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Abstract

This study aimed to explore the lived experiences of stakeholders in
educational sports regarding the formation of environmental
behaviors, addressing an existing knowledge gap in this area. A
qualitative research design with an interpretative phenomenological
approach was employed. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 25 purposefully selected participants, including
physical education teachers, coaches, students, parents, and
educational sports officials. The data analysis followed a five-step
interpretative ~ phenomenological method. To  ensure the
trustworthiness of the results, techniques such as data triangulation,
peer debriefing, and member checking were utilized. The findings
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revealed that educational sports can play a significant role in
promoting environmental responsibility by enhancing environmental
awareness, shifting attitudes, and fostering sustainable behaviors. The
analysis led to the identification of four main themes: awareness of the
environmental role of educational sports, the impact of educational
sports on environmental behavior, implementation challenges in
integrating environmental education with educational sports, and
strategies for improving environmentally focused sports programs.
The study concluded that educational sports possess high potential for
teaching environmental skills and promoting sustainable behavioral
change. However, achieving this goal requires policy support,
structural reforms, and broader training for teachers and coaches. By
providing empirical evidence, this research highlights the importance
of integrating environmental education into sports programming and
offers practical recommendations for its development. The findings
can serve as a foundation for educational planning in schools and
universities and support policymakers, coaches, and education
managers in designing more effective programs.

Introduction

Educational sports serve not only as a means of improving physical
health but also as influential tools for social, ethical, and
environmental education. In the face of intensifying global
environmental issues such as climate change, biodiversity loss, and
pollution, there is a growing recognition that all educational
domains—including physical education—must contribute to fostering
environmental responsibility. Although numerous studies have
examined environmental education in formal science curricula, few
have focused on the role of structured educational sports programs in
shaping environmentally responsible behaviors. Given that sports
involve experiential, collaborative, and outdoor activities, they offer
an ideal setting for promoting environmental awareness and behavior
change among young people.

In this context, the present study aims to explore the lived
experiences of stakeholders involved in educational sports—including
teachers, students, coaches, parents, and policymakers—in fostering
environmental responsibility. Through a qualitative phenomenological
lens, this study investigates how structured physical education
programs contribute to the formation of environmental attitudes,
behaviors, and habits among students and how these experiences
influence the broader educational and familial ecosystem.

This study sought to answer the following core research questions:
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1. How do stakeholders involved in educational sports perceive
the role of these programs in promoting environmental
awareness and behavior?

2. What are the main challenges and barriers to integrating
environmental education into educational sports?

3. What strategies and practical suggestions can enhance the
effectiveness of environmentally-focused sports programs in
schools and universities?

Methods

This study employed a qualitative research design grounded in
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to explore the lived
experiences of 25 participants purposefully selected from different
stakeholder groups within Iran’s educational sports system. These
participants included physical education teachers, students, parents,
university sports instructors, and educational sports policymakers
from the Ministries of Education and Science.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews conducted
individually in calm, private settings between March 2024 and
January 2025. Each interview lasted between 35 and 50 minutes. The
interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and coded
thematically. Analysis followed the five-step IPA framework
proposed by Crist and Tanner (2003):

1. Identification of key questions and concerns

2. Recognition of central themes and exemplary cases

3. Clarification of shared meanings

4. Synthesis of final interpretations

5. Presentation of interpretative findings

To ensure trustworthiness and rigor, Yardley’s (2000) four quality
principles were followed: sensitivity to context, commitment and
rigor, transparency and coherence, and impact and importance.
Additional techniques such as peer debriefing, member checking, and
data triangulation were applied.

Results

The analysis of the interview data led to the identification of four
major themes, each representing a distinct yet interconnected
dimension of the participants' lived experiences with educational
sports and their role in promoting environmental responsibility.

1. Awareness of the Role of Educational Sports in the
Environment

Participants’ awareness of the environmental dimensions of
educational sports developed gradually over time. Initially, many of
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them expressed a limited understanding of how sports could relate to
environmental education. They viewed physical activity primarily
through the lens of health, competition, or recreation. However,
through repeated engagement with specially designed programs that
incorporated environmental elements—such as clean-up campaigns or
waste-sorting drills—this perception began to evolve. Participants
began to recognize that educational sports could serve as effective
platforms for raising awareness about environmental issues. Students,
for example, described how they came to understand environmental
consequences after their coaches introduced sustainability practices
into sports activities. This growing awareness was often sparked by
experiential learning and was reinforced through collaboration with
peers and reflection on direct engagement with nature. Over time,
participants came to rationalize and articulate how sports can
influence environmental values, acknowledging the potential of
physical education to shape more than just bodies—it could also shape
minds and behaviors in relation to sustainability.

2. Impact of Educational Sports on Environmental Behavior

As their awareness deepened, many participants reported noticeable
changes in their environmental attitudes and everyday practices.
Educational sports, they noted, not only raised consciousness but also
actively promoted respectful and responsible interactions with the
natural environment. Teachers observed that students began
expressing care and concern for ecological issues, often initiating
projects such as campus cleanups or campaigns for waste reduction.
Parents shared that their children became advocates for environmental
practices at home, urging family members to recycle or conserve
energy and water. These behaviors extended beyond temporary
enthusiasm; in many cases, they became ingrained habits. Participants
noted that educational sports instilled a sense of agency and
responsibility, encouraging students to act not just as learners, but as
environmental stewards. These long-term behavioral shifts, according
to the participants, were the result of repeated exposure to
environmental values embedded in enjoyable, collaborative sports
activities. As such, educational sports created a unique space where
abstract environmental ideals could be transformed into tangible, lived
behaviors that persisted both in school and at home.

3. Barriers and Challenges

Despite these positive impacts, participants identified several
obstacles that hindered the full integration of environmental education
into sports programs. A recurring challenge was the lack of adequate
funding and infrastructure. Schools and universities often lacked the
basic equipment necessary for environmental programming, such as
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recycling bins, environmentally-friendly sports gear, or dedicated
green spaces. This scarcity limited the scope and depth of the
interventions, especially in less privileged institutions. Another critical
issue was the insufficient environmental literacy among physical
education teachers and university instructors. Many educators lacked
the training or confidence to incorporate sustainability themes into
their existing curricula. Furthermore, systemic resistance to
innovation—both at the institutional and cultural levels—posed
significant barriers. Participants described a lack of coordination
among schools, ministries, and families, and a general hesitation to
adopt new, interdisciplinary approaches to sports education. The
absence of continuity was also highlighted. In many cases, programs
were implemented sporadically without long-term planning, follow-
up, or evaluation. As a result, any gains made through these initiatives
risked being short-lived, failing to produce sustained behavioral or
attitudinal change.

4. Suggestions for Improvement

In response to these challenges, participants offered a range of
practical and creative suggestions aimed at enhancing the
effectiveness of environmentally-focused educational sports. They
emphasized the importance of designing engaging, hands-on activities
that integrate environmental messages with physical movement.
Examples included organizing thematic sports tournaments centered
around sustainability, conducting community clean-up runs, or
incorporating recycling tasks into relay races. Participants stressed
that such programs needed to be enjoyable in order to be effective,
particularly for younger students. Alongside program design, the need
for infrastructure investm ent was repeatedly mentioned. Schools and
universities, they argued, must be equipped with the tools necessary to
support environmental learning—be it through facilities, materials, or
digital resources. Equally crucial was the provision of ongoing
training for educators. Teachers, coaches, and policymakers must be
empowered with the knowledge and pedagogical tools to teach
environmental content confidently and effectively. Finally,
participants highlighted the importance of fostering collaboration
between schools, families, and local communities. They believed that
behavioral change would be more sustainable if it was reinforced
across these interconnected domains, with educational sports serving
as a unifying platform. Collectively, these recommendations
underscore the belief that while educational sports have the potential
to promote environmental responsibility, realizing that potential
depends on deliberate planning, investment, and community
engagement.
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Conclusion
This study provides compelling empirical evidence that educational
sports, when deliberately designed with environmental goals in mind,
can foster sustainable behavior change among young people.
Educational sports promote experiential and value-based learning that
resonates with students more deeply than classroom instruction alone.

However, realizing this potential requires a multi-pronged
approach, including:

e Policymaker engagement

e Curriculum reform

e Professional development for educators

e Stronger alignment between educational and environmental

sectors

The insights presented in this study have significant implications
for curriculum developers, school administrators, and environmental
education advocates. They also contribute to ongoing discussions
about the intersection of physical education and sustainable
development goals (SDGs).
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