  Historically, Fit Teens experienced an attrition rate of 

40% to 60% over the course of an eight-week camp. The sessions I attended operated in a 

new format, meeting twice a week rather than four times a week. I began the study after 

the first three weeks of the fall program and spent the first two weeks of the study strictly 



65 

 

as a volunteer, allowing the young women to acclimate to my presence while I 

established rapport.  

Establishing Rapport 

I have worked in high schools serving a primarily African American population 

for much of my career.  While I do employ deliberate strategies in the process, building 

relationships with students has always come naturally for me even though my age, race, 

and social class may diverge from that of the students I serve. Some of my strategies for 

establishing rapport have come from professional development workshops such as 

Teaching with Love and Logic and Culturally Proficient Teaching, and others have 

formed out of classroom experience.  Any training I have received regarding teaching 

students of other races and classes has been organized and conducted by African 

American staff or consultants.  Building and maintaining relationships is, in my opinion, 

the key to successful teaching, and I knew it would be critical in conducting interviews 

with the research participants.   

In many obvious regards, I was more different than alike the participants.  I was a 

generation older and a different race than any of the research participants.  I was solidly 

middle class; most of them were not. As a school administrator, I held a position of 

authority during the school day; as students, their authority was not always recognized.  

Recognizing and respecting our differences was the first step in building relationships 

with these students.  Other keys to establishing rapport were social etiquette, listening far 

more than speaking, giving positive, specific feedback, avoiding an authoritarian tone, 

and using empathy and humor.  Always greeting and acknowledging students by name 



66 

 

and not interrupting them communicated that I acknowledged them as individuals worthy 

of attention.  Providing positive, specific feedback let students know that I recognized 

and valued their efforts. Avoiding an authoritarian tone helped to establish that I did not 

think myself above students and would listen to them.  I did not broadcast my position as 

a school administrator, and if asked specifically about my work, I intended not to lie.  

None of the students ever asked. 

Humor and empathy were easy to produce during the research.  For all our 

differences, the participants and I were equalized somewhat by participating in workouts.  

Dressing for physical activity removes much of the status associated with clothing.  Some 

of us may have had newer and more expensive shoes than others, but our general workout 

attire was more alike than not. Sweatpants and tee-shirts can have a truly democratizing 

effect.  Additionally, few of us were athletic, and while I may have been more acclimated 

to the workout routines than some students, I was still more than 25 years older than any 

of them.  Sweat and struggle gave us something in common and provided opportunities to 

express empathy, support, and humor. 

The Research Schedule 

I began attending the workouts three weeks into the fall program and at the 

beginning of the spring cohort.  I spent the first two weeks of each session working to 

become familiar with the club members and establish rapport with them.  Because I 

entered the fall session after it began, I felt it necessary to begin interviews as soon as I 

had consent forms.  During the second session, I had the luxury of spending the initial 

two weeks strictly as a volunteer to build rapport with students.  According to Seidman 
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(2006), interviews for phenomenological research should be conducted in three parts: 

background history, experience, and details. Where I spent the first two weeks as a 

volunteer, I did not begin interviewing until the third week during the spring cohort.  For 

both sessions, I began by interviewing three or four girls each day, initially leading with 

the question, “What led you to join Fit Teens?” Follow-up questions were contingent on 

participant answers and included further inquiry into family health history, desire to 

challenge oneself, desire to lose weight, fitness goals, social opportunities, and 

convenience and safety.  Because I was interviewing the girls while exercising along with 

them or assisting them, I recorded all interviews with a smartphone held on an athletic 

armband. By the end of the second week of data collection, I had conducted between 8 

and 10 background interviews.  By that point in each session, I had identified three or 

four possible primary informants who were attending regularly enough and open to the 

interview process.  

In the third week of research, I continued interviews and followed up on any 

background interviews that required clarification or elaboration.  I interviewed three or 

four girls each day; some interviews were very brief, and I conducted them during the 

workouts.  Other interviews followed workouts while the girls were waiting for their 

rides or otherwise free to talk.  Conversing during exercise proved difficult for some 

participants (and for me at times), and I was sensitive not to interrupt their participation 

in the program or interfere with their focus. Additionally, I knew that I might not receive 

fully articulated answers if I asked questions while the young women were engaged in 

strenuous activity.  Questions in the third week of interviews focused on the experience 
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of adhering to the program.  The lead question was, “Tell me what it takes to get you here 

every day,” or “Tell me what keeps you coming here.” Contingent on student answers, 

follow-up questions explored the perceived barriers to participation, the perceived 

facilitators of participation, what motivational factors the participants experienced, and 

the perceived benefits of participation.  I spent the fourth week of interviews gathering 

further responses pertaining to program adherence.   

Weeks five and six marked the approach of a saturation point for data relating to 

program adherence for regular participants, but I was still gathering some preliminary 

information from those who attended infrequently.   I continued to focus on interviews 

regarding program adherence and strove to interview less frequently attending informants 

once more during this time frame.  The lead question was, “Tell me about what keeps you 

coming back day after day.”  Depending on participant answers, follow-up questions 

sought further information about the perceived barriers to participation in physical 

activity, the perceived facilitators of participation, motivational factors, and the perceived 

benefits of ongoing participation.  

The interview schedule for the final weeks of data collection continued much the 

same; I attended twice each week and focused on informants who were still attending 

regularly enough to interview.  In these last weeks, I sought details of their experiences in 

completing the program.  The lead question was, “Tell me about how you got from where 

you started in this program to where you are now.” Follow-up questions were based on 

participant answers and sought further information pertaining to motivational influences 

experienced by the participants, barriers to physical activity experienced by the 
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participants, and perceived gains experienced by the participants. By the conclusion of 

the final interviews, I had interviewed each informant at least three times: once regarding 

her background, once regarding her experiences in the program, and once for details 

elaborating her experiences.   

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was ongoing throughout the research period. I conducted analysis 

by hand and without the use of a software program.  Education research has utilized 

Moustaka’s (1994) phenomenological approach, and I selected it as the means to guide 

this study. After reading through the transcripts to familiarize myself and gain a general 

sense of them, I began the process of horizontalization by extracting relevant phrases and 

expressions to perform preliminary grouping.  After the preliminary grouping, I engaged 

in the process of reduction, examining each expression to determine if it contained a 

necessary or sufficient element of the experience. I removed expressions not meeting the 

criteria.  From the significant statements, I developed clusters of meaning into themes. I 

then used the significant statements and themes to write a textural description of the 

experience of the study participants.  Next, I wrote a structural description of how the 

context and setting influenced how the participants experienced the phenomenon.  Based 

on the textural and structural descriptions, I constructed a composite description that 

presents the essence of the experience of the phenomenon.  

 

 

Role of the Researcher 
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I am not an athlete.  Sports and physical activities have always been awkward for 

me, but nonetheless, I enjoy them under the right circumstances.  I have rarely felt 

competent in a competitive sport or activity; my enjoyment usually stems from 

challenging myself physically and mentally and in reaping the benefits.  Throughout 

middle school, physical education was a miserable experience; competence in gym class 

was the primary grounds on which social standing was determined.  Like many 

physically uncoordinated youths before and after me, I did as little in physical education 

as possible so as not to call attention to myself.  Although I did not realize it at the time, I 

was exactly like the students who had stopped volunteering to solve problems on the 

board because they didn’t want to expose their personal weaknesses in front of others.  I 

never stopped enjoying activity; I simply avoided performing it in front of others and 

took up more solitary endeavors such as cycling and hiking instead.   

As an adult, I continue a love-hate relationship with exercise.  I never feel 

particularly competent, but I recognize and enjoy the mental and physical benefits.  I no 

longer fret about how I look when I am exercising or how others might be judging me.  In 

terms of competition, I am typically able to forgo comparing my performance to that of 

others. I understand that I should only compete with myself and strive to improve or 

maintain my own performance. Whereas in adolescence, performing physical activity 

could appear to undermine my social acceptance, in adulthood it is a good source of 

social opportunity.  

 

Involvement in the Foundation Program 
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I attended workouts at the Foundation program for three years.  In part, I was 

drawn to the program because my membership helped to underwrite Fit Teens.  Although 

I had not previously volunteered with the youth program, I had participated in fundraisers 

for the Foundation.  My address was zoned to attend high school at the research site, so 

the program served my local community.  Before this research project was conceived, I 

would frequently wonder about the students who participated in Fit Teens and stayed 

with the program.  If I, a self-directed, middle-aged woman of means, fairly adept at 

sacrificing short-term pleasure for long-term goals, struggled through workouts- 

workouts I paid to attend- how did these young people manage to overcome their own 

barriers to participation? 

A perceived lack of time and energy are the barriers most prone to provide me an 

excuse to skip physical activity.  After beginning my doctoral program, my attendance at 

the Foundation diminished by half.  Because I lived within a mile of the research site, the 

participants were, in a manner of speaking, my neighbors. A concern for safety was a 

barrier I shared with them.  I live in the city, and once my large dog became too old to 

accompany me on runs, I no longer felt safe going out before daylight or after dark. 

Similarly, although I live in walking distance to many of my usual destinations, I judge it 

unsafe to walk if I am alone and it will be dark at any point when I might be traveling.  

My affluence, however, allows me to sidestep the barrier of protecting my safety and 

made it possible for me to join a private program like the Foundation and gain access to 

equipment and a safe space in which to engage in exercise.  Today, I belong to a gym 

owned and administered by a woman who was once a trainer at the Foundation.  Like the 
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girls whose experience I studied, I attempt to adhere to a program of activity even though 

I might prefer to be sedentary most days.   

Biases and Bracketing 

I had to be aware of and guard against several biases as I conducted the research.  

One is that I admire people, especially young people, who persist at things they may not 

be good at either because they know it is what is good for them, or because they enjoy it, 

or both. I also had to guard against using my own experiences with exercise and fitness to 

predict or interpret the experience of the participants.  Because I had been told by the 

program director that a large percentage of girls drop out from the program, another bias 

was my assumption that many initial participants would withdraw from Fit Teens.  

Moustakas (1994) describes the need for the researcher to engage in a disciplined effort 

to set aside any preconceived notions of the experience to be studied and to be 

completely open to hearing the stories of the phenomenon under research. Prior to data 

collection, I documented my personal assumptions, theories, notions, and knowledge 

regarding adherence to physical activity in a journal and set it aside.  Even if I did not 

reach a purely unbiased state as I attempted to bracket out my own experiences and 

preconceptions, I examined my biases and enhanced my openness in the process 

(Moustakas, 1994). 

Dependability and Creditability 

The researcher maintained files including a coded list of participants, the 

transcribed interviews, a spreadsheet of statements grouped by cluster themes, themes, 

and their formulated meanings as part of the audit trail. I used peer debriefing (Holloway 
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& Wheeler, 2002) to safeguard against researcher bias and enhance dependability and 

credibility. I requested that one of my peers participating in another doctoral cohort 

review the identified clusters of themes and themes that I identified via data analysis. The 

peer checker sought to identify bias, determine possible alternate interpretations of the 

data, and ensure that interpretations were substantiated by the data.  As I completed 

transcriptions of interviews, I gave them to the informants who participated in the 

interviews for participants to verify that the transcript matched the informant’s intended 

meaning (Shenton, 2004).  Not every informant was available to do this since some 

dropped out of the program before I returned with typed transcripts. 

Ethical Safeguards 

The Institutional Review Boards at Mercer University granted approval for this 

study (see Appendices, pages 188-194 for IRB approval, informed consent, and informed 

assent).  The researcher obtained written permission from the Fit Teens director in to 

access the program and informed consent from the parent or legal guardian of each 

participant who was under 18 years old; no participants were 18 or older.  Each 

participant signed an informed assent. When signing a form of assent, each participant 

received information verbally and in writing that included the risks and benefits of 

participation. Participation in the study had no bearing on the adolescents’ participation 

in the fitness program, and there were no perceived risks or benefits to enrolling other 

than the possible social risk of being seen talking to a researcher. Participants selected 

their own pseudonyms to be used in transcription and in reporting and interpretation of 

the data.  In cases where a participant’s actual name was mentioned in an interview, I 
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deleted it from the transcript and substituted the pseudonym in its place. After the 

researcher has listened to them multiple times and the transcriptions have been proof-read 

for accuracy, the audio recordings were destroyed.   

Summary 

A phenomenological approach to research guided this study.  The research was 

intended to shed light on the experiences of adolescent, African American females who 

complete a voluntary after-school fitness program. This chapter has offered a rationale 

for the selection of phenomenology as the appropriate method of inquiry.  I provided a 

comprehensive description of the setting in which the study took place and the criteria for 

participation in the study.  The researcher obtained consent and assent after IRB approval 

and prior to participation. Semi-structured interviews with female African American 

adolescents who participated in the fitness program served as data. Data transcription and 

analysis was ongoing and informed by Moustakas’ technique. Because the researcher had 

experience as a non-athlete striving to adhere to a routine of physical activity, bracketing 

was an important component of the research process. Maintenance of an audit trail, peer 

debriefing, and member checking established dependability and creditability for the 

study.  The researcher kept the identities of participants confidential using pseudonyms, 

audio files were destroyed after transcripts had been proof-read for accuracy, and all 

confidential material was maintained in accordance with the University’s IRB.  The 

results of this inquiry should lead to a greater understanding of the experience of 

transitioning from inactivity to a rigorous fitness program in an after-school setting. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

The intent of the study was to explore and understand the meaning of the 

experiences of a group of urban, African American girls whose activity levels ranged 

from inactive to active and who participated in a voluntary, after-school fitness program.  

In this phenomenological study, the researcher hoped to provide understanding and 

meaning to the experiences related to non-compulsory fitness activity across a range of 

athletic abilities and motivations in the perspective of the participants.  Subquestions of 

the study included the following:  

1.  What prompted the girls to enroll in the program?  

2. What benefits did they expect to gain from participating and what challenges 

did they anticipate?  

3. What barriers and facilitators of physical activity did the girls perceive?  

4. What motivated them to attend the program?  

5. What benefits did they perceive from participating in the program?  

Although some demonstrated great athletic capacity or potential while others 

presented limited athletic abilities, none of the participants were student-athletes at the 

time of the study. All participants voluntarily joined an after-school fitness program 

administered by an outside organization, and all of them attended at least four workouts 

over an eight-week period.  The overarching goal of the study was to identify barriers and 
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facilitators of physical activity as perceived by the participants in order that 

schools and community program providers can build fitness opportunities that appeal to 

and retain students, especially those who might otherwise remain inactive.   

The unit of analysis was the experiences related to participation in the fitness 

program of a total of eight young women.  Four attended the fall session, five attended 

the spring session, with one of them being a repeater who had also participated in the fall 

session.  Three of the young ladies were full participants, missing no more than three 

sessions and attending from the beginning of the program to the end.  Four were irregular 

participants who attended between four and eight workout sessions and dropped out 

before the last two weeks of the session.  The one student enrolled in both the spring and 

the fall attended ten out of fifteen workouts in the autumn and nine out of sixteen in the 

spring.  Because she attended concurrent sessions, and because her attendance was spread 

out from beginning to end in each one, I counted her as a regular participant.  Interviews 

were conducted both on-the-go during the workout sessions as a participant-researcher 

and more in-depth with individual participants and the program director after the 

conclusion of the workouts.  Each participant answered brief interview questions at least 

twice during workouts and was interviewed at least once afterward with in-depth follow-

up questions.   

The analysis of data is just as much about finding the greater meaning and 

importance of events for participants and how they are interconnected as it is about 

coding data (Bazeley, 2013).  While the participants were generally able to give only 

short answers to questions asked during the workouts, follow-up questions afterward 
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often led to stories or accounts in which the participants would expound upon their 

earlier, brief answers and relate their experiences in clarifying detail.  When grouped 

together in sequential order, the statements of each individual participant formed a 

narrative about her life as it related to participating in the program.  When data in a raw 

form might be somewhat disjointed, Bazeley (2013) recommends creating an overarching 

narrative.  In analyzing the participant interviews, I found it helpful to first draw out each 

girl’s statements and arrange them into a personal narrative to maintain perspective of the 

participants while sorting through volumes of interview and observation data.  This 

allowed me to become more familiar with each case as I sorted and categorized 

statements from the eight young women and prepared to identify cross-case patterns. 

Coding typically entails two stages (Saldana, 2009):  first, identifying and 

labeling, or open coding, and second, focused coding.  In the focused coding phase, the 

researcher distills and categorizes to develop analytical groupings.  I began with line by 

line coding and constant comparison, and as developing codes emerged, I wrote analytic 

memos for future reference.  Categories and themes began to crystalize, but it was when I 

wrote out each participant’s experience in a narrative form and engaged in cross-case 

comparison that the individual and shared experiences became clear. I was then able to 

develop an interpretive analysis of these experiences. 

Descriptive Characteristics of the Program 

Fit Teens is a voluntary, after-school fitness program administered by a non-profit 

organization.  At the time of the study, Fit Teens operated two fitness programs at two 

different high schools within 20 miles of one another.  A local foundation with the vision, 
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“for all young people to belong to a community committed to fitness that empowers them 

to believe in themselves and strive for success every day” (The FitWit Foundation, para. 

2) operated the youth fitness programs.  Fit Teens shared equipment and trainers with the 

corporation that founded it, and approximately a third of the budget came from 

membership fees for private adult fitness camps run by the corporation.  The foundation 

procured the remainder of the budget through donations and fundraisers.  In addition to 

the trainers, the programs also staffed adult volunteers at each session.  At the research 

site, these volunteers were all members of the adult fitness camps and gave their time to 

assist in the program. 

Fit Teens held sessions on the school campus twice weekly after school.  The 

program director, Jamie, led most workouts for both fall and spring.  At the beginning of 

the program, participants engaged in pre-tests to get a baseline score for a timed mile and 

the number each of sit-ups, squats, push-ups, and dips they could do in 60 seconds.  At 

the end of the program, completers were re-tested to measure improvement.  If a workout 

was timed, the staff recorded the scores for the students, and some workouts were 

repeated after several weeks to gauge progress.  During the autumn session, the school 

building was under a complete renovation, and school operations were displaced to an 

alternate location approximately two miles from the regular school site.  Workouts for 

this session were held behind the building, utilizing a large patio area, a sidewalk, and the 

faculty parking lot.  Occasionally, the group would jog to a nearby park for activities.  In 

the case of inclement weather, the staff held sessions indoors wherever they could find an 

empty hallway.  By the spring session, the remodeled school was open, and Fit Teens had 
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a reserved area in a large hall for indoor activities.  When working outdoors, the group 

shared the track and field area with school-sponsored athletic programs or ran through the 

adjoining neighborhood. 

Each hour-long workout began with a warm-up of stretching and light cardio 

activity.  Once the students completed the warm-up, a staff member would introduce the 

workout, which was written on a large, portable white-board.  An adult would review and 

demonstrate proper form for each exercise and give modifications for students who, for 

whatever reason, could not complete the workout as it was written.  The adult-to-student 

ratio was never less than one-to-four (I am counting myself as part of this ratio), and staff 

would assist, coach, and encourage participants through the sessions.  The staff prompted 

students who finished early to run shake-up laps or begin stretching and then to 

encourage the others as they completed their own workouts. At the conclusion of each 

workout session, volunteers and students were typically at the finish line cheering on the 

last three or so participants.  Each workout concluded with a stretch and then a group 

cheer.  All participants would circle up, clap, put their hands into the circle, count off, 

and shout an inspirational cheer such as, “Get it right; get it tight!” 

Fit Teens staff made clear efforts to market and provide a team-like atmosphere 

with structured social support.  Promotional materials for Fit Teens advertised it as a fun 

way to get fit and meet new friends.  Via Jamie, Fit Teens maintained a social media 

presence, posting pictures from workouts as well as words of praise and encouragement 

for participants.  The group cheer at the end brought every student and staff member into 

the same moment and activity every day.  Staff would draw members into the group 
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activity by calling on a participant—usually, one who had put in great effort that day or 

shown some sort of improvement—to lead the count off and the cheer.  Staff encouraged 

participants to support one another by having those who finished timed workouts cheer 

for those who were still going.  Workout sessions were often partner-based and required 

pairing with someone of a similar skill level to complete. In cases where the number of 

students was odd or they were mismatched, adult volunteers would join with students.  

Most importantly, as described in a later section, staff worked to forge positive 

relationships with participants.  When research participants described what benefits they 

expected from the program, they generally cited improvements to their health and fitness.  

New social connections were not among the benefits participants expected.  No matter 

their expectations, few research participants expressed fitness gains, but all claimed to 

have benefited from social relatedness through the program.  In that regard, Fit Teens 

delivered on half of its marketing promise for every research participant.  

Descriptive Characteristics of Participants 

The following young women participated in the Fit Teens program, returned 

forms of consent and assent, and attended enough sessions to participate in more than one 

interview. 

Lydia 

Lydia was a teen-aged girl in her junior year of high school.  She attended the fall 

cohort at the temporary location of the school and missed only two observed sessions.  

Her petite stature belied an athletic frame.  She stood a mere five feet and two inches in 

height, but Lydia was long-legged in relation to her frame, and her shoulders were 
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broader than her hips. During workouts, Lydia was physically coordinated, if not 

graceful, and her running stride was compact and quick.  She moved like a piston: 

deliberately and steadily.  While Lydia put a great deal of energy into her workouts, she 

gave the appearance of absolute efficiency. She exerted energy, but she wasted no 

motion.  Generally, Lydia would forego makeup; if she wore it during the day, she 

removed it before her workout.  On occasion, a trace of lip gloss or eyeshadow would be 

visible, but Lydia’s medium-light complexion was smooth and clear without even a hint 

of cosmetic.  Her broad, impish smile came easily and ended in dimpled cheeks.  Lydia’s 

hair was medium-length and curly, and it often sat in two puffs pulled up at the crown of 

her head. Each time she attended a workout, she was appropriately, if not stylishly 

dressed, and her clothing regularly coordinated with her running shoes.   

Lydia took honors and AP classes in her academic core and especially enjoyed 

math. By the end of her junior year, Lydia would have completed four years’ worth of 

mathematics curriculum and intended to enroll in AP Calculus during her senior year.  

Her PSAT scores came as a pleasant surprise to Lydia, and at the time of the study, she 

was preparing to take the SAT for the first time.  While she claimed not to know her class 

rank, she did anticipate being among the honor graduates of the class of 2015. Lydia 

lived with her mother, father, and a younger brother who was in middle school. She 

stated that her parents were both college educated and had high expectations of academic 

success for both Lydia and her brother.   
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Natasha 

Natasha was a tall, broad-shouldered girl of 17, and her build advertised strong 

athletic potential.  She looked as though, if properly trained, she would be a formidable 

basketball player or track and field runner.  Easily 5’10”, and the tallest member of the 

group, Natasha stood a full head above any of the other female participants in the fall 

cohort.  When Natasha ran, her gait was loping and her stride long. Her arms, however, 

appeared to move less by intent and more as a consequence of the motion of her lower 

body.  Natasha stated that she had always been taller than most of her classmates, but her 

body often moved in ways that suggested she was somewhat unaccustomed to inhabiting 

it.  While she was generally well-coordinated, Natasha would sometimes over-reach 

when catching, throwing, or attempting to grasp an object. Likewise, she was prone to 

over-step markers when running from point to point and frequently went two or three 

steps beyond turning points when running relays.    

Although her street clothes and jewelry were fashionable, Natasha regularly 

showed up without some functional part of her workout gear.  More than once, instead of 

athletic shoes, she completed a session in Keds, and several other times she wore 

jeggings instead of shorts or athletic pants.  Natasha would typically wear at least part of 

her street clothes while exercising.  Sometimes she forgot to remove her jewelry and 

would have to pause to take off a pair of enormous hoop earrings or would clutch a 

necklace to her chest as she ran to keep it from thumping against her chest.  Most often, 

Natasha remembered to take off her accessories, and when she did, she exhibited great 

care to wrap the smaller pieces into a shirt or scarf to keep them together.  Natasha’s hair 
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was hot-combed straight and away from her face, and it fell a few inches above her 

shoulders. For workout sessions, she usually pulled it back into a ponytail at the base of 

her neck, and occasionally she wore an elastic headband as well.  Natasha typically 

sported impossibly thick eyelashes which showed themselves to be false when the edges 

sometimes began to separate from her lids.   

Natasha lived alone with her grandmother.  Their home was far enough away 

from the temporary location in the autumn that she would usually catch a ride home with 

one of the other girls.  In the spring, when the program and school returned to its usual 

location, Natasha could walk home.  The only participant to attend both the fall and the 

winter sessions, Natasha was a regular participant, but she was frequently absent.  During 

the spring, she missed three weeks straight, although her usual pattern was to attend at 

least once a week.     

Celena 

Standing approximately five feet tall, Celena was the shortest of the autumn 

group, and according to the director, she likely had the highest Body Mass Index.  Her 

shape was cylindrical. Celena was 16, and she wore her hair tightly pulled back into a 

small ponytail that sometimes stuck straight out from her head at a 45-degree angle.  Her 

workout clothes were tight and emphasized the rolls on her belly and posterior. She may 

have preferred tight-fitting clothes, or she may have gained weight and outgrown those 

she was wearing.  Not expecting to get any taller, Celena described herself as “fun size.”  

She lived with her mother and two younger brothers in a townhome near the temporary 

location of the school. An adult sister resided in Alabama. 
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Celena attended five observed sessions and stopped attending altogether in late 

October.  Though physically coordinated, Celena struggled with many activities, 

especially those involving cardio exercise.  At one workout, the staff utilized kettlebells 

for strength and cardio training; Celena proved to be quite capable in terms of physical 

strength, and she could comfortably lift on par with Lydia.  When the activity shifted to 

cardio-intense kettlebell swings, however, Celena quickly became winded and required 

frequent rest.  She was regularly quite vocal regarding what she didn’t care to do and 

would complain loudly when prompted to exert herself.  The other students and the staff 

all appeared to find Celena funny, and no one ever became visibly offended by her 

complaints.   

Although sometimes loud and abrasive, Celena had an undeniable motherly streak 

in her. The three times she and Shauna were present together, Celena gravitated toward 

Shauna when she saw her struggling or stalled.  Celena would then partner with Shauna 

and begin to coach her through the activity.  For all her vocal complaining to the staff, 

Celena was always gentle and patient with Shauna. 

Shauna 

Shauna, 16, was the only veteran in the fall cohort, and, according to Jamie, her 

attendance had been equally as spotty in the previous spring as it was in the autumn.  

Present for just four autumn sessions in all, Shauna showed up halfway through one of 

them and was cajoled into joining another when one of the volunteers noticed her 

loitering in the vicinity, watching another group of students.  The workout that day was 

light, and Shauna got through it without changing her street clothes; she happened to be 
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wearing gym shoes with jeggings and a large tee-shirt.  Aside from wearing ballet flats 

some days and changing into gym shoes for the workout, Shauna was dressed this way 

each time she attended.  She never had any clothing besides a change of shoes and socks 

in her drawstring backpack, so each time it appeared that she was wearing the same outfit 

for the workout as she had worn to school. 

Shauna was not much taller than Celena, and her medium build was only 

somewhat obscured by her loose tops. Still, it was readily visible that Shauna carried a 

good deal of extra weight.  Shauna’s face was round and her smile was infrequent but 

broad.  She wore large, thick glasses that showed her to be nearsighted, and her eyes 

appeared tiny behind the lenses.  Even with the glasses, however, Shauna regularly 

squinted when looking at anything farther than a few feet away from her.  Her hair was 

styled in reddish-brown micro-braids pulled into a ponytail at the crown of her head.  By 

the last session she attended, Shauna’s true hair has grown out enough to show itself to be 

dark brown, and the point at which each braid was attached to her hair was readily 

visible.   

Shauna lived with her mother and younger sister, and she had cousins who also 

attended the same school. According to Shauna, her immediate family moved to the area 

from a smaller city when she was in middle school, and she still missed her old friends.  

Shauna’s sister participated in some sessions of Fit Teens in the spring, and more than 

once, Jamie asked Shauna when her sister might come back to the program.  Each time, 

Shauna indicated that she did not know or that her sister was too busy.  Although Shauna 

was nearly two years older, both girls were in 10th grade.  Shauna would turn 17 in March 



86 

 

as a sophomore.  She reported that she liked school and considered herself a good 

student. When asked which subject she most enjoyed, Shauna struggled to think of one, 

ruled out math and reading because they were difficult, and then answered that her best 

subject was chorus.   

Lykeria 

Nothing about Lykeria suggested athleticism.  She was a heavy-set, light-skinned 

African American girl of medium stature who moved slowly and with apparently great 

effort.  When Lykeria jumped or made any motion requiring balance, she paused first and 

drew breath, as though about to leap into water.  Her hair was styled in a weave of thick, 

blondish braids which she usually pulled into a bundle at the back of her head. Each braid 

was about a half-inch thick, and there were dozens of them. They looked heavy and hot. 

Lykeria’s face was round, and her cheeks pronounced. She wore no make-up, rarely 

smiled, and sweated heavily during workouts. For each session, Lykeria was 

appropriately dressed in loose, knee-length shorts, a tee-shirt, and gym shoes.  She was a 

busty girl and frequently adjusted her sports bra.  

Lykeria was 15 and attended Fit Teens in the spring of her sophomore year.  She 

lived with her mother and grandmother near the newly re-opened school.  Lykeria had a 

twin brother and two younger sisters at home; a younger cousin also lived in the house. 

When the spring cohort began, Lykeria’s brother was enrolled as well, but he stopped 

coming after the third session.  According to Jamie, he got into trouble at school and had 

to serve detentions that week.  While he appeared to greatly enjoy himself in the first 
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three sessions, after missing the fourth workout, he never returned.  Lykeria claimed not 

to know why, stating, “If he don’t want to come, that’s on him.”   

The staff made efforts to encourage the brother to return, calling his house and 

speaking to both him and his mother, but to no avail.  “I really hate to lose that one,” said 

Jamie, “I know his mom fully supports the program and wants them to do it.  It sounds 

like he tends to get into small trouble, and she really wanted to get him into something 

constructive and active.” Lykeria, on the other hand, missed only two total sessions in the 

spring.  She was absent two days in the week and had also been out of school those same 

days due to illness. 

Diamond 

Diamond was a 17-year-old girl in her third year of high school.  She attended Fit 

Teens regularly during the spring and only missed one observed session. Standing at 

about five feet, six inches tall, with a slender, somewhat muscular frame, Diamond 

exuded confidence.  She laughed loudly and often, revealing a gap in her front teeth and a 

metal tongue piercing. Although she wore little make-up, Diamond invested in her 

appearance by regularly changing her hairstyle. At the beginning of the spring session, 

Diamond sported her tightly coiled hair pulled up from her face and neckline into a large, 

dense puff atop her head. By the end of the cohort, she had cycled through two other 

styles and was wearing her hair in a weave of micro-braids that reached below her 

elbows. Diamond attended the workouts dressed in athletic shoes, yoga capris, and either 

a tee-shirt or a tank top. At times, the top scrolls of a tattoo on her chest peeked out from 

the neckline of her shirt; it was clearly a sizeable piece. 
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Diamond lived at home with her mother, stepfather, and two stepbrothers close to 

her in age.  All three children attended the same high school, but neither brother enrolled 

in Fit Teens. Previously, Diamond attended school in a county directly south of the city 

and moved at the beginning of her sophomore year when her mother married. Diamond 

revealed that her grades had been decent in her freshman year, but they fell dramatically 

the year that she moved. She also indicated that she had some disciplinary entanglements 

the previous year due to what she referred to as “female drama.”  Diamond had been 

involved in her previous school’s basketball program, but by the second semester of her 

sophomore year, she was academically ineligible to play for her new school.  At the time 

of the study, she was working to get herself back on track for graduation and eligible for 

sports once again.    

Maleah 

Seventeen, and in her junior year of high school, Maleah was a loquacious girl 

with dark skin and round features.  Her plump cheeks were punctuated by dimples, and 

her nose wrinkled when she smiled.  Maleah’s hair was straightened and fell below chin 

length.  During each workout, she wore a protective wrap, either a bandana or a scarf, 

over her hair.  Maleah touched her head to check the placement of her wrap frequently 

during the sessions she attended.  Generally, she was appropriately dressed for physical 

activity with a few notable exceptions.  Once, in an early session, Maleah forgot to bring 

gym shoes and when it can time to run outdoors, she accepted a loan of a pair worn by 

one of the volunteers.  The volunteer then wore Maleah’s ballet flats for the rest of the 

session.  At another workout, Maleah brought shoes, socks, and shorts, but neglected to 
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remember a change of shirt and borrowed one from the bag of extras provided by the 

program.  She attended eight observed sessions and stopped coming in early April. 

Maleah lived with her mother and aunt.  Her older sister had recently moved out 

of the house and was living in the southern part of the state where Maleah was born and 

attended school up until the second grade.  Maleah remembered little about her young life 

and considered her current city home.  Outgoing and garrulous, Maleah reported that she 

had many friends and enjoyed school because of them.  She and two of her friends joined 

Fit Teens together, but only one friend, Shamere, continued past the first week.  A 

member of the both her church choir and the school chorus, Maleah stated that she 

enjoyed being part of a group, even though she sometimes got into trouble, “It’s fun. I 

like to perform and see everyone, but sometimes I do get into trouble for talking too 

much. I swear, I don’t even know I’m doing it. It’d be like I don’t even notice everyone 

else starting to sing, and I’m still going on.”  This same behavior was regularly evident at 

workout sessions when Maleah was talking while others were exercising.    

Shamere 

Shamere was a girl of 17 in her junior year of high school.  Her stout frame stood 

approximately five feet, two inches tall and she carried a good deal of extra weight 

evenly distributed across her body.  Shamere’s light skin was smooth, and her high 

cheekbones and strong jaw lent her a look of seriousness that was broken when she 

smiled, which she did often.  Shamere’s hair was styled in micro-braids with ombre 

coloring, lighter on top and darker at the lower third.  When participating in activity, she 

tied back the braids that framed her face to keep them out of her way.  Shamere attended 
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the sessions dressed to participate all but one time.  Mid-point through the program she 

arrived late at a workout in her street clothes and had brought no change of clothes or 

athletic shoes with her.  The warm up complete, Shamere then paired with Maleah for a 

partner workout which she clearly had no intention of doing.  Maleah would complete her 

part, and then the two would chat until more than enough time had elapsed for it to be 

Maleah’s turn again.  When this became apparent to the staff, Michelle, a regular 

volunteer, told Shamere in a friendly tone that if she hadn’t come to work out, she would 

need to leave so that others could do so without interruption.  Shamere attended a total of 

seven observed sessions in the spring and did not return after early April.  

Table 1 summarizes the major characteristics and attendance of the research  

participants.  The level of prior activity is based on a self-reported assessment. 

 

 

 

Table 1 

Quantitative Descriptions of Research Participants 

Participant Age Grade Cohort Prior Activity Level Sessions Attended 

Celena 16 10 Fall Low 5 

Diamond 17 10 Spring High 15 

Lydia 17 11 Fall High 13 

Lykeria 15 10 Spring Low 14 

Maleah 17 11 Spring Low to Moderate 8 

Natasha 17 11 Fall/Spring Moderate 10/9 

Shamere 17 11 Spring Low to Moderate 7 

Shauna 16 10 Fall Low  4 

 

 

 

Introduction to the Findings 

Research participants answered brief interview questions during at least two 

workout sessions and engaged in at least one in-depth interview after a session.  All 
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research participants who attended regularly from beginning to end of a cohort 

participated in two or more post-workout interviews.  After collecting data from 

observations and interviews, I transcribed the data and made descriptive notes about each 

session. I used participant responses to guide the development of future interview 

questions.  All participants were asked questions regarding their home and academic life, 

motivation to join the program, what they hoped to gain from attending, what kept them 

coming to the sessions, perceived benefits of the program, and perceived barriers to their 

participation. 

In the findings section, I constructed a descriptive analysis of participation in Fit 

Teens loosely around the experiences of Diamond, one of the most regular participants.  

Not every theme to emerge was characteristic of Diamond’s experience, nor did all the 

other research participants express similar perceptions to Diamond’s. She was, however, 

highly representative of the patterns of experience to emerge from the larger group of 

participants, regardless of athletic ability and whether they completed the program.  The 

thoughts and experiences of the other participants are included throughout this section for 

reference and support, as well as for additional experiences and occasional contrast.  

While the data produced certain themes common to each participant, differences in their 

approach to goals and their perceived barriers are pronounced enough to be worth 

examining.   

Diamond participated in the spring session of Fit Teens and was always eager to 

discuss her experiences in the program. Because she only missed one observed session, 

Diamond was regularly available for quick interviews. While a fast talker, she often took 
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long pauses to consider her responses.  Interviews with Diamond were typically 

conducted after the completion of a session because keeping up with her during a 

workout for on-the-go questioning usually proved too challenging.  Although Diamond’s 

perspective was that of a natural athlete, her thoughts and experiences strongly echoed 

those shared by the other seven participants, athlete or not.   

Cross-case analysis of all interview participants revealed the following categories:  

anticipated benefits, unexpected benefits, negative experiences related to participation, 

and social support for participation.  Diamond’s journey through Fit Teens and discussion 

of her experiences began with the anticipated benefits that motivated her to join the 

program and included subcategories of improving physical performance and health, 

attainment of distal goals, and for others in the program, improved physical appearance. 

Participants’ Anticipated Benefits 

Prior to both the fall and spring sessions, Fit Teens recruited participants with 

fliers and announcements at the school and by setting up a promotional table in the 

cafeteria during lunches.  When a student expressed interest, a staff member would use 

any contact information provided to reach out to them and facilitate enrollment.  

Recruitment materials promoted the program as a fun way to get fit and meet new 

friends.  While they kept extensive baseline and retest data on members, at the time of the 

study, Fit Teens did not survey students to determine what led them to join or what they 

hoped to gain.  Although the staff kept track of pre-test and post-test data for all students 

in the program, few seemed equipped to use the gathered data to set goals or measure 
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improvement. Diamond, however, made use of her performance numbers as they related 

directly to her anticipated benefits. 

The motivation an individual has for physical activity wields a strong influence on 

their beginning a program of exercise and on long-term adherence to one (Teixeira et al., 

2012).   Diamond had a unique set of motivating factors among the research participants.  

While she demonstrated an intrinsic motivation for physical activity with her athleticism 

and apparent enjoyment of exercise, she expressed extrinsic motivators for joining as 

well.  Among the research participants, three subcategories of anticipated benefits 

emerged, and Diamond expressed two of them directly:  improved health/physical 

performance and attainment of distal goals. Diamond related a keen desire to improve her 

health and physical performance and to then use her improved abilities to meet a distal 

goal of a place on the basketball team the following year.  Additionally, Diamond viewed 

participating in Fit Teens as one facet of a larger plan to make herself both a desirable 

and eligible player.  Diamond didn’t need to simply improve her physical skills to earn a 

spot on the team, she needed to get herself back on track for on-time graduation before 

she’d even be allowed to try out. 

Diamond was not the only participant who hoped to improve her physical 

performance by becoming faster and stronger, but no other student overtly utilized 

baseline and post-test data to track her progress as Diamond did.  At each session, 

Diamond would check her previous achievement levels if she had any that applied to the 

day’s workout and then record her times or rounds completed and evaluate her progress.  
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Diamond appeared to enjoy monitoring her growth, an enjoyment likely enhanced by the 

fact that she regularly demonstrated marked improvement in her performance.   

Unlike several other participants, Diamond did not express the third theme of 

anticipated benefits: a hope to improve her appearance as result of the program.  Already 

visibly fit, Diamond radiated confidence in her bearing and voiced no expectation to alter 

her physical presentation.  The spring cohort of Fit Teens occurred in the months leading 

up to the prom, and prom became a regular topic of discussion among the female 

participants.  Maleah and Shamere remarked often on how the exercise they were doing 

was primarily for the benefit of looking good on prom night.  At times, the volunteers 

would play to the girls’ pride and encourage Maleah and Shamere by conjuring visions of 

how good they were going to look in their gowns.  In the earlier cohort, Celena expressed 

a desire to shape her body as a motivating factor for initiating an exercise regimen.  The 

only time Diamond discussed her physical appearance, she did so as it related to 

discomfort at looking unattractive when she exercised, a matter that will be discussed in 

the section Negative Experiences Regarding Participation.   

Improved Physical Function 

At the start of the program, the eight participants ranged from inactive to active, 

but each joined with the intent to increase her current level of activity to improve her 

health, physical performance, or appearance.  Fit Teens took baseline measures for fitness 

at the start of each session but did not take any physical measurements such as weight or 

hip-to-waist ratio.  The Fit Teens staff encouraged students to track their progress against 

their own baseline information and against repeated timed workouts and to set goals 
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using their personal data.  However, at no point during any observed session did the staff 

directly instruct students as to how to interpret their data or how to use it to set realistic 

goals.  

Improved Physical Performance   

For participants who sought improvements in physical performance, the 

information Fit Teens helped them gather might have made it easy to measure success if 

they had been guided in tracking and interpreting it.  Only Diamond appeared eager to 

regularly measure her performance against previous sessions.  Early in the spring session, 

Diamond stated, “I know I want to get faster and stronger, so I like that they’re timing us 

and taking down numbers to start. I’ll know where I am and can decide exactly what I 

want to do.”  Later in the spring, she related her progress: 

I’m definitely getting better with the push-ups.  When we started, I did like 20 in a 

minute.  I don’t even think I was really even doing them right.  I’m up to 27 now, 

and I know my form is good.  I told myself I should be able to do 30, and I think I 

can get there for sure by the end.  Sit-ups, not so good.  I started with 36, and now 

I’m only up to 40.  My goal was 50.  I ain’t gonna make that unless I start doing 

less of something else in order to get there. The thing I’m most proud of though is 

the track.  I was eight and a half minutes the first time, and now I’m down to 

seven, forty-five. Track team be out here training all the time, and I ain’t fast like 

that, but I ain’t running every single day either.  If I can do the last one in seven 

and a half minutes or less, I’m gonna be happy about that. 
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Among the research participants, Diamond was the most avid user of her own 

data and would always check her previous level of achievement before beginning a new 

measurement.  The staff took note of Diamond’s behavior and began asking her how she 

did on a workout and how new numbers compared to previous performances.  Diamond 

was always able to relate specific information regarding her performance and growth.  

Along with Diamond, Lydia and Natasha had true athletic inclinations and were 

also intent on enhancing their performance through Fit Teens.  When asked about the 

benefits she anticipated from the program, Natasha expressed a desire for self-

improvement by becoming faster and stronger. She later stated, “I want to keep going, to 

get better times on the runs and the workouts.  We did one at the beginning and Jamie 

had us all write down our time in our books. I know I’m gonna beat that time. I’ve been 

doing the work.”  Lydia too reported an aspiration to improve her physical performance 

and stated, “I like working on reaching that next level and pushing myself beyond where 

I’ve been.”  Like Diamond, Lydia found keeping track of her performance data to be 

useful for tracking her progress: 

My times were decent when I started, but I want to knock them down a bit too.  

You know when you get like a 91 on a test, and everyone’s like, ‘Oh, that’s good! 

Why aren’t you happy? You made an A!’ I’m not mad about that grade, I just 

want to make a 95 the next time or 100.  It’s the same thing.  If you do it, and 

you’ve got it, you should either just walk away and be fine with what you 

achieved—which isn’t me—or you push to improve.  I made the fastest time the 

first time we ran the mile; my goal is to take a minute off it. 
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Lydia nearly managed to meet her goal and shaved 42 seconds off her mile time 

while maintaining her first-place finish during the autumn cohort.  Natasha finished 

second on the post-test and closed the gap between her time and Lydia’s by twenty 

seconds, finishing with the greater gain.  This achievement had to be pointed out to her 

by Jamie; Natasha did not arrive at the realization of superior growth on her own. 

Natasha knew to record her times, but in terms of interpreting her own data, she only 

appeared to know how to tell if she’d improved but not how to effectively measure her 

growth.  

Although disappointed she did not beat Lydia, Natasha was happy to learn she 

had taken the most time off her mile run once that fact was presented to her.  Still, a 

significant part of Natasha’s assessment of her fitness goal in the autumn was to match or 

beat Lydia on the track or at a timed workout:  

What I really want to beat though is Lydia. I ain’t even gonna lie. I gotta do this. 

It’s embarrassing! She so little—no offense. I should be able to do this, and I’m 

gonna keep at it. Yeah, it means something to me if I get a better score than four 

weeks ago, but she will too. She be coming more than me, and I know that counts 

for something, but I feel like maybe I can do it. If Lydia weren’t here? Yeah, I 

think I’d still be trying. I guess so, but it wouldn’t be the same. I think it makes 

me work a little harder with someone close to my level. I don’t set my own pace; 

she does, and I try to keep up. I don’t know if she feels the same; we ain’t ever 

talked about it, but I see her looking at me. When Jamie hollers for me to hurry up 

and catch Lydia, guess who starts running faster? Me and Lydia. 
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Like Diamond and Lydia, Natasha recognized the value of tracking her 

performance over time to measure her improvement, but she more directly valued 

competition.  Natasha placed a higher priority on measuring her performance against that 

of Lydia.  This was not entirely her fault. 

Ostensibly, Fit Teens encouraged students only to compete against themselves, 

but when Natasha appeared to be trying to compete with Lydia during the fall, the staff 

often cheered her for doing so. The two were an almost equal match and frequently 

finished runs or timed workouts with Natasha close on Lydia’s heels. Lydia had better 

discipline and attendance, but Natasha appeared to possess a great, but untrained, native 

ability.  At every workout where both were present, a staff member would encourage one 

of the girls (typically Natasha) to catch up to the other. Staff called out to the students 

regularly, and Natasha heard such things as, “C’mon, catch her!”, “Kick it Natasha, 

you’ve almost got her!”, and “Don’t let her pull away; keep pace!” at nearly every 

workout. During these sessions, Natasha would vocalize her desire to match up with 

Lydia by saying such things as, “Damn, I gotta move! She’s leaving me behind.” and, “If 

I come every day, I be looking like that too!”   

 Both Natasha and the volunteers often seemed to measure her performance and 

improvement against Lydia’s performance instead of against her own. When, after the 

final timed mile, Natasha knew only that she had lost to Lydia and not that she had shown 

the greater improvement, I was not surprised.  The staff had spent far more time 

prompting her to compete with Lydia than they had teaching her how to measure her own 
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accomplishments and may have unwittingly been subverting autonomous motivation in 

her.  

Lydia was not immune to rivalry, and she also fell into a sense of competition.  

While she never directly mentioned any contest with Natasha, she alluded to the spirit of 

it when discussing her strong baseline test scores: 

If I’d said, ‘Okay, I’m happy with that,’ and I stopped training, I wouldn’t have 

the best time for long. In a couple of weeks, Natasha for sure—or somebody—

would run it faster.  If you stay where you are, you’re going to get passed, and I’m 

not about that.   

Natasha, Lydia, and Diamond all anticipated benefits to their physical performance, and 

all used their data to measure growth against past performance. All three girls achieved 

the anticipated benefit of improved athletic performance, and only Natasha seemed 

somewhat disappointed by her results.  She could not have anticipated the desire to 

compete with a then-unmet rival when she signed up for Fit Teens.  Natasha grew to 

place a greater value on matching Lydia than on exceeding herself.  In different 

intensities, each of the three expressed a level of competition with one another; in the 

spring, it was Diamond who strove to compete with Natasha. 

During the second cohort, Natasha inspired a sense of competition in Diamond 

just as Lydia had done for Natasha in the autumn.  Diamond, however, appeared to view 

Natasha as something of a friend and supporter rather than as a pure athletic rival, and 

she worked harder in Natasha’s presence.  Diamond said of Natasha, “She’s there for me, 

but she makes me work harder too, a little bit because I don’t want to get beat. That girl is 
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fast! She wears me out sometimes, but then it’s all cool. We push each other.”  Like 

Lydia and Natasha, Diamond had entered the program anticipating improved physical 

performance and later found herself somewhat driven by the performance of others. Each 

of the three participants expressed her competitive urges as motivational in continuing to 

push her own performance. Among them, Diamond was the keenest to measure her 

success as improvement over past performances.  Natasha’s presence and abilities made 

Diamond work harder in her own estimation, but she continued to participate and 

assiduously monitor her own performance even when Natasha was absent.  

Improved Health   

For the less-athletic participants, simply becoming physically active at all 

constituted an improvement in physical performance.  Lykeria related a need to change 

her lifestyle by becoming active as a motivating factor to join Fit Teens and the primary 

benefit she anticipated.   For Lykeria, a major overhaul in lifestyle was a family affair, 

and her desire for a more activity was directly related to the support she received from 

her mother.  Family health was a large part of the reason Lykeria was attracted to the 

program, and she cited a desire held by her mother and herself to change the family 

lifestyle as a motivating factor, “I can’t play around with that, my uncle passed from 

diabetes around Thanksgiving.  He was trying to get healthy, but he didn’t make it.  We 

still trying now, me and my mama.  Trying to make that change.” Recalling when her 

uncle first started to make efforts at improving his health, Lykeria described her mother’s 

reaction and the subsequent lifestyle changes in the household and at school:  
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She tried with him; it’s been a family thing for a while. When he told her how the 

doctors said he needed to lose weight real bad and how bad it was for him, my 

mama went on a diet too. She said, ‘I am going to do this with you.’ Well, I didn’t 

volunteer, and I didn’t like it! At first I was mad, because school was doing the 

same thing. All of the sudden, it was everywhere! They changed out the vending 

machines at school so you couldn’t get what you wanted. And then at home too. 

Same thing: Baked chips and diet soda was the best you could get. My mama 

changed up her cooking too.  Not too bad, but she said we needed to cut out on 

the salt and eat more vegetables. I’d come home from school and be like, ‘Ma, 

there’s no food in the house; it’s only ingredients!’ You get used to it, I guess. It 

is easier when those things aren’t sitting there for you to have.  

Lykeria was displeased with the changes to her diet but willing to comply and did not 

seek out junk food on her own.  With most unhealthy food choices removed from the 

home as well as the school setting, Lykeria found it easier to limit her intake of junk 

food.  

Unfortunately, her uncle passed, and with his death the sense of urgency for better 

health increased.  Her mother was designedly improving the family diet, and the job of 

increasing their activity fell to Lykeria.  Her motivation to initiate a regime of physical 

activity was external and could be classified as identified regulation.  Lykeria clearly saw 

the value in changing her diet and her level of physical activity even if she didn’t like 

having to do it. For Lykeria, this nascent awareness of the need to change habits of diet 

and exercise was a family endeavor: 
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So, we were already changing it up when my uncle passed, and then things got 

serious. I was like, ‘I get this now.’ He was a lot heavier than my mom, and he 

was older too, but she really took it hard. Me too. My uncle is gone.  He won’t get 

to see his grandchildren. It was the same way with my grand-daddy she said; he 

died the same way. It runs in the family, and me and my mama take after that 

side. So, we were on the diet part, but we needed to get the exercise thing down.  I 

was already doing ROTC, but it ain’t enough. I heard about Fit Teens before, but 

never joined until now. So, it’s like my mama handles the food, and I’m in charge 

of the exercise part. We had to change the way we live. 

Lykeria was the only participant to express anticipation of benefits for others 

beyond herself from participating in Fit Teens.  Her goal was to increase her physical 

activity and gain skills to help her family do the same.  Because she had been sedentary, 

any physical activity beyond the little she did in ROTC was progress, but Lykeria made 

significant strides in improving her fitness.  She generally appeared unimpressed when 

staff noted her slow but steady gains in pre-test and post-test measurements, but she 

always marked her scores and would nod her head seriously when others commented on 

her gains.  In pure numbers, her progress was not as dramatic as that of her athletic peers, 

but in terms of percentages, she often exceeded them. For instance, Diamond completed 

twenty-seven push-ups in a post-test while Lykeria completed only eight.  In the pre-test, 

however, Lykeria had only done three complete push-ups, so she nearly tripled her 

original score while Diamond improved hers by a little more than 30%.   
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Like Lykeria, Maleah joined Fit Teens anticipating health benefits from physical 

activity.  Regarding her motivation to enroll, Maleah initially cited an expectation for 

improved fitness as a primary reason, “I joined because I know I need to work on being 

more fit, you know?  Me and Shamere and Taylor were talking about it after Jamie talked 

to us, and we were like, ‘Yeah, we should do this!’ Curvy girls are cute, but, you know, I 

want Michelle Obama arms!  J.K.- but it would be cool.”  Early in the program, Maleah 

expressed optimism and confidence in her ability to endure the challenge of Fit Teens to 

gain the benefits of physical activity, “I like to make myself do something, you know, 

like being up in front of people or surprising people.  I tell some of my friends, and 

they’re like, ‘You?! Nah, you ain’t doing that!’ But here I am! I’m gonna do this.”  When 

pressed to specify how she would know when she had met her targets, Maleah stated, 

“Oh, I know I can do it. I just gotta push myself.”  

Maleah was confident she would be able to meet her health objectives for the 

program even though her definitions were quite broad, “My goal is to get fit and lose 

weight.  You know, get in shape.” Maleah had no working definition of fitness and did 

not appear to be interested in monitoring her progress through pre-tests and post-tests.  

She was aware that activity and diet were a means by which she could “get fit and lose 

weight,” but she did not have any specific fitness or weight loss goals.  Maleah claimed 

not to know how much she weighed at the start of the program and only recorded her 

initial pre-test scores on the same day everyone else did.  Fit Teens did not record the 

weight or body measurements of participants, but volunteers did facilitate students 

recording their own performance data. Maleah, however, seemed disinterested in 
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measuring her progress through numbers and never recorded anything after the first 

week. As to how she would know if she achieved her anticipated health benefits, Maleah 

stated, “How will I know when I’m there? I will weigh less, for one. And I’ll be faster 

and stronger.”  Maleah was not present for any of the post-tests for push-ups, sit-ups, 

dips, squats, or the timed mile and never got to measure whether she became faster or 

stronger from the work she accomplished. 

Shauna stated that she wanted to “get healthier” through Fit Teens.  When 

prompted to explain her goal and tell what it would look like if she met it, Shauna said, “I 

don’t know, maybe like that,” and pointed to Lydia.  Despite not being able to articulate 

how she would know when she had attained her goal, Shauna was confident in her ability 

to succeed and said, “I know I can do it if I try hard enough.”  Shauna anticipated benefits 

from physical activity based on advice she had been given by a teacher.  Regarding what 

led her to join the program, Shauna stated, “I don’t want to get fat! I was talking to my 

teacher, and she said I should get more active if I don’t want to gain weight more.  Diet 

and exercise is what she said.  I should do those things.”  Shauna explained that she 

attended the program to achieve health and an attractive appearance, “I want to look 

healthy and look nice, so I come, just not every day.”   

Asked how she thought she could achieve a healthier body through the program, 

Shauna explained, “It’s kind of like gym class, but I volunteer to be here, so that’s good 

for me.  By doing it, I could get healthier.”  Shauna may or may not have been aware that 

she was visibly overweight, but she expressed fatness as something she needed to prevent 

rather than something she needed to address. Looking healthy equated with looking 
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‘nice’ in Shauna’s mind. For Shauna, diet and exercise for weight management were not 

intended for losing weight, but to ensure she didn’t “gain weight more.” Whereas Maleah 

voiced a desire to change her body through fitness and weight loss, Shauna expressed 

only that she wanted to “look healthy and look nice” without articulating any anticipated 

change to her current self.  Shauna was the only participant to express an expectation of 

improved appearance without joining it to weight loss.  Some of her fellow participants, 

however, foresaw weight loss and a transformed appearance as a benefit of physical 

activity. 

Weight Loss and Appearance 

Three research participants noted an expected change in their appearance as an 

anticipated benefit of joining Fit Teens.  Maleah conveyed the hope of being healthier as 

an outcome of the program, but she equally expressed her desire to reshape her figure.  It 

is worth noting that each of the participants who joined in anticipation of transforming 

her appearance—even if she also anticipated positive health outcomes—did not complete 

the program.  The desire for a more appealing body suggests introjected regulation of 

behavior, a more external form of motivation.  Two participants cited weight loss and a 

more attractive physical presentation as anticipated benefits, and one expressed an 

improved appearance with no mention of weight loss as her primary anticipated benefit.   

In defining her goals for the fitness program, Celena stated that she hoped to lose 

weight and possess a more hour-glass figure, “I’m curvy, but I want the curves to be 

where I want them. I don’t wanna be skinny. I want to be stacked, with a little waist. All I 

need now is the little waist. And maybe more booty!”  Occasionally, the one male 
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participant in the fall session would tease Celena and call her C-Cell in reference to her 

being shaped like a battery.  Celena always fired back with a quick retort and went on 

with what she was doing.  She may have presented herself as impervious to jokes about 

her shape, but part of Celena’s stated goal was to alter that same shape. “I know I’m what 

you call fat,” said Celena, “and ain’t nobody gotta tell me that, ‘cause I know. I’m short 

too, duh! I think I look good, mostly, but I want to bring this in a little. It’s just hard. I 

know what I gotta do, I just don’t like to do it! I’d rather just be at home; I ain’t even 

gonna lie.” 

When asked if she had a specific measurement in mind, Celena admitted she did 

not and instead, she squeezed her hands around her waist and said, “I want it about like 

that.”  Jamie held the opinion that Celena had the highest BMI of the fall cohort, but the 

adults on staff did not discuss weight or physical measurements with participants.  If 

Celena had ever weighed herself or measured her waist to determine whether she was 

moving toward her aim, she never mentioned it.  Celena believed she had the ability to 

lose weight and attain an hourglass figure, but she offered the caveat that she might 

change her mind.  Celena stated, “Oh, I could do it if I want to.  I know that!  I just know 

I might not want it all that bad because it’s a lot of work.”  Her admissions that she would 

rather be at home and that she found Fit Teens to be “a lot of work” indicated that Celena 

often found Fit Teens to be less than enjoyable.  

  According to Celena, her family was predisposed to being overweight, and she 

expressed some concern regarding health but stuck to appearance as her main motivating 

factor:  



107 

 

All my family is big. Momma, aunties, my brothers. Not everybody short, but we 

all big. I don’t really want to be like all that. I mean, not as big as some get. I got 

people with the diabetes too.  Anyway, it ain’t good.  I don’t want to look that 

way when I get older.  I see pictures of my mom and aunties when they were in 

high school, and they were cute too.  That was back in the day though.  I maybe 

can’t get by without being big.  I don’t know. I might just have to accept it, you 

know, love myself the way I am. Which I already do! 

Celena voiced a desire to control her weight and a simultaneous acceptance of it.  

While she expressed a wish to avoid adult obesity, Celena also seemed to resign herself 

to genetics.   With such irregular attendance at Fit Teens, it was unlikely that Celena 

would have noted any weight loss benefits before she dropped out of the program.  

Celena never mentioned any effort to alter her diet as part of her quest to lose weight, and 

Fit Teens had little programming to address healthy eating habits.  On the one day in the 

autumn that the staff focused on nutrition, they brought smoothie ingredients and a 

blender to let the students concoct their own recipes.  Celena and Shauna had to be 

stopped from putting too much chocolate protein powder and honey in theirs. 

Maleah too expected a physical transformation which included weight loss.  She 

recognized that, along with a lack of physical activity, her current eating habits were 

unhealthy. Her inactivity and poor diet bore consequences which she deemed to be 

negative.  Maleah was clear on how her current habits affected her appearance and well-

being, explaining: 
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I just eat too much junk, and I do admit, I’ve—ahem—gotten a little fluffier 

lately.  I know I need to change things up.  Get out more, eat better.  My clothes 

be getting tight; I don’t like that.  I mean, I’m cool the way I am, but I don’t want 

to get too big.  That’s where I’m heading if I don’t change some things though.  

Not big stuff. I’m not gonna join track or nothing like that, but I just don’t feel 

right sometimes.  Like the other day, I was just sitting in class, and I felt like 

something was pressing on my stomach.  It kind of hurt a little.  Then I realized 

that it was me!  My belly was pressing against itself, ugh! I thought, ‘I have got to 

fix this; the way I do things!’ 

Maleah enrolled in Fit Teens anticipating she would “get fit and lose weight” through 

physical activity, but she plainly understood that her current diet strongly affected her 

health and sense of well-being.  

When asked if she has modified her eating habits, Maleah responded, “Some.  If I 

want chips and soda at school, I got to bring it with me, so that’s easier if it’s not here.  

Orange soda and Hot Flame Cheetos: I love you, but you got to go!”  At the time of the 

program, new laws regarding the nutritional content of school lunches and the items sold 

in vending machines on campus had taken effect.  Lykeria and Maleah both noted the 

difference in what was available to them at school and acknowledged that avoiding junk 

food was easier for them if it was not readily accessible. Lykeria’s mother made 

conscious changes to improve the family diet, an effort augmented by fewer unhealthy 

food choices being available to Lykeria during the day.  Aware that she was gaining 
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weight and not feeling quite right, Maleah sought out more physical activity, but she 

mentioned no dietary changes beyond those implemented by the school.  

Maleah stated that she received limited information or support regarding nutrition 

and diet at Fit Teens, “Well, they always be saying something if you roll up with chips 

and a drink. Not mean, but they call you out on it.  And Jamie gives us fruit, like those 

little oranges, after.  I like those.  Yeah, I need to eat more fruit.” The fall cohort spent an 

afternoon discussing nutrition and making smoothies, but in the spring, the program did 

not give any direct instruction to promote healthy eating habits.  Instead, Jamie provided 

fruit at the end of each workout, encouraging students to take a banana or a Cutie 

clementine from a box.  She often related to them that fruit was very inexpensive at Aldi, 

which is where she purchased it for the group.    

Although she was confident that she was fine just the way she was, Shamere 

credited a desire to improve her appearance as her primary reason for joining Fit Teens, 

“I want to look good for prom, so that’s why I joined.  We got six or seven more weeks 

‘til then.  I look good now, but can you imagine how I’m gonna look then? Bam!”  

Shamere had confidence in her ability to meet challenges and goals, “I got this.  Even 

when I don’t feel it, I got it. My grandmamma says you can be whatever you dream to be, 

so I know I can make my goals if I want it bad enough.” When asked what her exact 

goals for the program were, Shamere replied, “To get in shape, you know, look good for 

prom, that kind of thing.”  Shamere was unable to articulate her targets more precisely 

and stated, “That’s all I want, really.  I’ll know when I get there because I’ll be there.”  
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Unlike Celena and Maleah, Shamere never expressed any expectation of losing 

weight as part of the process.  Neither did she describe what looking good meant to her.  

The only specific physical change Shamere ever indicated was a desire to enhance the 

curve of her posterior.  In a conversation with Maleah, Shamere vocalized a dislike for 

lunges but understood in a limited way that they were good for her, “That shit hurts! I be 

wobbling, but I’m gonna do 100 if I have to ‘cause they make your booty bigger!”  

Maleah corrected her friend by saying, “Fool, they don’t make it bigger! They make the 

muscle under it rounder and harder so that your booty sits up higher!” Shamere then 

shrugged and told Maleah, “Whatever. As long as it looks bigger!” 

  Appearing physically attractive at prom was a frequent topic of conversation 

between Maleah and Shamere, and I would regularly overhear them chatting and joking 

about how ‘hot’ they were going to look on the dance floor because they were working 

out.  Even the volunteers picked up on the prom banter and would sometimes prompt 

Shamere and Maleah to work harder by conjuring images of them in their prom gowns.  

Neither girl showed interest in tracking her fitness achievements, but both responded 

positively to the allure of attaining a more attractive form.  Shamere left the program 

weeks before prom, and like Maleah, she never took any of the post-tests.  I was unable 

to ascertain whether she perceived receiving any benefits from participating in Fit Teens. 

A Stepping Stone to Distal Goals 

Beyond anticipated fitness-related benefits from completing the program, 

Diamond and Lykeria saw Fit Teens as a means to reach more long-term goals in their 

lives.  Diamond had a somewhat closer ambition in mind than Lykeria and hoped it 
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would come to fruition within a year.  During her freshman year of high school, Diamond 

played basketball on the freshman girls’ team.  In Diamond’s sophomore year, her mother 

married and the two of them moved to the city.  By the time basketball season was 

starting, Diamond’s grades were low, and she was no longer eligible for sports.  Now in 

her third year of high school, Diamond was behind in credits and still considered a 

sophomore. Her aspiration was to be on track for graduation and eligible for sports once 

again by the end of the school year.  Diamond viewed participating in Fit Teens as a 

means to increase her fitness and therefore her chances at making the team once she was 

able to try out for it.  Fit Teens was one facet of an overarching plan to put her life back 

on track, play sports, and graduate on time.  Diamond was in the process of re-taking 

classes she had failed and needed for graduation.  If all went according to Diamond’s 

plan, she would recoup and earn enough credits to be considered a senior in her next year.  

Confident in her ability to meet the challenge and demonstrate competence, Diamond 

stated:  

I messed up bad my sophomore year. Couldn’t tell me nothing! Got all my credits 

first year, but failed everything but baby class and English last year. I’m going to 

fix that though. Gonna be tough, but I can do it. Already started and got my 

science and history caught up. And yes, I know I’ve got to pass everything I’m in! 

Gonna start next year as a senior, and then I’m good!  All this is part of the plan, 

see?  I gotta keep my head and my body moving forward. 

Regular physical activity helped Diamond to keep her body “moving forward” 

and she perceived that it had a calming effect on her mental state as well, “When I’m 
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doing something like this on the regular, I’m just too tired to want to fight or any of that.  

I’m just way more chill about things.”  Fit Teens helped Diamond to enhance her fitness 

levels and she noted a calming effect from physical activity that may have assisted in 

keeping her head “moving forward.”    

Diamond was certain that she would be physically prepared to earn a spot on the 

basketball team next year, “I play with my brothers mostly. It’s hard to find a place to 

play, unless you want to play with boys, and this seemed like a good way for me to 

condition. I can work some things here and skills at home. They don’t know me yet, but 

I’m gonna be ready.”  Diamond’s confidence in her physical readiness may have been 

spurred by the tangible gains she was making on her fitness post-tests at Fit Teens.  Just 

as her grades were proof that she was succeeding in her academic plan, so was her Fit 

Teens data proof of her physical achievements.  

At the conclusion of the spring program, Diamond evaluated her progress toward 

the objectives she had set for herself.  She was attaining her academic goals and 

improving her fitness metrics, but whether she earned a position on next year’s team 

wouldn’t be determined for another eight months: 

I don’t know yet. Really, we gonna know next year.  I’m passing all my classes 

right now, so I will be a senior next year.  There’s one I can say yes.  I can be 

eligible, but then I gotta make the team.  I feel pretty good about that.  My 

numbers here are good—the mile, sprints, push-up—I brought all that up.  My 

goals are really in the future though, so this is a long plan. 
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Diamond had never heard of self-determination theory, but she clearly understood 

part of its workings when she described why she thought other students dropped out, 

“They wanted it too quick.  You can’t get mad when it don’t happen right away.  If I’d 

expected all that to happen in a month, I would have quit after a month too.”  The girls 

who joined with introjected motivation and expected to quickly transform their figures 

were unable to endure the discomfort of the program long term.  Extrinsic motivations 

which are controlled are expected within self-determination theory to drive short-term 

behavior but not long-term behavior changes (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  Diamond had created 

a far- reaching plan for herself, and she did not expect immediate results.  While she 

appeared to seek out and enjoy the small victories of improving her mile time or the 

number of push-ups she could do in a minute, Diamond’s true goals were many months 

away, and she was keen to persist in advancing toward them.  

Lykeria’s distal goal was even further in the future; she hoped to join the military 

one day.  Lykeria viewed the army as a viable career path and stated, “One of my cousins 

been in the army.  She likes it okay. I could see myself doing that.” Lykeria was in the 

second semester of her sophomore year, and the one class she did enjoy was ROTC, but 

she admitted to struggling with some of the physical aspects, “When we march and do 

drills, I want to fall out sometimes. It’s hard, but I stick with it okay though.” While 

Lykeria did not claim the same sort of mental boost that Lydia did from physical activity, 

she did acknowledge that it benefitted her physical performance in ROTC and improved 

her confidence in her ability to improve and to meet the challenges the class presented: 
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Coming to this does make that class easier for me. I don’t always feel like I’m 

really that much better at it, like maybe it’s just in my head, but then I see what I 

did before, and that makes me know I can keep going.  I like that they measure 

you here and in class—I mean how many can you do or how fast—because I see 

that I am getting better.  

Lykeria never appeared enthusiastic about her fitness gains after taking post-tests, but her 

remarks made it clear that she valued seeing improvement and was encouraged by her 

results. 

Military service as a career option was a long-range goal for Lykeria, and she saw 

a direct relationship between participating in physical activity at Fit Teens and attaining 

that goal:  

Being in Fit Teens helps me in ROTC, and that’s going to help later on when I 

enlist. You don’t sit around in the army and get fat; it’s work. My cousin said it’s 

hard. She was in ROTC too, and she says that ain’t nothing compared to the real 

thing. So, if I was having a hard time with that, Lord knows what it’s gonna be 

like when I’m in for real. She said, ‘Lykeria, you ain’t gonna make it!’ The army 

makes you run two miles, and they time you for it. You can’t even walk a little bit 

of it. I can’t do that right yet, but I’m working on it. Two miles is eight times 

around that track. When we first started, my mile time was like 14 minutes, but I 

walked a lot. Jamie says she knows my next one will be better, and Sargent-Major 

says so too because I’ve been out here on the regular trying and able to work 

harder in class. 
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Three times during cohort workouts Lykeria’s ROTC instructor passed by the group and 

greeted her, praising her efforts. Each time Lykeria looked down at the floor and smiled 

broadly. 

Unexpected Benefits 

All research participants entered the program with expectations regarding the 

benefits they would receive.  Those who were motivated by anticipated weight loss or a 

change in physical appearance never noted any progress in that regard.  Those who 

anticipated improved physical performance did note gains through tracking their 

performance data. These perceived benefits are discussed in the above section as 

outcomes of anticipated benefits. During the study, two participants reported receiving 

benefits from physical activity not related to those they had anticipated before entering 

the program.  

Finding the Edge and Flow  

One of the more athletic participants, Diamond cited the appeal of pushing her 

physical limits and finding her edge as something that kept her returning to the program.  

Diamond tracked her progress in pre-tests and post-tests at Fit Teens with avid interest, 

and she also felt benefits beyond improving her metrics.  “She is one of the few who ever 

knows or asks what they did on the last one, but that’s Diamond,” said Jamie.  Asked 

what motivated her to do this, Diamond explained it as a combination of monitoring 

herself for maximum effort, pushing her physical limits, and keeping track even when her 

brain can’t keep up with what her body is doing: 
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I like to get it as hard as I can out there. This is how I know.  If I don’t make that 

number, I didn’t do it, even if it felt hard.  I don’t go easy, and that means always 

making a little push. Just do it.  Now just do it more.  Sometimes, when I’m 

running, or doing one of these mean workouts, my head goes out.  It’s like I’m 

not there. I’m not thinking; I just…(hand gestures around her head).  And that’s 

when I lose count.  Maybe I see someone I need to catch, maybe I’m trying to 

crank out burpees.  But if someone ain’t counting for me, or timing, I don’t know.  

My body is just trying to go as hard as it can. 

Diamond explained that she enjoyed this feeling, “Oh yeah!  That’s why I’m here! I don’t 

need weed or anything when I got that!”  What Diamond recounted was not a sense of 

euphoria associated with a runner’s high but a focus on the physical activity and sense of 

relaxation experienced when pushing her body to its physical limit.   

Diamond described an experience close to what psychologist Mihaly 

Csikszentmihalyi terms as flow.  The flow experience “is a state of consciousness where 

one becomes totally absorbed in what one is doing, to the exclusion of all other thoughts 

and emotions” (Jackson & Csikszentmihalyi, 1999).  According to Csikszentmihalyi, 

sport presents opportunities frequently conducive to the flow experience because sport is 

structured in a way that allows athletes to strike a balance between the challenges they 

perceive and the skills they believe they have (Jackson & Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). In her 

brief description of losing herself in the moment, Diamond related several of the 

components necessary for the flow experience (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990):  She attained a 

balance between the level of challenge in the workout and her skill as an athlete, she 
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became intensely focused on the action and her place in it, and her sense of time faded 

away.  When she experienced physical activity in this manner, Diamond was intrinsically 

motivated. The experience for Diamond became the goal.   

Lydia expressed similar perceptions.  She believed that often, instead of pressing 

forward to meet goals, she was pushing herself to find her physical edge. Discovering 

that edge was something that Lydia found she typically achieved only after accepting a 

level of discomfort.  Lydia described what it meant to find her edge both physically and 

academically:  

I know I’m there when I can do something, but it’s still pretty hard. Like, if it 

were even a little harder, I wouldn’t think I could do it, and I might give up, and if 

it were much easier, I wouldn’t be getting anywhere. It’s hard to describe.  

Getting to the edge is like a push, like always being a little uncomfortable, but 

you know that’s where you should be.  I could jog a mile and keep up with some 

people, or I can push myself to run and get to where I have to try.  You could be 

really, really good at something, but if it’s too easy for you, there’s no point in 

doing it after a while.  If I’m going to go along and just take it easy, I might as 

well walk.  Last year, when I wanted to drop AP World, my teacher told me that 

going to a regular class would be like playing kickball against sixth-graders. At 

first, I was like, ‘Yay!’, but I knew what she meant. That would get old. So, I 

stayed with the class, and once I got past the summer assignment and got caught 

up, I was glad I did.  It was hard, but I guess I’d rather do something hard than let 

myself get soft. 
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As she said this, Lydia grinned broadly and poked her temple with one hand and her belly 

with the other.   

What Lydia described is the quest for challenges to match her skill level.  Tasks 

that were too easy were pointless in Lydia’s estimation.  Staying within her comfort zone 

was not challenging enough for her, and without some element of rigor, Lydia felt she 

might as well not participate in an activity.  Lydia could effortlessly have had the highest 

grade in a regular World History class, but she realized that it would be too easy, and she 

would soon be bored, so she continued in the Advanced Placement course.  Whether in 

an academic or athletic endeavor, finding the balance between skill and challenge is the 

first step toward a flow experience.   

Like Diamond, Lydia perceived several components of flow including moments 

of intense focus on her activity, a sense of control, a suspension of external factors, and 

changes to her sense of time.  Lydia stated, “It's like I'm pushing all the bad stuff out of 

me.  All the stress of the day, all the frustration; it just goes, and there's nothing but me 

and this challenge. I can't think about AP class or what I made on a test because I'm 

letting my body take over my brain.” Lydia described the feeling of the worries of the 

mind dissolving during a workout as a Zen-like state.  She related her sense of relaxation 

during activity, “It’s kind of like a Zen moment where even if you’re working hard, you 

relax from the stress because all that’s there is the work.  I’m just focused on getting 

those next five push-ups or on pushing really hard on that last lap. Everything else falls 

away.” Lydia found the intense focus on the activity at hand deeply relaxing and believed 

that the benefits carried beyond the moment.   
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Stress Relief 

Both Diamond and Lydia expressed pleasure in pushing to the edge of their 

physical abilities and in finding mental benefits from activity as well.  Diamond 

perceived calming effects from exercise and attributed better control of her emotions to 

regular activity.  She explained: 

You might say I got a temper.  Like anger management issues.  It’s just how I am.  

I’m not bipolar or nothing like that, but I go off sometimes.  When I first moved 

here, I got in trouble ‘cause this girl who didn’t even know me couldn’t keep my 

name out her mouth.  I wish we would have fought, but all she wanted to do was 

holler back and forth.  Anyway, when I’m doing something like this on the 

regular, I’m just too tired to want to fight or any of that.  I’m just way more chill 

about things.  My coach used to tell us, ‘Whatever you bring in here, work it out, 

and leave it all on the court.’ If I’ve had a bad day, that’s just what I try to do. 

Work it all out and leave it here. 

At one point during the study, Diamond did become confrontational with a male peer 

who teased her, so her report of having a temper was credible. Still, she acknowledged 

past disciplinary issues but none in her present year of school. Diamond may have simply 

matured, but she was clearly in better emotional control than she had been in the previous 

year, and she credited regular physical activity as a contributing factor.   

Academics were often a source of stress for Lydia, and she enjoyed exercise, in 

part, as a means of stress relief.  Lydia described the mental benefits of exercise as lasting 
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beyond the workout, “Then, when I’m done, those things come back again, but I can deal 

with it better because I’m more relaxed and can handle the stress.”  Academics were 

Lydia’s priority; she missed program days twice during the autumn session: once for an 

AP calculus tutoring session and once for a SAT review. Lydia perceived that her 

workout routine supported her academic performance and improved her mental state. 

When asked what kept her coming back twice a week for the workouts when she could be 

studying, Lydia replied:  

If I can be here, I’m gonna be here. It’s hard, but pushing myself here makes it 

easier in other places. That Zen thing takes over.  I’m telling you, it’s real!  It’s 

easier for me to focus on those books after.  Like I said, the stress is a lot less. I 

mean, a lot.  And I just focus better. It’s like my brain works better when my body 

does.  If I miss, or I do it slack, that shows up. If I’m moving, I’m thinking better. 

I can just tell a difference.  My mom says the same thing, and if she doesn’t get 

her run, she’s cranky. So yeah, I could study an hour more today, or I could do 

this and study better, I think. Maybe that’s just an excuse, but I think it’s true.   

Diamond and Lydia’s comments reflect their perceptions of the cognitive benefits related 

to mood and attention associated with regular physical activity. Research backs them up 

in this.  As John Ratey, the author of Spark (2008, p. 38) states, “I tell people that going 

for a run is like taking a little bit of Prozac and a little bit of Ritalin because, like the 

drugs, exercise elevates these neurotransmitters (serotonin, norepinephrine, and 

dopamine).”  
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Negative Experiences Regarding Participation 

During some interviews, and occasionally during the workouts, research 

participants noted negative experiences regarding their participation and, with varying 

degrees of intensity, voiced displeasure.  All but Lydia expressed some negative episodes 

which hindered her desire to participate. The category of negative experiences can be 

broken down into two subcategories: physical discomfort and discomfort in the public 

eye. 

Discomfort in the Public Eye   

Six of the eight research participants noted negative feelings regarding physical 

activity and how others saw them.  Two related feelings of discomfort at appearing 

incapable or out of shape.  Four expressed vexation regarding their physical appearance 

while engaged in physical activity, and three of them vocalized vivid anger at being 

teased about their appearance during a workout session.  On more than one occasion, I 

observed participants taunted by fellow participants or other peers.  In each instance, 

those doing the taunting were boys.   

Body image.  Rarely did Diamond express any negativity towards participating in 

the program, and when she did, it was directly related to discomfort at appearing 

unattractive.  During the first timed mile, she came in second to Natasha.  The afternoon 

was warmer than usual for early March, and both girls began to visibly perspire upon 

finishing.  As they stood waiting for the others to complete their run, Diamond began to 

complain, “Man, can we go in?  I’m getting nasty, and everybody waiting for a ride is 

looking at us.”  Both she and Natasha then moved toward a pillar that would block them 
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from the sight of those at the school entrance and stayed out of the view of their peers 

while they waited for others to finish.   

A few weeks later, the group was working out in an area near the track where 

other students were coming and going for athletic practice.  A pair of boys who had 

noticed Diamond doing sit-ups earlier called out to her and imitated the face she had been 

making.  Diamond lunged toward them and swung, twice hitting one boy on the shoulder 

with her open hand while cursing at them.  The young man cursed back at her, and 

quickly, Coach Daniels was separating the two of them.  The boys went on their way as 

Diamond continued to hurl insults after them. This was the temper of which she had 

spoken.  The following week, Diamond related what made her so angry about the 

exchange,   

Why they gotta be that way? Yeah, I was making a face. I was doing something 

hard. They don’t need to call me out like that.  You think everyone looks like Bey 

all the time? Man……eff both of them jokers. Can’t do nothing without 

somebody gotta say something ugly and make you want to just quit! 

Diamond displayed concern that others would notice her sweaty appearance after 

the timed mile, but she reported deep distress at being taunted and made to feel self-

conscious and unattractive while exercising.  The suggestion of wanting to quit because 

of the teasing was likely an exaggeration, but Diamond was still perturbed by the incident 

a week later and harbored a sense of injustice at being held to an impossible standard of 

beauty during physical activity.     
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Natasha had similar experiences in the fall.  On more than one occasion during 

the autumn session, a group of middle school boys would pass the workout area on the 

other side of the chain-link fence.  They would shout and call out to the Fit Teens group 

things such as, “Hey, look at me, I can do a push-up!” and “Y’all slow, can’t catch 

nothing!”  While the boys never made any direct remarks regarding any individual, some 

participants were bothered enough to speak about it.  Natasha was especially sensitive 

and stated, “Man, I hate them!  Little boys.  I bet if I chased ‘em, they’d run!  Why they 

gotta be calling us out like that? I wish they’d shut up about how we looking out here and 

mind they own business.” 

  Natasha also expressed discomfort at the light taunts of the one male in the fall 

cohort. Her tall frame set her apart from her peers, and it was clear by her accessories and 

attention to detail that Natasha put effort into her appearance. These distinctions seemed 

to make her vulnerable for comments such as, “Hey Natasha, see if you can grab that 

branch up there!” and, about her false eyelashes, “Girl, looks like that spider on your face 

is trying to get away. What you call that thing?” Her reactions poked back at the boy, 

“Well, if it do jump off my face, you probably gonna scream like a little girl,” but 

privately, Natasha expressed frustration with the teasing and admitted it undermined her 

desire to attend: 

Man, I wish he would just shut up. Cornelius thinks he so funny, but he needs to 

shut up before I hit him in his mouth. He ain’t got no business talking about how I 

look. I don’t say nothing to him about that goofy-ass ‘fro or how sweaty and nasty 

he is. He don’t have to do nothing to look like that ‘cept pick out that ‘fro and put 
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them big-ass glasses back on his stupid face.  Talking about a spider on my face! 

I’m out here sweating, just like you! What do you think is going to happen to the 

glue? It’s hard to stay on point and do this.  I guess I shoulda just stayed home?!  I 

don’t need to hear that crap! Forget him. Ain’t like he’s cute, so why he gotta be 

fussing at me for looking a mess one hour out of the day? I don’t like to sweat any 

more than he do, and he ain’t gotta worry about ruining his hair or nothing else. 

Actually, he must want to sweat less than I do, ‘cause I don’t see him running like 

me. Corny ass; think he got jokes. He just mad ‘cause I’m cute, and I can still do 

more push-ups than him. He needs to mind his own business! 

Cornelius never actually made any jokes about Natasha’s appearance being unattractive 

while she exercised.  His banter centered around her lanky build and her false eyelashes, 

but Natasha interpreted his teasing to mean that she was “looking a mess for one hour a 

day” during the workout sessions.  Being “called out” by the middle school boys and by 

Cornelius made Natasha appear self-conscious and uncomfortable about how she looked 

while exercising.  She was not the only research participant annoyed by Cornelius’ jibes.   

During a workout early in the fall, he began to refer to Celena as C-Cell.  The 

joke was partly a play on her name, which began with the same letter as her pseudonym, 

but Cornelius made it clear that ‘C-Cell’ was primarily a reference to the fact that he 

thought she was shaped like a battery.  Outwardly, Celena was not perturbed by the 

teasing and regularly fired insults back at the young man.  More than once, she feigned 

sympathy for him because, “You surrounded by all these women and still can’t get no 

girlfriend.”  Engaging him and returning his barbs only seemed to encourage Cornelius, 
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and he appeared to enjoy their exchanges and believe that Celena did as well.  Privately, 

Celena expressed irritation with Cornelius and discomfort with appearing unattractive 

during workouts: 

Joker needs to shut his mouth.  I be getting tired of that.  He’s always acting like 

he got jokes but gets all hurt when you say something back.  Just let me hear him 

talking about me when I’m out there.  Oh, then it’s really on!  It’s bad enough we 

gotta have those middle school children calling us out; I better not have to put up 

with anyone here—and I mean Cornelius—saying something about how I look 

while I’m out there. 

Celena echoed Natasha’s concern that the teasing was related to how she looked while 

she participated in physical activity.  She was always quick with a retort when Cornelius 

made a joke, but Celena appeared to harbor a measure of self-consciousness about her 

appearance.  Neither she nor Natasha complained about him to Jamie, and Cornelius was 

never reprimanded with anything stronger than a warning to “be nice” from the staff.  

Cornelius and his jibes made Natasha and Celena angry and self-conscious, but even 

without anyone teasing them, other girls fretted considerably over how they looked while 

exercising.  

Like several of her fellow participants, Maleah encountered a barrier of self-

consciousness regarding her appearance during the workouts.  She expressed concern 

regarding her general appearance during exercise saying, “Ugh, I bet I look nasty.  Girls 

ain’t supposed to sweat.”   At one outdoor session, Maleah requested that the group work 

out away from other students, “I don’t want them to see me!  Do we have to be out here?  
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Can’t y’all find a place inside where ain’t nobody watching us?  How I’m gonna get a 

prom date looking like this out here?!”  Before each session, Maleah meticulously 

applied a wrap to her hair.  She did not like what physical activity did to her style, “If I’m 

not careful, it gets frizzy when I do this. I sat in that (styling) chair a long time.  Don’t 

want it ruined from running around.”  Sweat was especially damaging to her hairstyle. 

According to Maleah, she had to keep the wrap in place until her hair was completely dry 

to prevent it from frizzing, “It’s a long time after I go home I gotta keep it on.  If I get 

real bad off, I’m doing my hair to get in the bed about the time this is dry.”  Of all the 

girls, Maleah was the only one to complain about the effects of sweat on her hair and the 

care she had to take to maintain the styling.  She also had the only blow-out hairdo of any 

of the participants, so her style required far more maintenance.  

Appearing incompetent.  Not all discomfort in the public eye stemmed from body 

image.  While some participants felt uncomfortable due to perceived judgment of their 

physical attractiveness, others expressed unease as being judged as less competent by 

those watching them.  Lykeria admitted that she sometimes felt disinclined to be active 

due to lack of motivation, but her greater discomfort was in what she perceived to be 

public failure. Lykeria frequently alluded to having to overcome a preference for 

inactivity. “Most days,” she said, “I just ain’t feeling it. I mean, I don’t hate, hate it. But 

I’d rather not go if I didn’t need to.” It wasn’t that she’d rather be doing something else 

such as engage in social media or watch television, “I ain’t got something I’d rather be 

doing; that’s not it. I guess I like the workout okay, but I only like it when it’s over.  I’m 

not excited to come here, but I’m happy I did it when it’s over.” Much of her discomfort 
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came from the perception of public failure, “It sucks when you’re the last person done, 

and everybody sees that. Same as in class. Don’t call on me when I don’t know.  They 

tell me I can only compare me to me, but sometimes that’s hard when it’s me still 

sweating, trying to finish, and Diamond and them be done.”  

Asked what motivated her to keep going even when she was uncomfortable with 

finishing last, Lykeria replied, “I guess it would be worse to quit.  At least I try and I get 

there when I get there.  Lots of folks just quit and don’t come back.  That’s not me.”  By 

the end of the session, Lykeria had persevered over her preference for inactivity and 

shaved two minutes off her mile time.  She may still have finished last, but all the girls 

who had placed two minutes or less ahead of her in the pre-test quit the program before 

the final post-test.  In terms of percentages, Lykeria improved on par with Diamond from 

pre-test to post-test on the timed mile.   

Shamere’s unease with looking less competent in public came both during and 

after workouts.  She perceived that other participants completed the sessions with ease 

while she visibly struggled. Even worse, the same girls who appeared to breeze through 

workouts were fine in the days to follow while Shamere experienced severe episodes of 

Delayed-Onset Muscle Soreness (DOMS). Describing her discomfort with being 

noticeably sore for all to see in the days following workout sessions, Shamere stated, 

I be limping around the halls the next day at school.  And some of these ho’s 

don’t bat an eye.  They finish like five minutes before you, and then I’m sweating 

and puffing like a fool for everyone to see, and the next day, I’m the one limping 
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around looking stupid.  I don’t like that everyone sees that.  I look slow.  And you 

can’t hide that, so everyone sees you can barely walk. 

Shamere was embarrassed at struggling to complete workouts that others finished 

quickly, but being in visible pain days later from DOMS was just as mortifying.  For 

Shamere, the pain of embarrassment was as bad as the pain of the muscle soreness 

causing the limp. 

Physical Discomfort as a Barrier   

Diamond may have experienced discomfort in the public eye, but physical 

discomfort was not a matter to which she gave much import.  Because she attended 

regularly and was already reasonably fit, Diamond’s body was accustomed to the stresses 

of exercise and less likely to experience severe DOMS.  Certainly, she pushed her 

physical limits at most workout sessions, but whatever physical pain Diamond may have 

felt as a result did not cause her to complain about it.  Others were quite vocal about 

experiencing physical pain.   

Shamere, Celena, Shauna, and Maleah related pain-avoidance as a reason for 

missing sessions.  All of them voiced complaints of physical pain both during and 

because of exercise.  On multiple occasions, Shamere was clear about not wanting to 

keep going when a workout became difficult for her.  Her protests ranged from not being 

in the mood, “Man, I’m not feeling this today,” and “I should have just stayed home; why 

did I come here?” to expressions of physical pain, “God almighty! What they trying to do 

to us? Kill us with sit ups?! My stomach hurts!” Shamere described her physical 

discomfort related to physical activity: 
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What keeps me coming back?  I don’t right know, because this hurts!  Some 

people make it look easy; maybe it don’t feel the same to them, but to me, it 

hurts!  My body is like, ‘Stop that!’ It ain’t just while you doing it either.  The 

next day is worse!  Sometimes the day after that too.  Last week, my arms were so 

sore, I was like, ‘Mama, can you reach that cereal bowl for me?’ I swear I 

couldn’t reach my arms up there. She was like, ‘I thought exercise was supposed 

to make you stronger!’   

Shamere’s irregular attendance made her pain and soreness worse since her body never 

became accustomed to the stresses of physical activity. Nearly each workout brought a 

brand-new set of activities to challenge Shamere’s lack of fitness followed by another 

painful round of DOMS. 

Celena was not gentle with the volunteers in expressing her displeasure.  When 

she attended workouts, she frequently voiced her distaste for many of the activities, and 

at great volume. The coaches responded as though she were joking, but Celena truly did 

despise many facets of the physical activity program, regularly blurting out such things 

as, “Man, I hate this!”, “This sucks!”, “Y’all trying to kill me!”, and “What the fuck?!”  

Regarding her resistance to performing activities for which she volunteered, Celena 

stated, “I don’t want to be doing that! That mess is hard. When I say, ‘No! No burpees!’ I 

mean ‘no burpees!’ I mean, I can do it, but I don’t like it, so yeah, I tell ‘em!  That shit 

hurts!”  When asked about her absences, Celena stated, “I just can’t be doing this some 

days. It hurts too much. Like, I’ll start the day thinking I’ll come, and then by sixth 

period, I’m like, no.  I’m tired, and I don’t want to fool with it. And really, I hate all that 
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jumping around!  It hurts my back!” The discomfort of physical activity was clear and 

ever-present for Celena, and most days she did not find reasons to endure it. 

Claiming to enjoy Fit Teens, Shauna made it plain that she generally did not enjoy 

the activities and found them sometimes painful.  Still, she knew that they were good for 

her.  She explained: 

I like to be here, but I don’t like running and all that other stuff, but it’s supposed 

to be good for you. My gym teacher last year said we should do exercise every 

day. I’m like, no thank you! I don’t see how you can do that every day.  I would 

get tired! Sometimes when I don’t come it’s because my body hurts. Most of the 

time, I just don’t feel like it because it makes my muscles hurt! 

Even though she perceived them as having health benefits, Shauna could not envision 

herself as a regular participant in exercise.  She was unable to imagine herself engaged 

daily in activities she did not enjoy, found painful, and which left her sore.      

Not everything about the program was positive for Maleah either, and she often 

seemed to truly dislike the point of it all: physical activity.  During the first timed mile, 

Maleah started at a strong pace but quickly fell behind Diamond, Natasha, and two of the 

boys.  In less than a quarter mile, others had passed her as well, and soon she was 

walking slowly and breathing heavily.  As she recovered from her short, aerobic burst, 

Maleah expressed her discomfort, “Damn! I’m gonna die! Dafuq?! I can’t breathe, y’all!”  

For a short moment, Maleah stopped walking and squatted slightly with her hands upon 

her knees.  She looked as though she might vomit.  Other participants passed her, and 

soon the back of the pack appeared a few blocks down the street including Shamere, 
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Lykeria, and a volunteer.  Maleah began to move forward again.  She seemed to be 

limping but claimed she was fine, “I’m okay; it just hurts right now. Everything. My 

breath, my legs. I’m gonna be alright though. You go on. I’m gonna catch up with 

Shamere.”   

At the finish line for the mile, those who were done waited for those still coming.  

Some cheered on their peers, and others ducked out of sight to wait.  The last to finish 

were Maleah and Shamere, who arrived at a moderately brisk walk, chatting the whole 

way.  Maleah related the physical experience as uncomfortable, “I don’t like that running.  

I’m gonna need to slow down if that’s what we gonna do.  It hurt; I mean for real! It hurt! 

I hope they have something else for us to do, ‘cause I ain’t feeling that!”  It was the only 

mile Maleah completed in her time at Fit Teens. 

External Support for Participation 

Perceptions of relatedness are contingent upon connections made to others in the 

surroundings, and they may be enhanced by an empathetic and positive environment 

(Teixeira et al., 2012).  All research participants expressed perceptions of relatedness 

with the staff as well as other external support for their participation in the Fit Teens 

program.  Whether she joined because she enjoyed physical activity and wanted to 

improve her performance, or out of a sense of urgency to improve her health, or because 

she wanted to lose weight, each participant reported positive experiences related to 

someone supporting her participation.  The sources of support are divided into the 

subcategories of family, peers, and staff and teachers. 
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When students discussed external support—and this is true for each category—

they spoke almost purely of emotional support (encouragement, talking, performing an 

activity together).  Any research participant who referenced structural support (rides, 

money, providing athletic gear) only did so in a passing fashion.  Lydia mentioned 

always having a ride; Lykeria stated that it was not an inconvenience for her mother to 

come get her and that most times, she could walk home. None of the girls indicated 

structural support as a significant facilitator of participation.  The attendance zone of the 

school was not geographically big in either location.  None of the research participants 

drove, but all of them appeared to be able to arrange transportation or walk home.  If one 

of them forgot an item of clothing or shoes for the workout, she was typically able to 

improvise or borrow the needed item.   

Emotional support, however, emerged as significant for each girl.  Across the 

categories of family, peer, and staff, the type of support discussed was almost always 

emotional.  Research indicates that as students move into older adolescence (14 and 

above), emotional support is more instrumental to physical activity than structural 

support (Duncan et al., 2005).  The staff, especially, worked to build positive 

relationships by acknowledging individuality, demonstrating empathy, and displaying a 

genuine interest in each participant.  These specific tactics have been shown to foster a 

sense of relatedness for students in the physical education classroom (Culp, 2011). 

Support from Family   

Each of the regularly attending research participants and two with poor attendance 

reported enjoyed some degree of support for their participation from a family member.  
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In most cases, the family member was an adult.  Not all family supporters lived in the 

home with the participants; one was a relative in another city.  The degrees of support 

varied, but six out of the eights girls described a relative who encouraged her attendance.  

Diamond received high levels of encouragement from family members and the promise 

of even more positive attention in the future when she was once again able to participate 

in school athletics. 

Diamond felt that multiple members of her family promoted her participation in 

Fit Teens.  She received encouragement from her stepbrother and considered it 

motivation to attend the program, “We talk about what he do at practice and what I do 

here, and we both say we need a little more of what the other one has. It’s like, we ain’t 

doing the same thing, but we has something in common.”  It was, however, Diamond’s 

mother who provided the most forceful encouragement in the family: 

My mom was mad when I couldn’t play ball. She was like, ‘See, I told you! Now 

what you going to do?’ So, she’s glad I’m coming here. She thinks it’ll help me 

get back on track, which is what I been doing.  She asks me if I went to practice 

today, and I tell her it ain’t really practice, but she says it is.  She says it’s 

important to be part of something, and that right now my grades are good, I’m 

staying out of trouble, and I’m keeping my skills on point, so this must be it.  My 

stepbrother plays JV, and when we go to his games, my mom says, ‘See, that 

could be you out there. Next year we gonna come to your games.’ So, if I want to 

miss a day here, she’s going to say I’m giving up. And I’m not. 
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Diamond’s mother seemed to credit athletic activity in Fit Teens with helping her 

daughter stay on track academically and behaviorally.  According to Diamond, her 

mother was an athlete in high school and for a little while in college, but she rarely 

engaged in any form of exercise at the time of the study.  Diamond stated that her mother 

did not participate in physical activity with her, but they did discuss Diamond’s 

achievements at Fit Teens. 

Lydia and Lykeria enjoyed the highest level of family support with both receiving 

active encouragement from their mothers and engaging in physical activity with them 

outside of Fit Teens.  According to Lydia, her mother was an enthusiastic runner who 

encouraged her daughter to pursue athletic endeavors and was supportive of Lydia’s 

participation in the program.  Lydia stated,  

My mom is crazy that way.  She gets me to come with her sometimes, but she 

runs a lot more than I do. She goes with Black Girls Run a lot. Like, a lot. I like 

the variety here, though. I probably can do more push-ups than she can, but she 

kills it on the running.  I think she likes that I come here; she asks what we do, 

and I tell her she needs to work on more than just running. Like maybe do some 

strength too. 

Lydia appreciated the support she received and speculated that her fondness for exercise 

must run in the family:  

I wouldn’t say we’re jocks, but we all do stuff.  Like, I said, my mom runs. She’s 

the main one in the family, but my dad goes to the Y, and my little brother plays 

football.  My mom wants him to play soccer. Anyway, it’s normal in my family, 
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and my mom likes to talk about it.  She never argues if I’m coming here. I wanna 

go to a movie on Saturday?  That’s like a process.  But if I want to work out, I’m 

gonna have a ride, and as long as my grades are right, it’s a good thing. I guess 

I’m lucky that I actually like to do things that they want me to do anyway, and 

they like me to do things I want to do. 

Lydia’s family engaged in physical activity because they enjoyed it and were intrinsically 

motivated, but Lykeria’s did so out of perceived necessity. 

Still mourning the death of her uncle, Lykeria, who joined for the sake of 

changing her lifestyle, noted her mother’s support as a strong factor in her motivation to 

attend Fit Teens:  

It’s almost like we both doing it. She asks me about what we do all the time, and 

sometimes it’s like she don’t even believe me, ‘Lykeria, what? Push-ups?! Nuh-

uh! Look at you, girl!’ She stays on me for school too, but this is different. If she 

could come here too, I think she would. We actually talk about this place a lot. If I 

didn’t come one day, she would want to know why. Maybe not like, ‘Oh, you in 

trouble,’ but I think she would want to know a reason for why I didn’t go.  

Lykeria described how sometimes she would demonstrate the exercises for her mother 

and encourage her to do them as well, “She’ll be like, ‘Show me,’ and then I count for 

her or hold her feet for sit-ups. Sometimes we—her and my sisters—go for walks out on 

the track too, and we try to go pretty fast. I tell her we gotta get that heart rate up.”  

Asked if she thought of herself as a teacher for her mother and siblings, Lykeria 

acknowledged that Fit Teens lent her an opportunity to lead within her family.  She, her 
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mother, and younger siblings approached changes to diet and exercise as a group effort.  

Lykeria alluded to some barriers to activity they experienced:  

I guess you could see it that way. My mama is trying to learn too, but it’s just 

easier for me because this program is right here. All I gotta do is change my 

clothes and show up. She thinking about maybe joining the Y, but you gotta drive 

to that, and it ain’t always free. We don’t live too far from here, so it ain’t much 

for her to come get me, and once it’s still light outside, I can walk home. I do it 

here, and then I show her. She says we are in this together, so I get to be the one 

to start. And they made the track outside real nice when they re-did the school, so 

we all use that now too. I told my mama how nice it was now, so we come 

sometimes on the weekend with my sisters.  You see all kind of folks out here on 

a Saturday. It’s clean and they put up a fence around it that you can walk in. You 

don’t gotta worry about cars or nothing, and you know how far you’re going. Four 

times around that track is a mile: That’s what I tell them.  

Asked if her brother participates in these family outings, Lykeria replied, “This is more 

my thing. He don’t want to have to listen to me tell him what to do, but if he don’t go, he 

gotta stay home with my grandma and do house stuff or homework. He should have just 

stayed coming, but he got lazy, and my Mama don’t want him to be.”  Lykeria’s mother 

appeared to be trying to make it unappealing for her brother to decline joining in physical 

activity with the family and stopped short of using punishment.  

 None of the participants reported any intense family opposition to her attendance, 

but among the participants with higher rates of absences, only Celena reported feeling 
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supported by an adult family member. Regarding support, Celena said she felt 

encouraged at home and at the program. She stated,  

One of my aunties does this workout thing at her church. It ain’t like this, though. 

They work out with gospel music. She said I should go with her, but that’s for old 

people.  It does help me though on days that I don’t want to come to think of her.  

She’s 40 and still out there doing it; so, if she can, I can. Or at least try.  My mom 

says it’s good that I do this.  She’d rather have me here than doing nothing, which 

to be honest is what she does! She should go with my auntie, not me! 

Celena’s mother did not attend the church workouts, but she did encourage 

Celena to go with her aunt. Celena reported that it was never a problem at home if she 

wanted to stay and participate in Fit Teens, “The only time she don’t want me to come is 

if she ain’t gonna be home and someone needs to watch my little brother. Usually, she’s 

there. Yes, I have chores, but I get them done, and she makes sure I’m keeping up with 

my grades. So, if I want to come here, that’s up to me.”   

Shauna did not identify a supportive adult in her household but named her sister 

as a source of encouragement.  She explained that her sister was somewhat supportive of 

her attendance, but didn’t always want to hear about it, “She wants to know what we did 

and says it’s good that I go, but she says I get on her nerves sometimes because I talk too 

much and ask her why she don’t come no more.”  When asked if anyone else in her 

family was supportive of her participation, Shauna answered, “I don’t know. I can’t think 

of any right now.” 
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The only regular participant who did not receive support from someone in the 

home was Natasha.  Her grandmother appeared to be a negative influence on Natasha’s 

attendance, but an aunt outside of the home encouraged Natasha’s participation and 

interceded with the grandmother on Natasha’s behalf. Her mother lived in Miami, and 

Natasha had sporadic contact with her, but she described her aunt as someone who played 

basketball when she was in school and who liked to hear about what Natasha was doing 

in the program: 

My aunt played ball in college.  She coaches down where she stay at, and we talk 

about what I’m doing here.  I would say that’s definitely helpful to keep me 

coming back.  She’s proud of what I’m doing and how I’m working to challenge 

myself.  We talk on the phone, and she tells me how important it is to keep my 

body and my mind healthy.  I think she gets on my grandma too.  In fact, I know 

she does because my grandma tell me.  She ain’t trying to be hard on me, she just 

don’t like not having me where she is.  But I think my aunt works on her to loosen 

up a little and let me go off and do things that are good for me.  

Support from her aunt may have had positive implications for Natasha’s attendance, but 

she still missed the program regularly, and in the spring, Natasha’s attendance slid badly 

over the course of a couple of weeks. 

During her second cohort with Fit Teens, Natasha had more absences than Lydia, 

Lykeria, and Diamond combined, perhaps partly due to her different experience with 

home support.  When asked about her absences, Natasha often attributed them to needing 
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to complete work associated with the household.  Jamie, the program director, ascribed 

Natasha’s spotty attendance to a lack of support: 

Her grandmother keeps her home. That’s not unusual for her.  Grandma would 

rather have her home than have her here, and in some ways I can’t blame her. It’s 

just them. But I know Natasha loves this, and I think it does her a lot of good. 

God, I know if we could keep her here, she’d be able to make the leap and try out 

for something. She’d be so good!  But when grandma’s gotta have her, she’s gotta 

have her. Nothing we can do about that. Really, I think the grandmother wants her 

around more than she actually needs her, and I don’t get the feeling it’s because 

she doesn’t trust Natasha. Natasha can get into way more trouble on the street 

than she can here, but I think her grandmother views this as something Natasha 

does for fun instead of as something productive. Why is she out running around a 

park instead of home doing chores?   

Natasha admitted that a pull from home regularly prevented her from attending and 

echoed Jamie’s thoughts without having heard them, “Sometimes I just gotta go. I got 

stuff I has to do: laundry, cook. Sometimes I think my grandma, she just be lonely and 

want someone around the house.  I don’t mind. I stay with her since I was a little girl.” 

Natasha credited her absences to her responsibilities more than to the person 

associated with them. When asked to elaborate on needing to stay home because her 

grandmother wanted someone around the house, Natasha replied, 

There’s a lot to do, and I gotta bring something to the table.  She don’t want to 

have to do everything, and I’m grown, so I gotta do something. She don’t make 
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me work. I could be looking cute in a Wendy’s uniform, but I’m not, so I gotta do 

my share too and knock out some things around the house.  And I gotta study too.  

If my grades slip, it’s over. I’m not going nowhere. It’s a lot to do, and yeah, I’d 

rather be here, but sometimes you gotta do what you gotta do. 

Natasha recognized responsibilities and fulfilled them, but needs at home almost always 

came up suddenly, rather than as tasks she could schedule to manage her own time.  

Other research participants related having chores and household responsibilities, but they 

were a matter of time management and not presented as a sudden interruption to plans.   

Only Natasha seemed to experience structural barriers related to home.  All other 

research participants who discussed family relationships and how they pertained to Fit 

Teens portrayed support.  Natasha alluded to emotional support outside the home in the 

form of encouragement from an aunt.  Lydia and Lykeria had the highest levels of family 

support and reported emotional support that included regular encouragement from family, 

discussions about Fit Teens, and a family member who did fitness activities with them.  

Both girls also indicated structural support in the form of access to transportation.  

Diamond and Celena received high levels of family emotional support for Fit Teens 

through encouragement and positive attention from family members.  Shauna related 

emotional support from a sibling but reported greater emotional support coming from 

peers and staff. 

Support from Peers  

Youth who perceive higher levels of social support for physical activity from 

friends have greater levels of physical activity.  Friends are the source of support most 
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highly related to physical activity for young people (Duncan et al., 2005).  Diamond’s 

primary focus in Fit Teens was improving her physical performance, but she was not 

immune to the draw of social interactions with her peers.  Taking some measure of 

support from other participants in the program, Diamond viewed Natasha as a source of 

encouragement and possible competition: 

They tell you you’re only here to beat you and improve on what you can do.  

Don’t compare yourself to anyone else.  Ha!  It ain’t like anyone’s gonna get cut 

from this, so we all cheer for each other.  Natasha asks how I’m doing, or we 

work together for partners, and that’s cool. I’m still kind of new here, so I’m still 

making friends. Everybody love Diamond! 

Diamond appeared to be liked and respected by her peers within Fit Teens, but only 

Natasha could pace with and exceed her, and Diamond partnered with her whenever 

possible.  She mostly worked out on her own when Natasha was absent.  

Several other research participants discussed how the support of peers encouraged 

them to attend the program, and how they regularly provided one another with support 

during workouts.  Maleah and Shamere had joined together, and both claimed the other 

helped keep her motivated to attend.  “We always decide at lunch if we’re coming,” said 

Maleah.  She continued, “We don’t always stick with that, but we always try to be there 

for each other.”  Shamere added, “Maleah talks me into it sometimes.  She’s like, ‘C’mon 

Shamere!’ so I go with her.  Sometimes it’s the other way around, but not much!  We 

hold each other up.” Maleah also perceived peer support from other students in the group, 

stating, “If you’re still going, someone who’s done, like Natasha, is going to cheer for 
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you and high-five you when you’re done. That’s cool.  And when we work in partners, 

it’s like a team thing. You hold each other up. If I had to do this by myself?  Nuh-uh.”  

Shamere dropped out of the program weeks before it concluded, and Maleah stopped 

attending the week after Shamere did. They joined together, viewed one another as a 

source of support while attending, and essentially quit together. 

The other students in the program were a noted source of support for Shauna, who 

stated, “Some of them are my friends.  Natasha is really nice, and she talks to me.  We 

don’t do the same things though; she’s really fast, and I’m not. I’m friends with Celena 

too.  She’s very funny, but sometimes she talks back, and I don’t want to get in trouble.” 

Shauna reported seeing the other participants in the halls sometimes, but she did not have 

any of the same classes.  She stated that she felt supported by her peers in the program 

and encouraged to attend by them because, “They’re nice to me when I go, so that makes 

me want to go more.”   

When Celena and Shauna were present together, Celena would sometimes take on 

the role of a coach for Shauna and make the workout a team effort.  Shauna willingly 

followed Celena’s lead when she was told things such as, “Okay, now we gotta do these 

jumps. There’s 10. I’ll do five; you do five, then we do it again.”  Shauna found Celena to 

be helpful and insinuated that their relationship motivated her to attend.  According to 

Shauna, “Celena is my best friend here, and I like working with her, so if I see her, I want 

to come too.  She helps me like it better.”  Celena’s social support enhanced Shauna’s 

enjoyment of Fit Teens and motivated her participation. 
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Asked about her willingness to assist Shauna, Celena explained, “I just like to 

help people where I can.  She looks like she’s having a hard time, and if I know I can do 

something to help out, I should do that for her.  She don’t have what I have.”  Celena did 

not explain what she had that Shauna lacked, nor did she perceive in increased desire to 

attend because of her nurturing relationship with Shauna.  Celena explained, “Nah, I just 

do it. I would do that for anyone. She just the only one who need it.” 

Lydia was friends with a regularly attending Fit Teens member who was not a 

research participant and who shared classes with her.  The girls were not evenly matched 

in terms of athletic ability, and if they worked as partners, Lydia appeared to be held back 

in her performance.  The girls seemed to greatly enjoy one another’s social company and 

would interact before and after workouts, discussing academics, social situations, and the 

day’s workout.  Lydia explained, “Me and Z have known each other since eighth grade.  

We’re in the same history and math class.  She’s the one who got me to come the first 

couple of times.  Now it’s me getting her to come sometimes when she has some excuse.  

For some reason, that makes me want to come even more.” Her friend attended nearly as 

many sessions as Lydia, and they regularly rode home together.  Lydia joined at her 

friend’s prompting and found that cajoling her to attend made Lydia want to go to Fit 

Teens even more.  

Natasha appeared to be inspired to attend more often during the fall when she so 

badly wanted to beat Lydia on timed sessions.  During the spring session, Lydia left Fit 

Teens to play soccer, and none of the new members, including Diamond, quite matched 

Natasha’s abilities.  The rivalry broken, Natasha continued to participate, but her 
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attendance was less regular, and she had no one with whom to compete in quite the same 

way. Diamond was a close second to Natasha’s athleticism, and occasionally would best 

her but never managed to inspire the same sense of competition in Natasha that Lydia 

had.  When asked about her attendance in the second session versus the first, Natasha 

stated, “I don’t know. I am really busy too. I’m trying to get my GPA up and take some 

honors classes next year, but I gotta say, I don’t really know anybody here now, so it’s 

just different.” Natasha had never appeared particularly close to any of the participants in 

the fall session, so the fact that she felt less socially connected in the spring came as a 

surprise.  Natasha appeared to be more social with Diamond than she had been with 

anyone else to date.  Still, Natasha felt less connected, and external forces and demands 

on her time undercut her attendance. 

Fit Teens advertised itself as a place to meet new friends, and to an extent, this did 

happen for a few participants.  Diamond and Natasha developed a friendly relationship, 

as did Shauna and Celena.  Most research participants, however, already had standing 

friendships within the program. Lydia joined at the behest of a friend, and Maleah and 

Shamere joined together.  Whether the relationship was established or new, peer support 

was a positive experience for several participants.  For some, the relationships influenced 

attendance; for others, performance. Only in the case of Maleah and Shamere did social 

interaction ever function as a distraction at Fit Teens.  Even where even the lightest 

relationships existed, participants expressed feelings of social support in having other 

students who cheered for them or offered encouragement.  The fact that the staff 

encouraged such behavior did not seem to undermine its authenticity for the students. 
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Support from Staff and Teachers   

Promotional material for Fit Teens described it as an opportunity to meet people 

and make friends, indicating that the staff understood the allure of social connections.  

Additionally, Fit Teens staff and volunteers went to considerable lengths to build 

relationships with participants and in some cases, their families.  When a student missed a 

session, either a staff member or a volunteer would call to check on them and emphasize 

that they hoped to see the student soon.  Participants were encouraged to join the group 

Facebook page for updates, and the director posted pictures and words of encouragement 

there for the students.  Some volunteers would text participants during the day 

encouraging them to attend that afternoon’s workout.  Once a student made it to the 

workout, he or she was always given individual verbal encouragement and sometimes an 

adult with whom to partner for the session.  All research participants expressed positive 

feelings of relationship and support from the Fit Teens staff and volunteers. Some were 

more enthusiastic than others, but each felt the staff paid direct attention to them and 

cited the support of the Fit Teens staff as a positive influence on her motivation to attend 

the program. 

Diamond expressed that she valued the support of the staff, and one volunteer, the 

only male among the adults, was Diamond’s favorite.  She was appreciative of how he 

used his knowledge of her past performance to encourage continued growth and that he 

treated her as an individual. Diamond stated, “Coach Daniels is the best. He don’t let me 

get lazy. He’s like a real coach, not just a PE teacher, even though I know he wants to be 

one.”  When asked to elaborate how Coach Daniels was like a real coach, Diamond 
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responded, “He focuses on me and knows where I am. He’s interested. Like, if we’re 

about to do something timed, he asks me, ‘Diamond, what did you get last time? What 

you going to do this time?’ Then I gotta do better, because I just said what I did before.” 

Diamond clarified how that was different from “just a PE teacher” by explaining, “I don’t 

mean that. I just mean that he knows us. Some teachers talk to the class and some talk to 

the person. Coach Daniels talks to me as a person.”  Diamond valued being treated as an 

individual by an adult who showed interest in her growth and the attention fostered a 

sense of relatedness in her. 

Shauna expressed that she felt encouraged to participate in the program by the 

staff as well and said, “I like the people here. The teachers are real nice, and they call you 

to see if you’re going to come. They help me when it’s hard to do something or when I 

want to quit, and they make sure I can do it.  Sometimes I need to rest, but they always 

check to make sure I’m okay and that I do what I need to do.”  In addition to the personal 

relationships she had with the staff, Shauna found support in the way they helped 

students approach the workouts.   

The Fit Teens staff would frequently coach participants through sessions by 

breaking the components down into smaller tasks.  Several research participants 

perceived the strategy and found it to be motivating.  Shauna compared the chunking of 

the workouts to her classroom experience and claimed the practice helped her:   

I like that they break it down and you only have to do one part at a time.  We do 

that in school.  An example is my teacher has me cover part of my paper and only 

do part of it and then do the other part.  If it was all at once, I wouldn’t like that.  
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It’s easier when you do baby steps.  They break it down here too and help you 

count too. 

Without someone to prompt her and encourage her to continue, Shauna would regularly 

stop what she was doing and simply watch the other students until an adult or Celena 

guided her back on track.  Shauna explained that she liked to be paired with a coach 

because, “They help me keep track of what I’m doing and to know what I’ve done and 

what I still need to do.  They help me focus so I do one thing at a time.”  Each day she 

was present, Shauna received one-on-one coaching for at least part of the workout.   

The encouragement of the staff stood in Natasha’s mind as the primary external 

support to her participation.  She expressed a desire not to disappoint the adults who 

noticed when she was absent and called to check on her.  Natasha contrasted the personal 

attention from the Fit Teens staff to the automatic voicemails used by the school to report 

absences:  

When I miss, sometimes Michelle or Jamie call me. Usually, it’s Michelle calling 

to check up, see if I’m gonna be there next week.  I feel bad when I miss like that, 

like, someone notices when you’re not there. It makes you feel like, ‘Hey, I 

should go. I don’t want to let her down.’ It’s nice; yeah, it’s nice that someone 

checks up on you.  If you miss school, the computer calls your house, but if a 

person calls, and you know them, that’s different!  I like what we do here, but 

they definitely keep me coming back, even when it ain’t easy. 

Natasha reported that feeling supported and encouraged kept her motivated to attend 

more regularly than she might have otherwise.   
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She acknowledged that having someone who knew her and cared about her at the 

program facilitated her participation, even when things were difficult: 

I don’t want to say I’d up and quit, but it definitely helps get me out here 

knowing that someone wants to see you and is watching how you do, cheering for 

you, counting you down to the last push-up or whatever.  They take time to get to 

know you and know what you can do.  I feel like they push you from wherever 

you are to get even better.  It’s always one more push-up, or run a little faster, but 

they show you where you started and where you moved to, so they show you that 

you’re getting something.  It ain’t easy doing all this.  Some of it kind of hurts, 

but when you got somebody to…hold your hand through it, that makes you want 

to keep trying. 

Able to see past the immediate discomfort of the workout, Natasha appreciated the social 

pressure from the staff to attend:   

I mean, I like it once I’m here. It’s hard, but I’m glad I did it. I don’t never go 

home and wish I hadn’t, except maybe the next day when my legs be hurting, but 

I actually kind of like that.  But it would be easy not to go. It would be easy to go 

on home and get in the bed or just chill. That’s easy, but knowing you got people 

draws you in, see? They’re expecting you. 

Knowing they expected to see her made it easier for Natasha to push through temptation 

to miss a session and simply go home.  For Natasha, connectedness with the staff 

frequently overrode barriers to participation such as fatigue or the pull from home. 
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Lykeria, credited support from the program staff as a motivating factor in her 

attendance as well.  Like Natasha, she didn’t wish to disappoint people she perceived as 

knowing her and caring about her:   

There is always somebody right on you here. They don’t let you quit. If I’m 

struggling or want to stop, Michelle is right there. And when you got someone 

who knows you and knows what you are doing, well, you don’t want to let that 

down. Her and Jamie both know why I’m here. Sometimes in class, the teacher or 

other students can make you feel slow if you don’t know the answer. They just 

go, ‘Oh, she don’t know’ and go on to the next one. It’s not like that here. Here 

they get you to keep trying. If I wasn’t here, they would call my house. Trust me; 

you can ask my brother! 

Lykeria felt that the relationships the adults built with her encouraged her to persevere 

when she experienced hardship.  She felt compelled not to disappoint people who clearly 

cared for her.  

Positive attention from her ROTC instructor was also a motivator for Lykeria, and 

she perceived a benefit to their relationship because he saw her working toward fitness 

after school. Lykeria stated,  

The first time Sargent-Major called me out, I was embarrassed because I was out 

here sweating over nothing. Then, after the second time he saw me out here, he 

started talking to me about it in class and asking me how I was doing with my 

physical training program. It was like he knew he could take me seriously. So, he 

checks in with me too and wants to know how I’m doing and if I’m making it to 
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Fit Teens. He says getting active is like studying: You just gotta do it, even when 

you don’t feel like it.  If you wait until the spirit moves you for exercise or 

studying, well, me, I’m gonna be waiting a long time. 

Lykeria experienced a two-fold connectedness benefit through Fit Teens.  She felt strong 

support from the staff of Fit Teens and perceived a strengthened connection to her ROTC 

teacher as a result of participating in the fitness program. 

Lykeria also voiced appreciation for the practice of chunking to make fitness tasks 

more attainable. She stated, “Well, one of the ways they encourage you is by breaking it 

down. Like, if you are running a mile, Michelle might tell me to jog one lap or half-way 

around, and then I can walk one. I can do that.”  If she were faced with the entire task at 

once, Lykeria believed she wouldn’t have as great confidence in her ability to meet 

challenges, “That day we did 100 burpees. Oh my god! If I’d been counting up to 100, I 

wouldn’t have thought I could make it. That’s too much. Five or ten at a time: I can do 

that.  I believe lots of things would be easier if you looked at it that way.” Staff support 

helped Lykeria approach difficult workout tasks in a manageable fashion and gave her 

insight into coping with life matters outside of Fit Teens. 

The encouragement of the staff was something Celena enjoyed to a lesser extent, 

and she sometimes found the attention to be embarrassing.  She stated, “When they be 

calling out like, ‘You can do it; you got this!’ it helps because I know someone’s 

watching me, and I don’t want to just quit, but sometimes I feel like they’re calling me 

out. Almost everybody else be done, and they’re like, ‘C’mon Celena, c’mon!’ It’s kinda 

embarrassing, but it keeps you going!” Celena was the last to finish three times out of the 
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five workouts she attended, but she completed each one; embarrassed or not, she kept 

going and seemed to perceive her embarrassment as more of a facilitator than a barrier to 

exercise. 

Despite having been asked to leave a workout one afternoon, Shamere maintained 

a warm attitude towards the staff and viewed them as a source of support and motivation.  

She expressed feelings of appreciation for the attention along with occasional annoyance: 

They do care about you.  When you miss, they call you or text to see if you’re 

doing okay.  And they work with you at your own level and try to bring you up.  

Like when we run, that day me and Maleah were at the back, and Tammy was 

right with us.  She was trying to get us and Lykeria to keep at it.  It’s kind of a 

pain, because sometimes, you’re like, ‘I wish she’d get out my face!’ but they’re 

mostly trying to help you along and make sure you’re okay, so that keeps you 

going. 

Shamere appreciated that the adults cared about the well-being of the participants and 

worked with them on their own level rather than holding participants to any pre-

determined expectations. She found the attention to be motivating. 

Shamere also welcomed the staff chunking activities into smaller, manageable 

tasks and found herself more motivated to persevere when they did so.  She explained: 

One thing that helps me is when they break it down and you do it a little bit at a 

time.  It’s like a strategy or something, but I swear it works.  Sometimes I be 

wanting to quit, and Jamie or one of them will be like, ‘Shamere, what number 

you on? Okay, just give me five. You got five in you!’ Then you start counting by 
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five; give yourself a break and start over with five more.  I hate looking at that 

board and seeing what all we gotta do.  But I can do it in little pieces. 

When Jamie or other staff presented Shamere with a smaller, manageable task, 

she found herself more inclined to do it.  Seeing the entire workout written on the board 

was discouraging to Shamere, but when an adult chunked the task for her, Shamere 

regarded the strategy as effective. 

Shamere and Maleah typically worked out together and would frequently draw 

the attention of volunteers who noticed them having difficulty getting through a session.  

Like her peers, Maleah found the support of the staff to be a positive influence on her 

attendance, but she metered her praise with some annoyance: 

I like the teachers.  They get on you, but they’re nice and respectful about it 

mostly.  They stay on you, so don’t even try to slack off.  They notice.  The worst 

is when one of them comes up to coach you, and just you.  I hate that because you 

gotta keep going then. That one lady be like, ‘C’mon Maleah, I’m right here with 

you. You got this!’ She even called my house the second week, ‘You coming 

back? We miss you!’ Stalker! It’s cool though.  It’s like everyone watching out 

for each other.   

One-on-one attention may have annoyed Maleah, but she did appear to understand the 

intention was to encourage her attendance and participation. 

 Lydia found the individualized attention of the staff to be helpful and 

encouraging.  She explained, “They definitely know who you are here and work with 

everyone as an individual. Jamie really helps keep me at a strong pace, and I appreciate 
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that.  She got me to sign up for a 5K; we’re going to run together!” Additionally, Lydia 

found the way in which the staff presented workout tasks in smaller chunks to be helpful 

in maintaining her motivation:   

All the time, they tell us to break it down into smaller chunks. It’s like a Jedi mind 

trick. One hundred burpees? No way! Ten at a time? Okay. You can do little bits, 

and the end is closer; you can get there. ‘Big goals are made up of small goals’ is 

what they keep saying. They tell you the workout, but then it’s broken down into 

smaller bits. ‘First, do this part, don’t think too far ahead, or you won’t want to go 

there.’ So yeah, this changes how I work here, and I use it when I study.  Let’s say 

I have to read a novel, a big novel.  Oh, like Native Son, which I am reading. It’s 

huge! You look at that, and you’re like, ‘Oh my god, I can’t even think about all 

that!’ So, I break it down. How many pages in this chapter? I can do that many! 

Next one might be long, so I’m gonna get thirty pages tonight. Sometimes I might 

get into what I’m reading or what I’m doing and go past what I said on accident.  

That’s when I know I’m into it, when I lose track like that. It’s exactly like here! 

You see a big thing, and maybe it seems like too much.  Oh, my god.  But when 

you break it down into small goals, boom, you can get to the big goal! I like that. I 

think about it a lot. 

Lydia assumed that exercise supported her studies in several ways, and she recognized a 

parallel between how she approached and chunked a workout and how she approached 

and chunked learning tasks. 
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Not every research participant discussed receiving family or peer support because 

of Fit Teens, but all of them professed to having benefitted from the emotional support of 

staff and teachers.  The adults associated with Fit Teens made concerted efforts to build 

positive relationships with the students, and the research participants in this study all 

remarked positively on their interactions with the staff.  Emotional support—coaching, 

encouragement, phone calls— from the adults at Fit Teens and the sense of relatedness it 

inspired was the one common experience of all the young women involved in this study.  

Truth in Advertising 

In recruitment materials, Fit Teens billed itself as a place where students could get 

fit and make friends.  Their vision to create an environment where young people would 

“belong to a community committed to fitness that empowers them to believe in 

themselves and strive for success every day” was fully realized for Diamond and some of 

her fellow research participants.  Diamond entered the program already committed to 

fitness.  She was ahead of nearly every other student who joined the spring cohort on the 

pre-tests and set out to improve from there.  Diamond took full advantage of 

opportunities to measure her performance and appeared to enjoy charting her growth.   

In reasonably athletic condition at the start of Fit Teens, Diamond embarked on a 

mission to serve her greater goals by enhancing her physical fitness. Upon the completion 

of her time at Fit Teens, Diamond had succeeded in improving all her baseline scores.  

Over six weeks, she steadily increased the number of push-ups, sit-ups, squats, and dips 

she could do in a minute, and she lowered the amount of time it took her to run a mile by 

43 seconds.  Diamond’s commitment to fitness was more than verbal; she attended 
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regularly, worked hard at every session, and closely monitored her progress.  Meanwhile, 

Diamond enjoyed benefits of activity she had not set out to achieve and found herself 

better able to regulate her focus and emotions.  She attributed these unexpected gains to 

participating in regular exercise. 

Fit Teens furnished an outlet for Diamond to develop and execute her fitness 

goals, and it provided her with a community focused on fitness.  Within Fit Teens, 

Diamond enjoyed the benefits of both physical activity and social connectedness.  

Diamond’s step-brother and mother even became peripheral members of her fitness 

community by supporting Diamond with encouragement and positive attention for 

participation.  At the program site, Diamond drew emotional support from her 

relationship and friendly rivalry with Natasha and from relationships with the staff.  

Coach Daniels particularly inspired a sense of personal connection and helped Diamond 

to monitor her growth.  While Diamond may have engaged in some level of rivalry with 

Natasha, her personal measure of success lived within self-development, rather than 

competition. 

Not every participant entered the program authentically dedicated to improving 

her fitness; only those who did manage to push past negative experiences and participate 

fully.  Diamond harbored insecurities about appearing unattractive while exercising, but 

her dedication to results allowed her to overcome her insecurities.  Fit Teens recruited 

through the twin lure of fitness and friendship, and that is what Diamond earned and 

received in her time there.  Through Fit Teens, Diamond acted upon her plan to prepare 

herself physically for team sports, and she discerned encouraging gains in her 



156 

 

performance. Growth, emotional support, and the experience of fitness itself kept 

Diamond coming back to Fit Teens.  Whether she knew the vision for the program was to 

empower her to believe in herself, Diamond did just that. 

Findings Summary 

The eight individual participants in this study had eight unique experiences at Fit 

Teens, but several interesting common themes emerged among the personal meanings of 

joining a fitness program.  Table 2 shows mitigating factors for each of the participant 

and indicates whether they completed the program. 

 
 

Table 2 

 

The group was split between those who did not complete the program and those who 

did.  Of the young women who began with expectations of improved appearance and 

introjected motivation, none completed Fit Teens.  Celena, Shamere, Maleah, and Shauna 

expressed a variety of support factors but were uniform in expecting changes to their 

physical presentations, introjected motivation, and low level of prior physical activity.  

All three participants who expressed autonomous motivation completed the program.  

Mitigating Factors and Outcomes for Research Participants 

Participant Support Expected Benefits Motivation Activity  Completed 

Celena Family/Staff Appearance Introjected Low No 

Shamere Peers/Staff Appearance Introjected Low No 

Maleah Peers/Staff Appearance/Health Introjected Low No 

Shauna Family/Peers/Staff Appearance/Health Introjected Low No 

Lykeria Family/Staff Health Identified  Low  Yes 

Natasha Peers/Staff Performance Autonomous Moderate Yes 

Diamond Family/Peers/Staff Performance Autonomous Moderate Yes 

Lydia Family/Peers/Staff Performance Autonomous High Yes 
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Natasha, Diamond, and Lydia entered expecting to enhance her physical performance and 

expressed a variety of support types.  Lykeria aligns with the non-completers in her low 

level of prior activity, but the quality of her motivation was higher, and she completed 

program.  Only the young women with more autonomous forms of motivation for 

participation stuck with the program.  While Celena, Maleah, Shamere, and Shauna 

frequently expressed high levels of confidence in their abilities to accomplish their goals, 

in the end it was the quality of their motivation that mattered and not the quantity of it.   

The following points summarize the key findings: 

• The quality of motivation for behavioral change can be the driving factor in 

whether the behavior will be sustained.  External motivation can undermine the 

pursuit of competence and feelings of relatedness, while autonomous motivation 

can mitigate barriers to physical activity. 

• The quality of motivation can be influenced and shift over time. 

Figure 1 provides a model of the quality of motivation and nature of the goals of 

the eight research participants.



158 

 

PROXIMAL  DISTAL 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Celena 

Shauna 

Maleah 

Shamere 

Lykeria Natasha 

Diamond 

Lydia 

Gain an 

Improved 

Appearance 

Through Activity 

Weight Loss 

Related to 

Appearance 

and Health 

Boost Physical 

Performance 
Improve 

Overall Health 

Acquires role 

as family 

teacher 

Flow-like 

experience 

Family History of Overweight 

Encouraged by a Teacher 

Recent Weight Gain 

Prom 

Athletically 

Inclined 

Figure 1.  Influences and Expectations Along a Continuum of Motivational Quality.  A 

model of participants expected outcomes when joining the fitness program, the time in which they 

expected to achieve their goals, the influences on their expectations, unexpected outcomes they 

received, and where their expectations fell along the continuum of motivation.  
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Figure 1 shows where each participant fell along the continuum of motivation 

when she joined.  More external or controlled motivations are to the left, becoming more 

autonomous as the continuum moves to the right. Shauna, Maleah, and Shamere all 

enrolled in the fitness program primarily to gain a more physically attractive appearance, 

a highly external form of motivation. Three of the girls expressed expectations of weight 

loss as part of their body transformation; they also connected weight loss to outcomes of 

improved health.  Only Shamere noted expectations of a transformed appearance without 

mentioning weight loss and is not connected to any other expected outcomes in Figure 1.  

For her, the driving influence for her expectation of a more attractive form was the 

nearing approach of prom.  Maleah shared the same influence, plus that of recent weight 

gain.  Maleah is also connected to expectations of improved health in Figure 1; she 

related her food choices and weight gain to decreased feelings of wellness.   

Lykeria is directed aligned under expectations of improved health and connected 

to expectations of a boost in physical performance.  Figure 1 also shows the unexpected 

outcome of acquiring a new role for Lykeria.  As she became a teacher and fitness expert 

in her family, her motivation evolved into something more autonomous.  Influences on 

her expectations include the death in her family, her family history of overweight and 

diabetes and the need to improve her physical performance for ROTC.   

The athletes in the group are all aligned under the expectation of boosting 

physical performance as shown in Figure 1. All of them demonstrated intrinsic 

motivation for physical activity and wished to improve their performance.  Figure 1 

indicates Diamond and Lydia perceived flow-like experiences while participating in the 



160 

 

program.  The experiences were not anticipated and increased motivation in both girls.  

Natasha was intrinsically motivated for physical activity by observation, but Lydia and 

Diamond both expressed instances where they participated in physical activity purely for 

its own sake.  

The Quality of Motivation Matters 

The expected outcomes driving each participant to enroll in the fitness program 

fell along a continuum from more externally motivated to autonomously motivated.  

Participant goals were pinned to their expected outcomes, and therefore, not all goals 

were created equally.  Those who joined with the more externally motivated expectation 

of an improved body image also anticipated their goals as proximal.  For at least two of 

these young women, their goals were expected to materialize in time for prom and well 

before the conclusion of the program.  Participants with expectations falling along the 

more autonomous end of the spectrum anticipated their goals as more distal and 

anticipated benefits arriving near the conclusion of the program at earliest.  Two of the 

young women who completed the program expressed goals well into the future.  

Diamond hoped to leverage her work into a place on next year’s basketball team, while 

Lykeria aspired to military service.   

In this study, the locus of causality for joining the fitness program appears to 

matter to whether participants sustained regular physical activity with Fit Teens.  The 

four girls whose self-enrollment was less personally endorsed and more externally 

motivated all dropped out before the conclusion of the program.  Even if they enjoyed 

strong perceptions of relatedness at the program and had the potential to realize 
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competence through behavioral techniques such as self-monitoring, participants with 

more externally motivated, proximal goals did not sustain their participation in the 

program.   

External motivations undermined benefits from feelings of relatedness they had 

with staff and peers and the potential for developing competence. Shauna, Celena, 

Maleah, and Shamere found no enjoyment in the physical activity, and some of the 

benefits they did receive, such as positive social interactions, could likely be found 

elsewhere.  The four non-completers all expressed some level dislike for physical 

activity, and each visibly struggled at times.  None of them persevered through the 

physical and social discomfort to measure any gains toward their proximal, externally 

motivated goals.  Research suggests that participants who take no enjoyment in the 

physical activity they do are not likely to persist at it (Ryan & Deci, 2017).     

All but one research participant expressed external barriers to participation, and 

perceptions of low competence plagued several of the girls.  An autonomous quality of 

motivation had a mitigating influence on external barriers and could ameliorate low 

perceptions of competence.  Lydia related no negative experiences, but Diamond, 

Natasha, and Lykeria described contending with barriers to participating in physical 

activity, and they overcame them.  These three expressed discomfort with how others 

perceived them during physical activity, and Natasha and Diamond experienced direct 

teasing.  Perceptions of competence may have paired with autonomy and intrinsic 

enjoyment to bolster Diamond and Natasha past their barriers, but Lykeria was not an 

athlete and may not have experienced feelings of competence until weeks into the 
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program when she would have seen gains against her baseline scores.  Until she could 

secure feelings of competence and self-efficacy for exercise, Lykeria was sustained by 

the autonomous nature of her actions.  The barriers Diamond, Natasha, and Lykeria 

encountered were shared by the non-completers, but their drive to participate was of a 

different quality.  In sum, autonomous motivation facilitated participation in physical 

activity, even when barriers were present.  External motivation, however, tended to have 

a negative influence on participation in physical activity even if the regulation for it was 

self-imposed. 

The Quality of Motivation Can Be Influenced 

Motivation is not a single construct, nor does it appear to be permanently fixed 

along the continuum of external to autonomous.  External forces in the form of 

unexpected outcomes may influence motivation and cause its locus to shift.  Already 

athletically inclined and prone to enjoy physical activity, Diamond and Lydia perceived 

unanticipated benefits of flow-like experiences during their participation at Fit Teens.  

During these flow-like experiences, both girls focused exclusively on the activity and 

experienced even higher than normal levels of intrinsic motivation.  During these 

episodes, Diamond and Lydia enjoyed physical activity entirely for its own sake.   

Lykeria began the study anticipating better health and, to a lesser extent, 

improved physical performance.  Her initial motivation and goals fell somewhere 

between introjected and identified.  She described being initially upset by the dietary 

changes imposed by her mother and, to a lesser degree, the school, but Lykeria came to 

accept them and understand the benefit of not having ready access to junk food.  
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Recognizing the need for behavioral change, Lykeria became part of a team to achieve it 

for herself and others.  An unanticipated outcome of participation for Lykeria was a new 

aspect of expertise as she took on the role of fitness teacher within her family.  Lykeria’s 

evolving self-efficacy for expertise and leadership prompted her motivation toward 

integrated as she moved from reluctant participant in a diet plan to fitness authority and 

coach within her family.  One of the most influential factors in maintaining physical 

activity over time is having some intrinsic motivation for it (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  As 

Lykeria, Diamond, and Lydia experienced increased autonomy for physical activity, their 

intrinsic interest in the activity increased as well, making it even more likely that they 

would persist. 

Summary 

This chapter examined categories which developed from the analysis of the 

transcripts of interviews with eight research participants and the director of the fitness 

program in which they participated.  The major categories to emerge were: anticipated 

benefits, unexpected benefits received, negative experiences related to participation, and 

external support for participation.  The participants anticipated benefits related to 

improved physical performance and health, attaining distal goals, and weight 

loss/improved appearance.  Some participants who expected gains in physical 

performance and health noted receiving them over the course of the study, but none 

reported experiencing weight loss or improved appearance.  Two participants reported 

receiving benefits they did not expect in finding the edge of their performance, 

components of flow experience, and cognitive and emotional benefits.  All but one 
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participant expressed negative emotions regarding some experience in the program.  

These negative experiences fell into two subcategories, discomfort in the public eye and 

physical discomfort.  Each of the research participants noted positive external supports 

for her participation in the program.  Most participants reported receiving positive 

support for attendance from a family member.  Six of the eight participants noted peer 

support as a facet of external support and claimed that it had a positive influence on their 

participation.  The most popular subcategory of external support was staff/teacher 

support.  Each participant cited it as a motivating factor for attendance.   

The quality of motivation each participant had for joining the program seemed to 

influence her perseverance in it.  Those with more autonomous regulations experienced 

many of the same barriers as their externally regulated peers, but they completed the 

program.  Those who were externally regulated and held expectations of enhanced body 

image left the program.  In some cases, motivation was prodded along the continuum by 

unexpected outcomes and became more autonomous.  Chapter 5 presents the findings and 

implications of the experiences of young women who enrolled and participated in a 

voluntary after-school fitness program.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This phenomenological study examined the experiences of eight adolescent 

females enrolled in a voluntary after-school fitness program and analyzed how their 

expectations and experiences influenced their attitudes toward and participation in 

physical activity.  The goal of the study was to provide understanding and meaning 

related to the experiences of non-compulsory physical activity across a range of 

motivations and athletic abilities in the perspective of the participants. This chapter is a 

discussion of the findings and implications of the study and includes recommendations 

for physical education practices and future research.  The following questions guided the 

research study:  

1. What prompted the girls to enroll in the program?  

2. What benefits did they expect to gain from participating and what challenges 

did they anticipate?  

3. What barriers and facilitators of physical activity did the girls perceive?  

4. What motivated them to attend the program?  

5. What benefits did they perceive from participating in the program?  

The findings are the result of interviews with participants in two separate sessions 

of an after-school fitness program in which participants voluntarily enrolled themselves. 

The eight participants shared their experiences and perceptions of engaging in non-
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compulsory physical activity.  They revealed their reasons for joining, their perceptions 

of the experiences they had within the program, barriers to their participation, and the 

benefits they received from the program.  I viewed the interview results through a lens of 

self-determination theory and situated the results within the context of both physical 

education and public health interventions.  Four major themes emerged: anticipated 

benefits driving enrollment, unanticipated benefits of participation perceived, external 

support for participation, and barriers to participation. At the conception of the study, I 

set out to examine the experiences of previously sedentary young African American 

women who completed a voluntary physical fitness program.  By the end of 

approximately five months of observing participants in the Fit Teens program, I had 

unearthed only one candidate who fit that exact description.  Throughout the course of 

the study and from the participant’s words, I began to recognize the extent to which 

expectations influence outcomes when attempting to change entrenched habits. 

Conclusions 

 Some outcomes of the program were predicted by the participants, and some were 

unexpected.  No matter what benefits they expected, all participants reported some 

positive experiences within the program, but those experiences were not always enough 

to maintain attendance. 

Expected Outcomes Drive Participation 

Each participant joined Fit Teens in the hopes of gaining something.  Some 

anticipated their rewards would materialize in short order and before completing the 

program.  Others entered anticipating benefits they might not realize for a year or longer.  
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All participants indicated that at some level, they understood that physical activity was 

something they should be doing and that it would change and benefit their body in some 

way.  The changes and benefits they expected were all related to the physical self.  

Anticipated benefits of participation included improved appearance, weight loss for 

improved appearance, improved general health, and improved physical performance. 

Those with more externally motivated expected outcomes such as improved appearance 

had more proximal goals and expected to reap their gains in less than eight weeks’ time.  

Those with more autonomous motivations such as improving their physical performance 

tended to express more distal goals, some of which reached post-graduation.  Participants 

in both sessions of the study can ultimately be placed into two categories: completers and 

non-completers.  Even if they claimed positive external support for participation and 

enjoyed feelings of social connectedness at the site, not one of the girls who joined Fit 

Teens espousing the more externally motivated goals of improvements in her physical 

appearance or weight loss completed the program.  

The benefits young people anticipate when embarking on behavioral change 

matter.  Anticipated outcomes can influence health behaviors, and these outcome 

expectations can take several forms: physical, social, and self-evaluative.  An individual 

who embarks on a new regime of physical activity may likely expect to experience 

physical discomfort and, only if they persist, improved health (Bandura, 2004).  A second 

major category of outcomes is social.  The newly adopted behavior may carry anticipated 

outcomes of approval and disapproval in interpersonal relationships.  The third set of 

behavioral outcomes involves self-evaluative reactions where individuals adopt personal 
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standards and modify behavior by their self-evaluation against their standards.  (Bandura, 

2004). When individuals such as Lykeria see how behavioral changes are in their self-

interest and align with the goals they value, motivation is enhanced. 

Self-determination theory posits that humans have basic psychological needs for 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2002).  Students may have these 

needs met by engaging in physical activity if the choice to do so is self-authored, if they 

can glean a perception of competence for the activity, and if they feel socially supported. 

If others in the activity minimize competition and pressure and the behavioral change for 

activity is self-volitional, autonomy is apt to be enhanced. Feelings of competence in 

physical activity will vary with the success or failure of accomplishing the physical 

challenges or as a function of feedback from others (Teixeira et al., 2012). In this study, 

those participants who ignored their data and compared their performance to more 

athletic students expressed negative feelings of competence.  Perceptions of relatedness 

depend on the connections made with other participants or coaches in the setting and may 

be enhanced by a positive environment (Teixeira et al., 2012). 

Some Benefits Are Unexpected 

Among the four participants to complete the program, two noted receiving 

significant benefits they had not anticipated before joining.  Diamond and Lydia 

articulated feelings of stress relief and increased emotional control from physical activity.  

Each of them declared a greater sense of autonomy and capacity for coping with stressors 

which she attributed to regular physical activity.  Research supports their perceptions; 

moderate levels of physical activity have been shown to protect girls from depression 



169 

 

(McKercher et al., 2009).   Diamond was aware of her quick temper and had experienced 

negative consequences of it.  While improving her sense of self-control was not a benefit 

Diamond anticipated, she did perceive it as something she gained through participation in 

physical activity.  Lydia also related better self-regulation in the face of stressors.  Hers 

came in the form of academic pressure, and Lydia noted an increase in her ability to cope 

with her stress and focus on her studies when she exercised.  Physical activity is shown to 

have cognitive benefits that may translate to increased focus and better academic 

achievement (Ratey, 2008).  Stress relief was not something that either girl had set out to 

gain or expected to receive from Fit Teens, nevertheless, both cited it as a benefit.  

Both girls also described having perceived something akin to a flow experience 

during exercise.  Neither had anticipated such an experience, but both described their 

perceptions of it in highly positive terms.  The fact that they sometimes experienced 

exercise in this manner indicated that Diamond and Lydia were intrinsically motivated 

for physical activity. Natasha exhibited intrinsic motivation for exercise through her 

apparent enjoyment of it, but she never described particular pleasure in the activity itself.  

Based on their descriptions of flow-like experiences, Diamond and Lydia clearly enjoyed 

physical activity for its own sake.  For them, the experience became the goal.  In finding 

their edge, both girls related coming to a place where their perceptions of time, 

discomfort, rounds, and other external distractions fell away from them, and that the only 

thing left was a singular focus on the physical activity.   

In their descriptions of losing themselves in the moment, Diamond and Lydia 

related several components of an athletic flow experience (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990):  each 
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achieved a balance between the level of challenge in the workout and her skill as an 

athlete, became intensely focused on the activity and her place in it, and her sense of time 

faded away.  The flow experience “is a state of consciousness where one becomes totally 

absorbed in what one is doing, to the exclusion of all other thoughts and emotions” 

(Jackson & Csikszentmihalyi, 1999, p. 5), and Diamond and Lydia both perceived it as an 

unexpected benefit of participating in Fit Teens. 

External Supports for Participation 

Research indicates that Black girls report significantly lower perceptions of 

teacher support for physical activity and far less enjoyment of it (Griesner et al., 2008).  

Diamond reflected this view when she complimented Coach Daniels by saying, “He’s 

like a real coach, not just a PE teacher… I just mean that he knows us. Some teachers talk 

to the class and some talk to the person. Coach Daniels talks to me as a person.”  Social 

support is a primary determiner of physical activity levels, and to create more supportive 

environments for activity among girls, it is critical to understand how schools can nurture 

a sense of social support for activity (Griesner et al., 2008).  The staff of Fit Teens made 

a clear effort to engage in supportive relationships with their clientele, and all participants 

in the research study reported receiving positive support from the staff.  Perceptions of 

family support for physical activity varied from a negative impact in the case of Natasha 

to a full partnership in the case of Lykeria.  Peer relationships prompted some to enroll 

together (and possibly quit together), others to compete with one another, and sparked 

some feelings of support and kinship.   



171 

 

Of the three types of external support discussed by participants, however, only 

staff support received uniformly positive reports, and in some cases, it helped to mitigate 

the influence of barriers to participation.  For Natasha, positive staff support helped to 

override the pull from home.  She explained, “Knowing you got people draws you in, 

see? They’re expecting you.”  Believing the staff cared about her and expected to see her 

made it easier for Natasha to dismiss the urge to skip sessions.  For her, a sense of 

connectedness with the staff frequently overrode barriers to participation.  Celena, 

Shauna, Maleah, and Shamere felt similarly about the staff at Fit Teens, but the support 

they received was not enough to overcome their barriers. In contrast to Natasha, Celena 

enjoyed strong family support for participation, but positive external supports could not 

prevent her from dropping out of the program. 

Barriers to Participation 

Before beginning the research study, I interviewed the vice president of the board 

overseeing Fit Teens to get some background information on the program.  He described 

Fit Teens as always having problems retaining participants and some of the approaches 

they had taken to curb attrition.  I asked what he thought contributed to students leaving 

the program and his answers included lack of transportation, not having specialized 

clothes such as sports bras, and students not being motivated for physical activity.  Out of 

eight research participants, three displayed intrinsic motivation for exercise, and one 

began with an identified motivation for activity.  These four completed the program.  The 

four who did not all began with more external motivations for joining and expectations of 

quick results, supporting the notion that they were not motivated by exercise for its own 
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sake.  Not one participant—completer or not—cited lack of transportation or workout 

gear as a barrier to participation.  Occasionally, a participant would show up without 

something she needed and found a way to work around it, but each girl appeared to own 

the items she would need to engage in exercise. 

The barriers felt by the participants had nothing to do with shoes or rides and 

were instead based in different types of discomfort.  Only Lydia never expressed negative 

interactions or barriers hindering her desire or ability to participate, so even gifted 

athletes encountered barriers of discomfort. The types of negative experiences the girls 

had can be broken down into two subcategories: physical discomfort and discomfort in 

the public eye.  Several non-completing participants voiced a keen dislike of the pain 

associated with physical activity and judging by observation, their pain was quite real, 

and they struggled with it during workouts as well as afterward.  Additionally, they 

expressed social discomfort with appearing less competent than others.  The intrinsically 

motivated, athletic participants complained of neither pain nor feelings of incompetence, 

but especially when comparing themselves to the athletes, all the other girls voiced 

discomfort in performing in public.  Internal factors such as fear of negative judgment 

can be significant barriers to physical activity.  Avoidance of failure and discomfort with 

competition may discourage girls from participating in physical activity and sports 

because they feel that not doing well in sports may bring negative peer judgment on them 

(Wolin et al., 2008).   

 Natasha admitted to experiencing physical discomfort due to exercise, but she 

took some pleasure in it, “My legs be hurting, but I actually kind of like that.”  For her 
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and for Diamond, the discomfort they experienced was social rather than physical.  Body-

centered issues were a barrier for even the most physically fit participants. Diamond and 

Natasha both encountered teasing related to their appearance from boys and found the 

experience highly negative.  They also displayed discomfort with appearing unattractive 

and sweaty during exercise. The two noted unrealistic expectations regarding feminine 

beauty during exertion and concerns regarding how they looked to others either while 

exercising or immediately afterward. 

 Both proclaimed an impulsive desire to quit in reaction to negative interactions 

with males. Diamond and Natasha saw themselves as having to defend their feminine 

appearance while being physically active.  As with the participants in other research, 

even the already-fit and athletically competent girls succumbed to worries over having 

boys gawk at them and expressed their concerns as a barrier to participation (Wolin et al., 

2008).    

Students interact with both peers and teachers in the classroom, but older research 

on gender and education overwhelmingly favors studies examining teacher-student 

interactions. Newer research trends related to gender and education often emphasize the 

ways in which boys are short-changed (Nielsen & Davies, 2016).  Girls do, however, 

continue to face gender-based barriers in the classroom.  A 2015 study, for instance, 

found that when self-selecting roles in peer discussions, young women expressed strong 

preferences for collaborative roles, while their male counterparts preferred roles of 

leadership (Eddy, Brownell, Thummaphan, Lan, & Wenderoth).  Students who spend 

more time explaining material rather than passively listening or taking notes in a peer 
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discussion are shown to benefit more from peer discussion (Eddy et al., 2015).  Factors 

contributing to the female preference for roles of collaborator over roles of leadership 

were beyond the scope of the study, but for whatever reason, girls may undercut their 

own educational benefits if regularly allowed to relinquish leadership roles to boys.  

Implications for Practice 

When I began this study, I intended to examine the experiences of previously 

sedentary African American girls who completed a voluntary after-school fitness 

program.  Out of eight participants across two sessions of the program, I only found 

one—Lykeria—who matched that description.  Four other research participants had also 

been previously inactive, but they did not complete the program.  The other three 

completers were all naturally athletic and already inclined to participate in and enjoy 

physical activity.  All but one participant noted negative factors in her experience that 

hindered her desire to participate.   

Young women face a host of barriers to physical activity, and for those who don’t 

enjoy it for its own sake, these barriers lead directly to a sedentary adulthood.  During 

elementary school, boys and girls engage in physical activity at rates on par with one 

another, but by middle school, the rates for girls begin to drop precipitously, and older 

adolescents report significantly less physical activity than younger adolescents do 

(Iannotti & Wang, 2013).  Schools are the common means of promoting physical activity 

for adolescents in urban areas and are therefore critical in closing the activity gap.  

 

 



175 

 

The Pitfalls of External Motivation  

Research literature shows a consistent positive relationship between autonomous 

motivation and exercise adherence and a negative relationship between controlled 

motivation and exercise adherence (Teixeira et al., 2012).  Nurturing autonomous rather 

than external motivation is important for promoting physical activity in young people.  

The young women with more autonomous motivation for joining Fit Teen maintained 

their attendance.  Participants who entered the study with more external motivations and 

ego involved in becoming more attractive did not sustain participation in physical 

activity. Studies examining goals and how they relate to participation in physical activity 

indicate students with extrinsic goals such as improved appearance and weight loss show 

lower rates of exercise adherence than their more intrinsically motivated peers who seek 

goals related to health and fitness (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  The results of this study align 

with previous research and demonstrate the results hold true specifically among a group 

of African American teenage girls in an urban setting.   

Motivation Can Shift Over Time 

The quality of motivation is not permanently fixed for youth who embark on 

behavioral changes.  A student who begins a program of physical activity in a more 

external state of motivation may be prompted along the continuum by external and 

internal influences.  Research supports the idea that factors such as autonomy support and 

relatedness can enhance motivation for physical activity and promote better rates of long-

term exercise adherence (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  Lykeria experienced a boost in her 

motivation as she assumed a new role of authority within her family, greater relatedness 
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in her ROTC class, and proof of her increasing competence through data monitoring.  

Diamond and Lydia’s near-flow experiences enhanced their autonomy and intrinsic 

enjoyment of strenuous exercise.  Intrinsic motivation is shown to be malleable and can 

be enhanced by autonomy-supportive instruction (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  This study adds 

to the field of SDT research related to exercise and physical activity by demonstrating 

that the malleability of motivation is valid for this particular sample of African American 

girls.  

Strategies Promoting Autonomy Support  

Autonomy-supportive classrooms engage and nurture students’ needs, values, and 

interests.  When compared to students taught by controlling teachers, students who 

receive autonomy-supportive instruction experience a variety of positive classroom 

outcomes (Reeve, 2006).   

General classroom.  An autonomy-supportive teaching style does not come into 

being out of a proscribed set of words and actions, but certain approaches to instruction 

do characterize autonomy supportive instruction (Reeve, 2006).  Additionally, a more 

autonomy-supportive approach in the classroom is teachable and can be fostered in 

professional development workshops (Reeve, 1998).  Reeve (2006) outlines what 

autonomy-supportive teachers say and do in the classroom to foster inner motivation in 

their students. Some of these strategies include taking student preferences into account 

and offering choices within the classroom and avoiding authoritarian language when 

providing feedback to students.  Autonomy-supportive teachers provide non-controlling 

support for why students should engage in classroom tasks.  Classroom teachers regularly 
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ask students to take on efforts that they won’t find intrinsically enjoyable, but autonomy-

supportive teachers provide rationales so that their students can understand why a task is 

useful (Reeve, 2006).  When students express negative reactions to classroom activities, 

autonomy-supportive teachers listen and acknowledge student feedback.  Rather than 

demanding that students change their attitudes to suit the teacher, autonomy-supportive 

instructors recognize that some negative reactions are valid and informative (Reeve, 

2006).   

Among the behaviors typical of autonomy-supportive teaching, encouraging 

effort and persistence (Reeve, 2006) stands out as developing non-cognitive factors 

crucial to learning.  Academic persistence is recognized as having a positive influence on 

academic achievement and is a behavior critical to short-term and long-term achievement 

(Farrington et al., 2012).  Classroom teachers who promote inner motivation through 

autonomy-supportive instruction also foster effort and persistence in students, boosting 

their ability to persevere, even in the face of setbacks.  Academic perseverance is shown 

to be responsive to classroom context and highly malleable (Farrington et al., 2012).  

Autonomy-supportive behaviors encouraging effort and persistence in the classroom are 

crucial to promoting academic success.   

Physical education classroom.  Although positive support was not enough to 

entirely mitigate external motivations and social and physical barriers to activity for 

students, the staff at Fit Teens did create an environment which should be mimicked in 

physical education classrooms.  All participants felt welcome and encouraged, and gains 

were acknowledged and celebrated the same way as records.  If a student missed more 
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than one session, an adult noticed and reached out to encourage her return.  During 

sessions, staff pushed all participants to complete workouts if not to go for a personal best 

time or score. Sometimes this took the form of cheering Natasha to catch up with Lydia 

in a mile run as they vied for the best time in the group; in other instances, it involved 

holding Lykeria’s feet and offering verbal encouragement while she completed a round of 

sit-ups.   

Each participant appreciated that the staff applied positive pressure to keep her 

achieving.  Diamond, who enjoyed physical activity, stated, “He don’t let me get lazy.” 

Maleah, who did not enjoy physical activity and found it painful said of the staff, “They 

get on you, but they’re nice and respectful about it mostly.  They stay on you, so don’t 

even try to slack off.  They notice.”  The adults at Fit Teens built personal relationships 

with students and treated them as individuals.  Every participant in the study noticed and 

felt supported by the efforts of the staff.  Study participants felt the staff cared about them 

and genuinely wanted them to attend the program.  Many cited staff relationships as a 

facilitator of participation. 

Physical education teachers should establish coaching relationships with students 

to maximize class performance and build healthy attitudes toward physical activity.  

While the adult-to-student ratio was much higher at Fit Teens than in a high school 

physical education class, acknowledging students as individuals and treating absences as 

cause for concern is an approach that does not cost additional time.    Physical education 

teachers spend a great deal time interacting with students in class, and the quality of their 

interactions can have a positive or negative influence on students’ attitudes toward 
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physical education.  Student attitudes toward physical education class can then extend 

into whether they participate in regular physical activity outside of class and later in life 

(Larson, 2006).  Building positive relationships through acknowledging individuality and 

demonstrating empathy may help to foster a sense of relatedness for students in the 

physical education classroom.  Surveys indicate that physical education teachers in urban 

settings prioritize teaching practices emphasizing inclusiveness, challenging learners, and 

showing empathy (Culp, 2011), and yet Black and Hispanic girls report feeling less 

supported for physical activity than do their White counterparts.  It is imperative that 

physical education teachers work to establish positive, nurturing relationships and 

interaction with all students and with these especially. 

 Autonomy support nurtures the inner motivation of students in a variety of 

classroom settings, and certain strategies can be utilized in the PE classroom (Cheon, 

Reeve, & Moon, 2012).  Students who perceive their action as self-authored are more 

likely to persist in physical activity (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  Physical education classes and 

exercise programs can promote more autonomous forms of motivation by engaging in 

autonomy supportive instruction.  Offering multiple activity types and allowing students 

to select those that most interest them gives students a sense of choice and builds 

autonomy.  Some students may prefer to run for cardio activity while others prefer 

aerobic dance.  Either activity, if followed as the participant’s abilities progressed, would 

allow maximum challenge and a sense of autonomy.   

When teachers and coaches allow choice and time for independent work, are 

responsive to students’ questions and concerns, explain the reasoning behind behavioral 
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requests, and acknowledge mastery, they build an autonomy supportive environment in 

the physical education setting (Cheon, Reeve, & Moon, 2012).  Because students may 

enter a class with a more external form of motivation and take little initial pleasure in 

physical activity and exercise, promoting autonomy is important in the physical education 

setting.  Students, especially those not athletically inclined, need self-authorship rather 

than controlled regulation if they are expected to participate in active living and 

experience its benefits. 

General Practice in Physical Education  

Multiple institutions encourage public schools to promote physical activity and 

well-being through physical education classes, and schools ought to heed this advice and 

promote classes and programs that will appeal to all ability levels.  The CDC (2009) 

states the physical activity needs of most youth could be met through comprehensive 

school-based programs, but only 44 states require physical education for students in high 

school, and few require more than a year of health and physical education (Shape of the 

Nation, 2016).   

Research demonstrates that physical activity has cognitive benefits that may result 

in better focus and enhanced academic achievement (Ratey, 2008), so promoting physical 

activity may be a double benefit to schools.  If, as Ratey (2008) claims, exercise increases 

critical neurotransmitters and acts like small doses of both Ritalin and Prozac, schools 

would do better by students to get them moving.  In the state of Georgia, recent data 

indicates that between 77% and 80% of students diagnosed with Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder take weekly medication, while less than 40% of them receive any 
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behavioral therapy for their disorder (CDC, 2015).  Regular physical activity might 

ameliorate some of the need for medication in these students.  Time dedicated to physical 

activity in schools does not detract from academic achievement and may, in fact, increase 

it (CDC, 2010).  Increasing physical education requirements, however, will do little good 

to promote activity if students are not engaged in the curriculum.  Based on the research 

study, several implications for practice beyond increasing requirements follow. 

Improvement versus competition.  The more athletic girls at Fit Teens were aware 

of how their performance measured against the other athletes, and the less athletic girls 

were aware that their performance fell short of their more gifted counterparts.  No one 

needed to tell the participants where they ranked in the hierarchy of performance.  They 

knew.  While the staff sometimes fell into encouraging competition between the more 

able athletes in the group, they never made comparisons between students and regularly 

encouraged them to compare themselves only to their last best performance.  Even with a 

minimal emphasis on competition, some participants related strong feelings of social 

discomfort when they were visibly struggling to complete tasks that others appeared to 

accomplish with little effort.  The discomfort acted as a barrier to their participation. 

Classroom practitioners of physical education should also minimize competition 

and prioritize improvement from pre-tests to post-tests.  Sport and physical activity are 

often geared toward competition, but for there to be winners, there must also be losers.  

Promoting competition creates a classroom culture in which large groups of students are 

expected to fail.  It is impossible to build self-efficacy amid anticipated failure.  The 

experiences students enjoy during physical education can set the tone for their attitudes 
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toward exercise and activity into the future, and fear of failure and dislike of competition 

may foil participation in physical activity especially for older female adolescents (Wolin 

et al., 2008).  Young people who reported negative experiences in compulsory physical 

education classes due to an overemphasis on competition, concerns over social judgment, 

or perceived low ability were prone to be sedentary both in and out of school (Ntoumanis 

et al., 2004).  For all but the winners, competition highlights perceptions of lesser or low 

ability and should be de-emphasized in physical education classrooms.   

Although sport is steeped in it, competition can undermine participation in 

physical activity for those not intrinsically motivated.  Competition may appeal to 

athletes, but physical education teachers should emphasize a growth approach for 

students who do not enjoy physical activity for its own sake.  Students who learn that 

they cannot win when pitted against their more able peers cannot develop any sense of 

self-efficacy for activity, and one of the strongest indicators of motivation to engage in 

physical activity is physical activity self-efficacy (Van Der Horst et al., 2007).  Because 

athletes might still enjoy competitive sportsmanship, I recommend specialized Team 

Sports classes be available as physical education electives, but that compulsory classes 

emphasize growth over competition. 

Teaching goal setting and data tracking.  Physical education is a content with rich 

potential to produce regular student data.  Fit Teens helped some participants recognize 

their growth through their personal data but did not make a focused effort to ensure that 

all students knew how to do so.  Diamond was an avid consumer of her own metrics and 

set goals based upon her times and number of rounds accomplished.  A volunteer would 
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help Lykeria analyze her data and emphasize Lykeria’s percentage gains to her.  Lydia 

and Natasha made some use of their personal data and showed interest in their growth as 

well as in competing with one another.  None of the other girls showed interest in 

monitoring her own progress, but nor were they directly shown how to do so.  Strategies 

for increasing physical activity for low-income Black and Hispanic girls may include 

emphasizing the immediate health and fitness benefits and increasing levels of self-

efficacy for physical activity (Lown & Braunschweig, 2008).  Data monitoring could be 

the key to doing exactly that. 

The four non-completers in the study all expressed goals related to weight loss 

and improving their physical appearance, but none of them specified a specific number of 

pounds or inches to lose.  Even if they had, Fit Teens did not take physical measurements 

at the start of the program.  They might, however, have realized quick gains in health, 

fitness, and self-efficacy for physical activity through monitoring their progress.  Fit 

Teens structured repetition into workouts so that participants would have checkpoints 

between pre-tests and post-tests, and volunteers would record scores, but it was mostly up 

to students to monitor and interpret their own data. On the day that Celena proved herself 

to be as capable as Lydia in weightlifting, no one pointed this fact out to her.  Some 

participants likely did not attend enough sessions to see any notable gains, but in a 

physical education class, students would.   

If lifelong habits of regular physical activity are the goal of physical education, 

teachers must imbue students with self-efficacy for physical activity and give them the 

means to recognize their improvements.  Armed with the ability to monitor and interpret 
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their fitness data, students could easily learn to set realistic fitness goals for themselves if 

taught to do so.  The non-completers had expectations upon entering Fit Teens, but none 

of them saw any measurable gains.  Had they been able to do so, perhaps they would not 

have given up so quickly when faced with physical and social barriers. 

Physical education teachers should include data monitoring and interpretation as 

part of their class curriculum.  Pre-test and post-test statistics are not enough and may 

encourage students to hold back in the pre-test.  Stark health and performance gains are 

possible in physical education settings, and students should be taught to record, track, and 

interpret their performance metrics and be given opportunities to do so at regular 

intervals.  If students competently track and interpret their own data, their gains will be 

easily visible to them.  The less autonomously motivated for physical activity a student is, 

the greater the need to build her self-efficacy for it.  Direct instruction in performance 

tracking would enable students to readily perceive the benefits of their work in physical 

education as well as their growing competence.  Additionally, teachers and students could 

then celebrate percentage gains rather than focusing on competitive measures.   

Implications for Research 

In the present study, there were eight participants.  The number was manageable 

and partly determined by attrition in the program, but the results might be limited by the 

size of the group.  The original intent of the study had been to examine the experiences of 

previously inactive girls who completed the program, but in two rounds of research, I 

only unearthed one such participant.  A future study in this area might increase in both 

length and scope to include additional sites and cohorts to secure more examples of the 
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originally targeted participant type.  A study examining an entire group of previously 

inactive girls who complete a voluntary fitness program would be informative and 

provide greater insight into overcoming barriers to physical activity. 

The quality of interactions between staff and student might be the focus of 

another study.  Each participant noted feeling supported by the adults in the program, 

although the less athletic participants sometimes expressed that the attention could be 

embarrassing.  A study examining the frequency and quality of interactions between 

adults and students would help to clarify what types of interactions students found to be 

the most motivating and the optimum frequency of interaction.  Also, it would be useful 

to note whether any qualitative differences were present in the interactions the staff had 

with athletic versus non-athletic participants.  

Another possible study related to external supports might examine social 

interactions between participants and what, if any, influence joining with a friend has on 

participation.  Not having a partner to join them in physical activity has been identified as 

a deterrent to physical activity (Wolin et al., 2008), and friends are the source of support 

most highly related to physical activity for youth (Duncan et al., 2005).  Lydia joined Fit 

Teens at the behest of a friend, and both were regular attendees.  Conversely, Maleah and 

Shamere joined as part of a trio of friends and dropped out within a week of each other.  

A study examining the effects of joining a fitness program with a partner would be 

enlightening as to how pre-existing social relationships may act as facilitators or possible 

barriers to participation.  
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Lastly, I am fascinated by the idea of studying the effects of male interference on 

participation in physical activity among girls.  Whether they were concerned for 

maintaining an attractive appearance during or after a vigorous workout because there 

were boys nearby or they were the target of teasing related to their appearance, several 

participants—completers and non-completers—expressed negative feelings regarding 

their interactions with boys during the program.  Even when the boys said nothing to 

them and were mere bystanders, some of the girls expressed real discomfort.  Concern for 

their physical appearance while engaged in physical activity and worries over having 

boys gawk at them are noted barriers to exercise for girls (Wolin et al., 2008).  

Interviewing participants about their interactions with male participants and bystanders 

might reveal interesting results regarding their perceptions of the influence of the male 

gaze and male-female interactions and how they might influence the girls’ attitudes 

toward participating in physical activity. 

Limitations of the Study 

This study has two limitations.  First, it is impossible to determine what influence 

the researcher may have had on the study participants.  As a researcher-participant in Fit 

Teens, I became part of the world I was studying and may have become an influence on 

the responses of the participants.  I adopted the same role as the other adult volunteers 

and spent much of my time at the research site coaching, assisting, encouraging, 

cheering, and sweating.  To the participants, I may have seemed simply like a staff 

member who asked a lot of questions.  If they viewed me as a part of the Fit Teens 

program, the participants may have responded to my questions in a way that was not 
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completely objective.  When they enrolled in the study, I discussed the steps I was taking 

to ensure confidentiality with each participant, but I cannot know to what extent their 

responses were influenced by my presence as a researcher-participant. 

The second limitation of the study is that there is no way to be certain that the 

participants are truly representative of the phenomenon being examined.  This study 

explores the experiences of eight young women who enrolled themselves in an after-

school fitness program, and it may not be representative of the perspectives of other, 

similar young women.  In both sessions of the study, there were students like Maleah, 

Shamere, Shauna, and Celena who did not return consent forms and were not 

interviewed.  Their perspectives and experiences may have been different within the 

same context but are not included here.   

Summary of the Study 

During this phenomenological study, I examined the experiences of eight female 

African American adolescents who enrolled themselves in a voluntary after-school fitness 

program. I investigated their reasons for enrolling, the benefits they perceived, what 

facilitated their participation, and the barriers they perceived.   The participants’ previous 

activity levels ranged from sedentary to active, their athletic skills from low to high, and 

their attendance from poor to near-perfect.  I used Deci and Ryan’s self-determination 

theory as the theoretical framework to understand this study. 

Half of the participants entered the program with proximal goals in mind, while 

the other half expected more distal benefits.  Students described the benefits they 

anticipated from participation, and their responses fell along a continuum of external to 
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autonomous motivations.  Differences in the quality of motivation appear to have had a 

significant influence on program completion.  The degree of autonomy with which the 

young women made the decision to undertake physical activity had implications for their 

expectations, goals, and overall participation.  Those who entered with more externally 

motivated expectations of weight loss and improved appearance all expected quick, non-

specific results.  Each of them succumbed to her perceived barriers and dropped out of 

the program.  Participants with identified, integrated, and autonomous motivations 

experienced many of the same barriers as their peers but maintained their participation in 

the fitness program.  From a self-determination theory perspective, behavior change for 

physical activity depends not on complying with external demands such as the desire for 

an attractive physical appearance, but with accepting the behavior regulation as one’s 

own. 
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