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Abstract

Purpose: This study aimed to evaluate the hidden curriculum of school sports activities and philosophically
explain the role and representation of moral values in students’ motor behavior and moral-cognitive
development.

Methodology: This qualitative study was conducted using a multiple-case study design. Participants
comprised 30 physical education teachers, school principals and deputies, experts in curriculum studies,
philosophy of education and moral education, and lower-secondary students in Tehran, Iran. They were
selected through purposive maximum-variation sampling. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews, non-participant observations of 18 sports sessions in six schools, and analysis of documents related
to physical education programs and school competitions. Data collection and analysis were conducted
concurrently using reflective thematic analysis, constant comparison, and philosophical interpretation of
moral concepts. Credibility was enhanced through data-source triangulation, member checking, peer review,
and maintenance of a detailed audit trail.

Findings: The analysis generated four main themes, 13 subthemes, and 52 initial concepts. The main themes
were the moral value system of sports activities, the bodily and motor representation of morality, hidden
mechanisms of power, justice, and participation, and the moral-cognitive consequences of sports experiences.
Emphasis on winning, physical competence, and repeated selection of high-performing students increased the
likelihood of excluding less-skilled students and reinforcing status hierarchies. Conversely, equitable
distribution of opportunities, cooperation, respect, fair play, and inclusive participation were associated with
greater self-restraint, responsibility, recognition of others’ rights, and more complex moral judgment.
Behaviors such as controlling physical contact, helping teammates, accepting defeat, and voluntarily
acknowledging mistakes represented observable manifestations of internalized moral values.

Conclusion: The hidden curriculum of school sports may either foster students’ moral development or
reproduce exclusion, discrimination, and excessive result orientation, depending on activity organization,
teacher conduct, peer culture, and the distribution of power and opportunities. Realizing the educational
potential of sports therefore requires alignment between formal goals and actual practices, equitable
participation, and the integration of motor experiences with moral dialogue and reflection.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

School education extends beyond the formal transmission of knowledge and planned curricular content. Students also learn values, norms,
expectations, and social roles through everyday routines, interpersonal relationships, disciplinary practices, patterns of participation, and
implicit systems of reward and recognition. These unwritten and often unintended messages constitute the hidden curriculum and may
substantially influence students” moral identity, social behavior, self-perception, and understanding of fairness. Physical education and
school sports provide a particularly significant context for the operation of the hidden curriculum because they expose students to
immediate and embodied experiences of competition, cooperation, rule observance, conflict, victory, defeat, leadership, exclusion,
responsibility, and emotional control. Within these settings, values such as respect, equality, fairness, self-discipline, courage,
responsibility, and collective belonging are not merely discussed but are enacted through bodily and social practices (Bronikowska et
al., 2024; Habyarimana et al., 2022; Vega-Ramirez et al., 2021).

Contemporary approaches to physical education reject the assumption that school sports should be evaluated solely on the basis of physical
fitness, technical skill, or competitive achievement. Physical education is increasingly understood as a multidimensional domain that
integrates physical, cognitive, emotional, social, cultural, and moral development. Research on core literacy in physical education has
emphasized that effective programs should cultivate not only motor competence, but also sports culture, responsibility, social interaction,
decision-making, health awareness, and value-oriented conduct (Hu, 2023; Zhang, 2026; Zhong & Hu, 2024). From this perspective,
the educational quality of school sports depends not only on what activities are formally planned, but also on how students are grouped,
whose abilities are valued, how mistakes are treated, how opportunities are distributed, and how teachers respond to winning, losing,

conflict, and difference.

The hidden curriculum becomes especially visible when a discrepancy emerges between officially declared educational values and
students’ actual experiences. A school may formally endorse participation, inclusion, mutual respect, and holistic development, while in
practice repeatedly selecting highly skilled students, marginalizing those with weaker motor performance, tolerating unfair behavior by
successful players, or attaching social prestige to physical competence. Such practices convey powerful implicit messages about status,
worth, power, and legitimacy. Studies of physical education teaching have identified persistent tensions between formal curricular ideals
and the realities of classroom organization, assessment, and instructional behavior (Zhang et al., 2024). Similarly, reform-oriented
scholarship has stressed the need to integrate moral, cultural, and ideological aims into instructional design rather than treating them as

secondary or decorative components of physical education (Hou, 2022; Ying, 2024).

From a philosophical standpoint, school sports create practical situations in which moral concepts become embodied and observable.
Fairness appears in the distribution of playing time, team selection, enforcement of rules, and acceptance of refereeing decisions. Respect
is reflected in bodily distance, controlled physical contact, avoidance of humiliation, assistance to injured peers, and recognition of
opponents’ dignity. Responsibility emerges through care for equipment, acceptance of mistakes, fulfillment of assigned roles, and
attention to others’ safety. In this sense, the body is not merely an instrument of movement but a medium through which values are
expressed, contested, and internalized. The convergence of ethics, bioethics, and physical education supports the view that bodily action
carries moral meaning and should be interpreted in relation to dignity, safety, justice, and responsibility (Lilian Suelen de Oliveira &
Hellmann, 2022). Furthermore, integrated conceptions of human development underline the inseparability of body, cognition,

emotion, and identity in educational experience (Cavalcanti, 2025).

Teachers play a central mediating role in converting institutional values into students’ everyday experiences. Through feedback, tone of
voice, team formation, attention allocation, reactions to misconduct, and personal conduct, physical education teachers define what
counts as valuable behavior. A teacher who praises only victory may unintentionally teach that outcomes matter more than fairness. A
teacher who publicly humiliates low-performing students may reinforce the idea that physical competence determines human worth.
Conversely, a teacher who recognizes effort, improvement, inclusion, and fair play can turn sports activities into a setting for moral
development. However, teachers may themselves experience dilemmas between institutional pressure for competitive success and their
responsibility to act as moral educators (Shaw & Stoll, 2021). Teachers’ views on character formation further indicate that moral

development depends on consistency among instructional discourse, teacher conduct, and the broader school culture (Nyangaresi et

al., 2024).



Peer interaction is another major source of implicit learnin ection, role distribution, reactions to error, and

inclusion or rejection communicate who is considered competent, and worthy of participation. Cooperati

ce and shared responsibilit

promote emotional, social, and moral growth when tasks require genuine in
2022). Fair-play-oriented teaching models have similarly demonstrated the poten
(Parwata et al., 2023). Yet, without deliberate educational guidance, sports may also re
unequal access to participation (Xin, 2021). Accordingly, the moral effect of sports is not autom:

interpretation, and the quality of social relations.

The present study was therefore conducted to evaluate the hidden curriculum of school sports activities and to provide a philosophical

explanation of moral values, the representation of motor behavior, and students’ moral-cognitive development.
Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative multiple-case study design. The research setting consisted of selected public and private lower-
secondary schools in Tehran, Iran. Participants were selected through purposive maximum-variation sampling to ensure representation
of diverse institutional, professional, and student perspectives. The final sample included 30 participants: 10 physical education teachers,
6 school principals or educational and cultural deputies, 6 experts in curriculum studies, philosophy of education, moral education, and
physical education, and 8 students from grades seven to nine. Participants represented both girls” and boys’ schools and schools located

in socioeconomically diverse districts of Tehran.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, non-participant observation, and document analysis. Individual interviews
explored institutional priorities, unwritten rules, methods of team selection, distribution of playing opportunities, reactions to victory
and defeat, treatment of low-skilled students, competition, cooperation, fairness, responsibility, respect, emotional control, and the
moral meaning of bodily conduct. Interviews lasted approximately 45 to 75 minutes, were audio-recorded with participants’ consent,

and were transcribed verbatim.

Eighteen physical education sessions, school competitions, and extracurricular sports activities were observed across six schools.
Observations focused on the organization of space, teacher-student interaction, peer relationships, rule enforcement, bodily contact,
emotional reactions, participation patterns, support, exclusion, conflict management, and access to equipment and decision-making roles.
Relevant documents, including physical education plans, disciplinary guidelines, sports competition instructions, reward systems, school

reports, and notices, were also analyzed to compare formal objectives with actual practices.

Data analysis was conducted concurrently with data collection using reflective thematic analysis. Initial meaning units were identified and
coded. Related codes were grouped into conceptual categories and then organized into broader themes. Coding combined inductive
attention to participants’ experiences with deductive interpretation based on concepts of hidden curriculum, moral philosophy,
embodiment, power, fairness, and moral cognition. Constant comparison was used across participant groups, school types, genders, and
activity contexts. Credibility was enhanced through data triangulation, participant checking, prolonged engagement, peer review of

selected coding procedures, and maintenance of an audit trail.
Findings

Analysis resulted in four main themes, 13 subthemes, and 52 initial concepts. The four main themes were: the moral value system of
school sports activities; the bodily and motor representation of morality; hidden mechanisms of power, justice, and participation; and the

moral—cognitive consequences of SpOl‘tS experiences.

The first theme showed that sports activities were governed by an implicit moral value system that determined which behaviors received

or punishment. In some schools, victory, speed, strength, and technical ability were valued more highly than

attention, praise, tolera
i d individual improvement. Skilled students frequently received more playing time, leadership
contrast, when teachers explicitly recognized effort, fair play, mutual support, and participation,

eration, and willingness to include less-skilled peers.

ed the representa ity through bodily and motor behavior. Self-restraint was visible when students

of physical contact, contro topped in dangerous situations, and avoided retaliation. Respect was

appropriate physical distance, assistanc 1 fallen peers, non-humiliating contact, and acceptance of bodily

- Fairness appeared when students admitted mistakes, ball, accepted refereeing decisions, and avoided cheating
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despite opportunities to gain an advantage. Cooperation was represented through passing, movement coordination, adjustment to
teammates’ abilities, and support for weaker participants. Conversely, ball monopolization, intentional collision, physical intimidation,

and exclusion reflected dominance and the unethical use of bodily power.

The third theme revealed hidden mechanisms of power, justice, and participation. Team selection by highly skilled students often
produced visible hierarchies in which popular, athletic, and physically powerful students were selected first, while shy, overweight, or
less-skilled students were selected last or excluded. Unequal playing time further reinforced initial differences because highly skilled
students received more practice, feedback, and opportunities for improvement. Unequal access to equipment and repeated assignment
of leadership, refereeing, and decision-making roles to the same students also limited the development of autonomy and responsibility
among marginalized students. Gendered expectations were also observed in relation to aggression, courage, intensity, bodily control,

and acceptable forms of competition.

The fourth theme concerned moral-cognitive outcomes. Repeated experiences of fairness, respect, shared responsibility, and meaningful
participation were associated with stronger moral reasoning, recognition of others’ rights, self-regulation, responsibility, and positive
moral identity. In contrast, repeated exposure to exclusion, humiliation, unequal opportunity, and excessive emphasis on winning
contributed to superficial rule-following, reduced belonging, increased aggression, and dependence on external supervision. Findings also
showed that moral-cognitive development was deeper when bodily experience was followed by discussion and reflection. Students who
were encouraged to explain the reasons for rules, analyze conflict, and consider the consequences of cheating or exclusion demonstrated

more complex moral judgments.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that the hidden curriculum of school sports operates through an interconnected system rather than through
isolated behaviors. Institutional policies shape teachers’ decisions; teachers structure peer interaction; peer culture gives meaning to
bodily conduct; and repeated experiences influence students” moral-cognitive development. Sports activities therefore function as morally
charged environments in which students learn not only how to move and compete, but also how power is distributed, whose rights

matter, what kinds of behavior are rewarded, and whether fairness can be sacrificed for success.

A central conclusion of the study is that sports are not inherently character-building. The same activity may promote cooperation and
¥ P y g y may p P

justice in one setting while reinforcing domination and exclusion in another. The decisive factor is the moral organization of the activity.

When participation is equitable, rules are consistently enforced, students are protected from humiliation, and effort is valued alongside

performance, school sports can become an authentic setting for moral learning. When competition is organized around status, selection,

and victory at any cost, the hidden curriculum may contradict the official educational mission of the school.

The study also confirms that motor behavior should be interpreted as a form of moral expression. Ethical development in sports is not
limited to verbal knowledge of values. It is manifested in the body through restraint, respect, controlled contact, assistance, endurance,
cooperation, and acceptance of consequences. This embodied dimension explains why physical education has distinctive moral potential.
Students encounter immediate situations in which moral judgment must be translated into action, often under emotional pressure and

without sufficient time for extended deliberation.

Another important conclusion is that justice in school sports extends beyond equal rules. It includes equal access to time, equipment,
attention, responsibility, leadership, and meaningful participation. Formal equality may coexist with structural exclusion when low-
skilled students repeatedly receive fewer opportunities. Therefore, evaluation of physical education programs should include indicators

of inclusion, role distribution, individual progress, peer support, and student dignity in addition to physical performance.

The findings further suggest that moral development is strengthened when action is combined with reflection. Participation in sports
alone does not ensure internalization of values. Students need opportunities to discuss why rules matter, how actions affect others, and
what distinguishes legitimate competition from harmful domination. Brief reflective conversations following conflict, cheating, exclusion,

or disagreement can transform a bodily event into a moral learning experience.

Overall, the hidden curriculum of school sports can either support or undermine students’ moral-cognitive development. Its educational
direction depends on institutional priorities, teacher practices, peer culture, the distribution of opportunities, and students’ interpretation
of experience. A morally responsive sports curriculum should therefore align formal goals with actual practices, value participation and
progress alongside achievement, distribute roles and resources fairly, avoid humiliation and stereotyping, and deliberately integrate

embodied experience with moral reflection.
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