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Abstract 
 

Many countries require physical education as a mandatory subject in their school curriculum. The 
educational value of physical activity is often overlooked. To expand the scope of pedagogy beyond 
knowledge acquisition, alternative research methods may be necessary. Rather than solely measuring 
human behavior, research should focus on understanding the meaning of behavior to participants 
and how that meaning is formed. Different conceptual approaches to pedagogy will require different 
research methods. The way in which undergraduate students in human movement learn about re-
search, including sport and exercise pedagogy research, historical research, or research in the biophysical 
sub-disciplines, will be crucial in fostering interest in pursuing graduate studies. Poorly designed and 
instructed research methods courses can be particularly discouraging for those who have an interest 
in research.  
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Molti paesi includono l'educazione fisica come materia obbligatoria nel curriculum scolastico, 
ma l'importanza educativa dell'attività fisica è spesso sottovalutata. Per ampliare la nozione di 
pedagogia come acquisizione di conoscenze, potrebbero essere necessari metodi di ricerca alter-
nativi. Invece di limitarsi alla misurazione del comportamento umano, come quello dell'inseg-
nante o dello studente, la ricerca dovrebbe concentrarsi sulla comprensione del significato del 
comportamento per i partecipanti e su come tale significato si forma. Il modo in cui gli studenti 
universitari del campo del movimento umano apprendono la ricerca, come la ricerca sulla ped-
agogia dello sport e dell'esercizio fisico, la ricerca storica o la ricerca nelle discipline biofisiche, 
gioca un ruolo critico nello stimolare l'interesse a proseguire gli studi post-laurea. 
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1. Introduction 
 

The pedagogical reinterpretation of the role that motor activities play in formal or informal learning con-
texts has been prompted by a significant and marked reduction in their educational significance at all 
levels (Chow et al., 2021, 2023). It has continuously observed topics that should primarily be the subject 
of educational discussion being translated into treatises on physical training programming, analysis of the 
causes, modalities, and forms of human movement, energy expenditure, or the effects of exercise on phy-
sical health (Melanson et al., 2017; Fedewa et al., 2017). 

In this context, the body, for example, is considered as a thing among things in the world, becoming 
an object that must be kept healthy through a mechanical and repetitive practice in which motivations, 
responses to why, and values are referred to different domains (Neville, 2013; Casolo, Vago, 2019; Polenghi 
et al., 2022). Even the scientific literature of reference has focused almost exclusively on empirical research 
related to the maturation and control of learning processes, performance and (quantitative) evaluation of 
motor skills, abilities, and competencies (Malambo et al., 2022; Barnet et al., 2022). 

Pedagogy is a realm of scholarly inquiry devoted to the sphere of education and instruction. This di-
scipline is profoundly engaged in elucidating the processes of human learning and how the art of teaching 
may ameliorate this very process. Pedagogy involves the meticulous scrutiny of various methods and ap-
proaches to instruction, the efficacy of these methodologies, and the means by which they may be refined. 
Furthermore, pedagogy delves into the ethical and philosophical quandaries tethered to the realm of edu-
cation and instruction (Solmon, 2021; Tinning, 2010). 

The pedagogy of sports, or sport pedagogy, constitutes a specialized subdomain of pedagogy that directs 
its focus towards the domains of teaching and learning within the athletic arena. This domain of study 
diligently investigates the modus operandi by which coaches, physical education instructors, and other 
sports professionals may expedite the acquisition of knowledge and the development of athletes. The pe-
dagogy of sports encompasses the analysis of how athletes acquire novel skills, how coaches can expedite 
this process, and how the learning environment can be optimized to foster athletic development. Moreover, 
the pedagogy of sports examines the ethical and societal concerns associated with instruction and learning 
within the realm of sports. 

The pedagogy of sports is a multidimensional field of inquiry that necessitates a profound compre-
hension of learning theories, teaching techniques, sports psychology, and allied disciplines. This sphere of 
study is steadfast in its dedication to crafting an effective milieu for athlete learning, developing efficacious 
training regimens, and appraising and enhancing athlete performance. 

In the field of education and kinesiology, the terms «pedagogy» and «instruction» are often used inter-
changeably, causing conceptual confusion. However, the distinction between these two terms is not strai-
ghtforward. Didactics, a term associated with teaching and the efficient transmission of knowledge, was 
the focus of educational research in the United States until the 1960s. With the rise of behavioral science, 
didactics became associated more with the science of teaching. Recently, pedagogy has emerged as a distinct 
process rather than a technique, separating itself from didactics (Cereda, 2023, p. 55). In the European 
kinesiology context, Herbert Haag (2005), a German sport pedagogue, argued that sport didactics is es-
sentially synonymous with sport instruction and encompasses all factors important for optimal teaching 
and learning processes (p. 47). This quotation highlights the overlap between the terms didactics, instruc-
tion, teaching, and pedagogy. 

If one seeks a precise and practical definition of pedagogy, the Oxford English Dictionary (Simpson & 
Weiner, 1989) provides «the art or science of teaching» (p. 418), while Encarta World English Dictionary 
(1999) offers similar connotations. Additionally, there are related terms that are frequently used in edu-
cational contexts, such as didactics and teaching. Didactics is a formal term that refers to «the science or 
profession of teaching» and is typically used in the singular form. On the other hand, teaching is a broader 
term that encompasses both the profession and practice of being a teacher, as well as the material that is 
taught, such as a point of doctrine. Finally, instruction is a term that pertains to the teaching of a specific 
subject or skill, as well as the process and profession of teaching itself. 

The educational significance of physical activity and the objectives it should embody in promoting an 
individual’s gradual self-determination and accountability are too often ignored. Moreover, the meanings 
of «Physical Activity,» «Physical Education,» «Sport,» and «Exercise» are often muddled, revealing the in-
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sufficiency of the theoretical framework in this field of research and knowledge, commonly referred to as 
«Motor Sciences» (Caspersen et al., 1985; Howley, 2001; Lipoma, 2014, Dasso, 2019). The absence of 
clear-cut definitions results in overlapping semantics, which, in addition to highlighting the dearth of spe-
cific concepts and areas of research in movement education, inevitably affect the quality of educational 
practice (Donnelly et al., 2016; Petrigna et al., 2022). 

One of the main issues addressed was the definition of the concept upon which to construct a research 
trajectory on the pedagogical ontologies of the didactics of motor activities and to formulate a hierarchical 
map of the knowledge associated with it (Gråstén, Watt, 2017; Tinning, 2012a; Wang, Chen, 2020) 

To clarify definitions, national and international literature was analyzed. Italian definitions were found 
to be broad and inclusive, while international ones emphasized the medical specialization of Exercise 
Science and its goals of maintaining health and treating problems. Physical Activity (PA) and Exercise 
were understood as planned bodily movements (Cereda, 2013), and Sport Science focused on enhancing 
athletic performance through physical training (Barlett, Drust, 2021). 

 
 

2. Physical Education and Educazione Fisica 
 

Many countries around the world include physical education (PE) as a compulsory subject in their school 
curriculum. Although there are regional and national differences in terms of time allocation, core content, 
and resources, PE typically covers physical activity (PA), sports and movement education, as well as health 
and lifestyle topics (Hardman et al., 2013). The educational benefits attributed to PE encompass not only 
physical domains but also cognitive, social, and affective domains (Bailey et al., 2009). The PE classroom 
usually involves PA, and the activities performed may promote learning of movement capability, as well 
as encourage lifelong PA and healthy lifestyle choices (Hollis et al., 2016; Hollis et al., 2017; McKenzie 
& Lounsbery, 2014; Sallis et al., 2012;). 

Moreover, PE provides opportunities for positive social interactions and cooperation (Bailey et al., 
2009; Beni et al., 2017; Opstoel et al., 2020). 

Despite the potential educational benefits, contemporary physical education (PE) is facing several cri-
tical issues, according to research. For instance, the PE curriculum based on multiple activities has been 
criticised for following a conventional sports logic that legitimises a narrow set of sport-related activities 
(Nabaskues-Lasheras et al., 2020; Tinning, 2012b), leading to some studies indicating that PE is seen 
more as a recreational activity than an environment for learning (Larson, Karlefors, 2015). Additionally, 
some PE teachers and pupils appear unaware of their respective roles and expectations (Redelius et al., 
2015; Lundvall, Meckbach, 2008). Furthermore, the significance of the multi-activity-based curriculum 
has been called into question, as it has limited relevance for pupils beyond PE (Penney, Jess, 2004; Ennis, 
2015). Consequently, some researchers have highlighted the necessity for PE teachers to be innovative in 
their approach to the curriculum, designing open tasks that can lead to a wide range of educational out-
comes (Ennis, 2015). 

In addition, although health and lifestyle topics are typically part of the Physical Education curriculum, 
it is unclear how health is defined and contextualized in this subject area (Mong, Standal, 2019; Pühse et 
al., 2011). The biomedical perspective dominates the understanding of health in PE, which ignores social 
and cultural aspects as well as alternative (salutogenic) perspectives of health (Mong, Standal, 2019; Taylor 
et al., 2016). Despite the growing research on environmental exposures and their positive effects on human 
health, environmental health remains a neglected topic in PE and is under-researched (Taylor et al., 2016; 
Taylor et al., 2019; Johansson et al., 2019). From a pedagogical standpoint, the biomedical perspective 
focuses mainly on physical activity for health, which implies that increased physical activity equates to 
better health, suggesting that PE should provide opportunities for students to participate in physical ac-
tivity. 

Despite ongoing debates on some issues in physical education (PE) over the course of several decades, 
it appears that PE has remained resistant to change over time, as noted by Tinning (2012b) and Kirk 
(2009). There are likely various factors contributing to this resistance, including the extensive experience 
that pre-service PE teachers tend to have in physical activity (PA) and sports, as highlighted by Ferry 
(2018) and Larsson (2010). Additionally, the challenges facing modern-day PE may reflect inadequacies 
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in the education of PE teachers (PETE). Research suggests that PETE may have limited effectiveness in 
altering pre-service PE teachers’ perceptions and beliefs about PE, as discussed by Richards et al. (2014). 

It’s possible to argue that Physical Education and Educazione Fisica in Italy require a separate discussion. 
Physical Education encompasses the learning of movement throughout the entire life cycle (Trudeau & 
Shepard, 2008; Piggin, 2020), whereas Educazione Fisica is limited to the school discipline regulated by 
specific National Guidelines (Colella, 2018; Lipoma, 2014). 

Other significant aspects emerge from a critical review of the changes made in Italian legislation con-
cerning the programmatic guidelines for motor education in early childhood and primary school from 
the 1980s to the present day (Vicini, 2017). Despite various legislative interventions aimed at early chil-
dhood and primary education, a unique and stable denomination for motor activities has not been iden-
tified. Therefore, it can be concluded that the meaning of the concept of motor activity in an educational 
context, or preferably, motor education, is still being defined considering the evolutions/regressions of the 
past few decades. Additionally, it is equally evident that terminological confusion reflects a deeper confusion 
that inevitably affects the curriculum’s content. 

The term educazione motoria (EM) could be the most appropriate to summarize the educational signi-
ficance of physical activity and the contribution it makes to an individual’s overall education. It refers to 
a set of intentional or implicit processes that support personal growth and enhance the learning of specific 
skills and competencies related to human movement. EM encompasses physical, intellectual, cognitive, 
emotional, motivational, and socio-relational dimensions. Its aims are to promote awareness of the meaning 
and value of bodily movement, develop responsible autonomy and encourage free expression of personality, 
with the goal of adopting a healthy lifestyle (Lipoma, 2014, p. 198). 

 
 

3. Evidence based pedagogy? 
 

The human movement profession centers around physical activity in all its various forms. Within univer-
sities, various disciplines focus on different aspects of physical activity. Sport sociologists examine both 
the structural and agentic factors influencing participation in physical activity. Exercise scientists focus on 
the biophysical responses to and mechanisms supporting performance in physical activity. Physical activity 
and health specialists investigate the epidemiological evidence surrounding activity, morbidity, and mor-
tality in populations and conduct intervention studies to measure the effects of physical activity on various 
health parameters. Sport psychologists analyze individual motivation for and participation in physical ac-
tivity. Sport historians study the historical origins and significance of physical activity in different cultures. 
Finally, sport pedagogy specialists should focus on the pedagogical processes involved in teaching physical 
activity. 

Teachers, coaches, and instructors in schools, sports clubs, health clubs, and dance studios typically 
assist their students in performing physical activities. While some may incorporate findings from their 
university colleagues to inform their pedagogical practices, others rely on tradition rather than research. 
When discussing pedagogy and human movement, it is reasonable to assume that physical activity requires 
engagement with the body, and therefore, a pedagogy for physical activity must also embody a pedagogy 
for the body. This bodily engagement can also have implications for one’s health, as individuals who engage 
in activities such as dance lessons not only learn how to perform the dance but also acquire knowledge 
about their own bodies and health. 

To achieve this objective, it is essential to direct attention to the ways in which knowledge related to 
physical activity, the body, and health (both practical and theoretical) is created and propagated within 
the realm of Health and Medical Sciences (HMS). It may be beneficial to examine pedagogies for physical 
activity, the body, and health separately, although in practice, pedagogical approaches often intersect across 
these categories. The boundaries between these categories may be blurry, especially in discussions regarding 
the body and health, which is frequently observed in the literature. 

The quality of pedagogical research has been a long-standing concern for both Italy and the interna-
tional community. As a result, the principle of Evidence-Based Education (EBE) has emerged as an alter-
native to traditional research that challenges the guidelines of validation based on internal criteria from 
various investigative approaches. EBE proposes external validation criteria based on the social and econo-
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mic impact of educational capital production. EBE not only guides researchers towards Evidence-Based 
Research (EBR), which often leads to Evidence-Based Practice, but is also believed to directly impact 
Anglo-American educational policy choices (Evidence-Based Policy) (Viganò, 2016). 

Evidence-based education is an approach to teaching and learning that emphasizes the use of research 
evidence to inform educational practice (Slavin, Cheung, Zhuang, 2021). It involves the integration of 
the best available research evidence with the professional expertise of educators and the values and prefe-
rences of students and families (Parrish, 2018). Evidence-based education is based on the idea that edu-
cational practices should be grounded in empirical evidence, rather than tradition, intuition, or ideology 
(Turvey, 2018). 

The following are some key features of evidence-based education. 
 
Research evidence: Evidence-based education involves the use of research evidence to inform educa-–
tional practice. This includes both quantitative and qualitative research, as well as evidence from prac-
tice-based sources such as teacher experience and student feedback (Slavin, Cheung, Zhuang , 2021). 
Professional expertise: Evidence-based education recognizes the importance of professional expertise –
in educational decision-making. Educators are encouraged to use their professional judgment and ex-
perience to interpret and apply research evidence in their specific contexts (Parrish, 2018). 
Student and family values and preferences: Evidence-based education recognizes that students and fa-–
milies have unique values and preferences that should be taken into account when making educational 
decisions. This includes factors such as cultural background, learning style, and personal interests (Par-
rish, 2018). 
Continuous improvement: Evidence-based education involves a commitment to continuous improve-–
ment. Educators are encouraged to regularly evaluate the effectiveness of their practices and make ad-
justments based on new evidence and feedback (Slavin, Cheung, Zhuang, 2021). 
 
Overall, evidence-based education is an approach to teaching and learning that emphasizes the use of 

research evidence to inform educational practice, while also recognizing the importance of professional 
expertise and the values and preferences of students and families. 

The goals that drive the supporters of EBE are highly interconnected and align with the validation cri-
teria as follows (Biesta, 2014; Calvani, Menichetti, 2013; Trinchero, 2019): 

 
establish educational policies and practices based on research outcomes; –
enhance the scientific quality of educational research, particularly its ability to provide causal evidence –
of the effects of educational activities; 
give priority to methodologies that respond to these objectives, particularly experimental or empirical –
methods; 
offer systematic and public evaluations of conducted research to facilitate the dissemination and meta-–
analysis of the findings. 
 
Pedagogical research has received many criticisms against the EBE protocol, especially for its quantita-

tive-empirical methodological components taken from natural and medical sciences. Conversely, propo-
nents of alternative research methodologies highlight the limitations of the educational research systems 
that have been given priority so far. These limitations include (O’Connor, 2022; Rogers, 2021; Whitty, 
2006): 

 
research works that deal with the same topic but ignore each other, resulting in partial conclusions that –
lack cumulative character; 
research that often resembles political-ideological professions of faith; –
procedures that are confused and unclear, both in identifying research focuses and protocols; –
methodologies that privilege qualitative aspects of research to the detriment of rigorous empirical foun-–
dations, and studies that are not widely disseminated, little known even to researchers themselves, and 
not very productive. 
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In Italy, it seems that these issues and their implications for the development and fundraising policies 
of pedagogical research are not widely debated (Viganò, 2016). 

To choose a pedagogy based on research evidence that works, the chance must be considered (Trinchero, 
2019). Firstly, it is necessary to go back to the question of what the intent of the pedagogy is. If the aim 
is to determine which pedagogical strategy to use to teach a basketball shot, specific research focused on 
that skill might be found. However, in the absence of a particular study that used the same type of class 
(same age, same skill level, same sex, same age, etc.), it would be necessary to «go generic». This entails 
considering the results of research into the teaching of motor skills in general and then making some ge-
neralizations to the particular context. 

Evidence-based medicine is different from teaching physical activity and motor skills. Exercise physio-
logy research cannot provide the exact or best dose of exercise for a particular school-age child to achieve 
specific health benefits. The science is not definitive. The same applies to motor skills. Teachers or coaches 
usually work with a group or an entire class, and the available research offers some generalizations that 
may work for most of the group/class. However, if the aim is to teach a positive attitude towards physical 
activity, a disposition for a lifetime of participation, the relevant pedagogy research needs to be identified. 

There is plenty of research that demonstrates that many children are turned off physical education and 
sports due to their experiences in PE and sports classes (Kliziene et al., 2021; Martins et al., 2020; Martins 
et al., 2022). It is possible to generalize that certain active mesomorphs are easier to engage, and objectives 
are more likely to be achieved with them than with some others in the class. Placek and Locke (1986) ar-
gued almost 40 years ago that despite the developments and proliferation of research on teaching physical 
education from the mid-1960s, most physical educators working in school settings, continue to teach 
much as they always have, quite untouched by research findings. It is that fact that lends the cautious tone 
to any contemplation of pedagogical knowledge in physical education. 

It was claimed by Lawson (1990) that although a great deal of information had been gathered on PE 
pedagogy through decades of research on teaching PE, there was less useful knowledge. It raises the que-
stion of what the judgment would be today after another 30 years of research in pedagogy. Kirk (1989) 
argued that the way in which the research was conceived and conducted contributed to the limited impact 
of research into PE teaching on curriculum practice. He identified this as part of the perceived theory-
practice gap that researchers from universities often lament. According to Kirk (1989), part of the problem 
was the dominance of an orthodoxy that favored natural science research methods, resulting in theory 
[being] often treated with indifference, even held in contempt, by many educational practitioners. 

According to Macdonald (2007), accepting scientific evidence as the «gold standard» for evidence-
based practice without question would be short-sighted since much cannot be understood through a te-
chnical, positivistic logic. Macdonald acknowledges that although the «gold standard» might sometimes 
be unreliable, it is unwise to dismiss quantitative evidence outright. Luke’s observation (2002) that quan-
titative educational research is not antithetical to social justice, nor is qualitative research necessarily em-
powering, transformative, and progressive is also cited. 

According to Montalbetti (2020), reflection on empirical research training has been situated within 
the theoretical and conceptual framework of research as a crucial component of professionalism and tea-
ching practice that intersects the realms of thinking and action. 

However, it must be understood that policy makers and bureaucrats are only interested in evidence re-
presented by the voice of logos. Therefore, presenting a wonderful case study or autoethnography to policy 
makers and expecting it to influence policy would be futile. 

 
 

4. The role of research instruction 
 

Several significant issues are faced by research in sport pedagogy and in the pedagogy of human movement 
science (HMS) itself. The first issue pertains to the training of future pedagogy researchers, and the second 
issue pertains to the increasingly competitive academic environment. Regarding training, it is necessary 
to determine what research methods should be taught to graduate students. Should they be competent in 
quantitative methods, qualitative methods, or poststructural methods? Should they possess a working kno-
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wledge of phenomenology, critical theory, postcolonialism, behavior analysis, and life history? Should they 
know some Foucault, Bourdieu, Bernstein? How about Piaget, Vygotsky, Lave, and Wenger? 

Various forms of research training are offered as part of graduate education (Pearce, 2014; Lewthwaite, 
Nind, 2016; Nind, Lewthwaite, 2018; Viganò, 2016), and acknowledging this fact, Silverman and Keating 
(2002) conducted a descriptive analysis of introductory graduate research methods classes in departments 
of kinesiology and physical education (PE) in the United States. The study found that introductory courses 
could only provide a superficial level of understanding and competence in these objectives, and more spe-
cialized courses may be required. In terms of curriculum emphasis, the study found that quantitative 
design and analysis topics were given more emphasis than qualitative design and analysis topics, and al-
ternative research methodologies were not quickly incorporated into the research methods curriculum. 

Achieving comprehensive coverage of the breadth and variety of research methods and issues would 
pose a challenge in an introductory level course. The type of research training necessary for graduate stu-
dents would be influenced by the definition of pedagogy. If pedagogy is considered the science of teaching, 
it would presumably require research traditions of the sciences. However, since science encompasses a 
wide range of research methods and designs, it is unclear which sciences should be considered, as the na-
tural sciences, hypothetico-deductive science, or the behavioral sciences (Pratt et al., 2019). These distin-
ctions are not trivial. For example, while earth sciences such as geology and archaeology do not typically 
employ experimental methods with control and experimental groups, as it is difficult to step in in the for-
mation of an igneous rock formation, psychological sciences utilize extensive psychometric measures and 
statistical analysis to examine their results. 

In their scientific work, behaviour analysts employ single-case designs, observation, and recording of 
human behaviour as data, rather than relying on psychometric measures such as pencil and paper tests, 
and use graphical analysis techniques instead of statistical ones. These differences are rooted in epistemo-
logical distinctions between measures used in the natural sciences and those used in the psychological 
sciences (Viganò, 2010, 2019). The question arises whether students should be introduced to such di-
stinctions early in their training. From this perspective, they should. However, if the notion of pedagogy 
is considered more broadly as the of acquiring knowledge, alternative research methods may be process 
required (Montalbetti, 2020). 

For instance, cultural studies, feminist research, and poststructuralist analysis may prove useful. In such 
research, the focus is not on measuring human behavior (e.g., teacher and pupil behaviors), but on at-
tempting to elicit the meaning of behavior to the participants themselves and to comprehend how that 
meaning is possible (i.e., under what conditions certain meanings may be entertained). It is unquestionable 
that diverse conceptual approaches to pedagogy will necessitate different paradigmatic research methods. 

The way undergraduate students in the field of HM learn about research, such as for sport and exercise 
pedagogy research, historical research, or research in the biophysical sub-disciplines, will play a critical 
role in stimulating interest in pursuing graduate (postgraduate) study. A poorly designed and instructed 
research methods course can be particularly discouraging for those who wish to develop an interest in re-
search. 
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