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ABSTRACT

Background. The paper strives to answer the question what is optimism expression for middle school age
students in physical education classes. The following hypothesis was tested: optimism expression of boys would
be higher than those of girls. The aim of our study was to examine the optimism expression for middle school age
students in physical education classes.

Methods. The independent random sample consisted of 214 students of middle school age (108 girls and 106
boys). According to the attendance of physical education classes respondents by were divided into two groups: those
who did not attend physical education classes for one month or more were assigned to the group of students not
attending physical education classes, and others — the group of students attending physical education classes. The
measure of optimism expression was evaluated using Dember’s Optimism/Pessimism Scale.

Results. The hypothesis that optimism expression of boys would be higher than that of girls was confirmed. The
comparison of optimism expression between boys and girls revealed that optimism expression for boys of middle
school age was higher (p < .05) than that of girls. The comparison of optimism expression among students attending
and not attending physical education classes revealed that middle school age students (boys, girls) attending physical

education classes were more optimistic (p < .05).

Conclusions. It was found that the optimism of middle school age boys was higher in physical education classes
comparing them to girls of the same age, and middle school age students (boys and girls) who attended physical

education classes were more optimistic.

Keywords: physical education classes, the optimism expression, middle school age.

INTRODUCTION

cientific studies carried out over the past

decade on the behaviour, lifestyle and health

of students in Lithuania have shown that
mental health of school age children has a tendency
to become worse in recent years (Petrauskiené &
of Lithuania and other European countries, it was
observed that mental health condition of Lithuanian
students was unsatisfactory. Our country’s children
and teenagers are diagnosed with a lot of mental
health disorder symptoms: the feeling of loneliness,
stress, depression and suicidal thoughts. Lithuania
is listed among countries where students do not feel

safe at schools and are not happy when thinking
about their current life. The suicide risk indicators
of youth in Lithuania are very high and are still
increasing, therefore this problem must be solved
immediately and comprehensively (Zaborskis,
2001).

Physical activity positively affects mental
health. Regular physical activities decrease cases
of household and professional problems, as well
as stress. Everyday problems can be managed
more calmly when a person is in a good physical
condition and is feeling great. Physical activity
can be an excellent measure for temporarily relief
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of stress, improvement of the feeling of wellbeing
making task planning easier and preventing the
spread of fear and depression. Physical activity is a
good distraction from everyday problems, and this
helps overcome stressors (Poderys, 2000).

Studies confirm (Masiulis, 2006; Treben,
2006) that physical activity has a positive effect on
emotions. Even a ten minute walk evokes optimism,
the feeling of happiness, makes personal problems
easier to solve and improves physical wellbeing
(Thayer, 1987).

Optimism is a tendency to notice the positive
sides of life and to positively assess reality (Keinys,
2003). In this article optimism is equated to
positive self-esteem, positive emotions and lack of
emotional problems.

Optimism provides self-confidence, strength
and determines a positive attitude towards the
environment, one’s problems and the future
(Chang & Sanna, 2001). Optimists have more
control over various situations, they are able to
deal with stressful events more easily, and they are
healthier and generally in a better mood (Scheier &
Carver, 1992). They achieve better results at work,
in the academic field and in sports. They are more
popular and often enjoy good relationships with
other people (Peterson & Steen, 2005).

Middle school age (adolescence) student
group is unique. It is characterized by social,
psychological and physiological development of
personality activity (Barkauskaité, 2000). That is
why this age span requires careful research in the
context of physical education classes.

Goldberg and Chandler (1995) believe that
various physical education programmes intended
to fully educate middle school age children during
physical education classes should aim to: a) create
an atmosphere that would encourage positive
emotions, so that students would know that they
are evaluated depending on their improvement;
b) help set realistic physical activity, learning
and professional goals, as well as be aware of the
importance of other roles regarding the future
career; ¢) emphasize the improvement of skills as
an achievement; d) develop emotional balance and
restraint without arguing with other students; e)
promote respect for one another.

Physical education philosophers and teachers
often encourage middle school age students to
rely on the principles and ideals of the Olympic
Movement. According to Stoliarov (Ctomnsipos,
1998), Olympic education aims to familiarize

children and youth with the Olympic ideals that
focus on compassionate and humanistic sport-
related values that support the spirit of optimism.
They are used to try to influence the knowledge
system and form positive attitudes towards
physical education classes. Sukys (2001) notes
that the spiritual education of an athlete depends
both on the values of the activity itself, as well as
on the communication between the learner and
the authoritative figures out of which physical
education teachers receive the most important
role. Therefore, interpersonal relations are of great
importance. Good results can only be ensured by
balanced mutual activities between the learner and
the educator, i.e., communication that is based on
acceptance and mutual respect, mutual sincerity
and openness, as well as the promotion of an
optimistic attitude (Sukys, 2001).

It is pointed out (Himberg, Hutchinson, &
Roussell, 2003) that physical education based on
a narrow perspective aims to only develop the
physical features, but when education is based on a
broader perspective, the aim of physical education
is to achieve greater results. Physical education
teachers should be pedagogically prepared to
develop an optimistic attitude of students toward
the environment, especially of students who are
between 1218 years of age when their intellectual
development is open to pedagogical intervention in
physical education classes (Ostaseviciené, 2001).

Literature indicates that students also have
certain feelings of low self-esteem (Pivoriené
& Jurkonyté, 2008). The awareness of personal
imperfections forces to move forward, promotes
growth and improvement. Problems start to arise
when low self-esteem is very strong and a student
starts to evaluate himself/herself pessimistically
or thinks that he/she is worthless. In this case the
student searches for ways to adapt or compensate
his/her condition. Low self-esteem when there
is a lack of optimism can be twofold: the student
is passive, shy, reserved and distant or on the
contrary — he/she is aggressive, arrogant and even
cynical. Such student tends to humiliate and abuse
others (Pivoriené & Jurkonyté, 2008).

Optimism and positive personal self-esteem
are like a social vaccine that builds an immune
system to help overcome violence, bullying and
inability to learn (Bulotaité, 1995). Since positive
perception of self-esteem regulates the behaviour
of an individual in various areas of life, strongly
affects his/her interpersonal relationships, activity
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aims, direction selection, its effectiveness and
determination in crisis situations, then it can be
assumed that student’s further development will
depend on an optimistic attitude towards oneself
during physical education classes (Malinauskas
&Klizas, 2009). How teachers evaluate children
can be best presented by statistics. According
to studies carried out in the US, the emotional
relationship with oneself and one’s life is positive
for over 80 percent of kindergarten students (typical
optimism), however, this number decreases down
to 5 percent in the 12th grade (Bulotaite, 1995).

Cognitive abilities that increase during the
middle school age period enable the student to
understand and evaluate the significance of change
and to think about future events, they encourage
thinking about one’s career, life and other important
choices. The perception of one’s own competence
of these children depends on the feeling of their
self-esteem; therefore it is important to maintain
a positive optimistic attitude in physical education
classes. Itis believed (Weiss & Amorose, 2005) that
teenagers whose perceived competence is good in
most areas are optimistic and have a positive self-
worth, it is easier for them to accept the challenges
of life, the learning process becomes interesting to
them and they are not afraid to face difficulties.

When analysing the relation between general
self-esteem and the perception of personal
competence in various areas (academics, sports,
social acceptance, physical appearance), it is stated
that self-perception and esteem tend to increasingly
change during the middle school age period: the
perception of personal competence in various areas
is atits lowest during early adolescence, and it starts
to become adequate only during late adolescence.
According to Navaitis (2001), due to variations in
maturity and self-comparison with peers or icons
which is typical of teenagers, it is hard for them
to eavluate themselves adequately. Excessively
good or poor self-esteem may be the incentive of
aggressive or depressive behaviour and may lead
to neurotic reactions.

The self-esteem amplitude of students in
physical education classes is very wide. It fluctuates
from side to side. It was observed that persons with
similar abilities and achievements often evaluated
themselves differently. Some tended to notably
emphasize even their smallest achievements, they
flaunted themselves and wanted their achievements
to be mentioned as often as possible. While
others acted completely differently - they did not

feel proud of their achievements nor like it when
people talked about them. There were also those
who were talented and gifted, but appeared to be
very unhappy with themselves, constantly blamed
and condemned themselves even for the slightest
mistakes or failures, considered themselves losers,
felt distressed and tormented (Zemaitis, 1995).
Thus, we can say that there is a certain esteem
scale with two extremes: self-over-esteem (when
a person is overly optimistic, has too much self-
confidence and overestimates his possibilities) and
self-under-esteem (when a person is pessimistic
and has no self-confidence). Positive self-esteem
can be distinguished among these extremes. A
student who tends to overestimate himself/herself
often undermines others, views them as objects or
means to reach his/her own objectives, and often
initiates conflicts with people when they try to
evaluate him/her objectively and treat him/her
accordingly. During physical education classes,
these students see themselves as much better than
others, they think that they are stronger and more
intellectual.

Low self-esteem in physical education
classes creates not only a pessimistic mood,
but also establishes a very negative relationship
with oneself which can be called self-contempt.
Self-contempt is expressed through self-hatred,
condemnation, humiliation and disdain (Zemaitis,
1995). After discussing these extremes, a
conclusion can be made that middle school age
students estimating themselves in both of these
cases do not know themselves very well. When a
student reaches “balanced” self-esteem, it becomes
easier for him/her to overcome difficulties, avoid
unnecessary disappointments or negative emotions
during physical education classes. Such a person
is satisfied with the fact that he/she is the way he/
she is. He/she is an optimist, self-confident and is
doing well. He/she is not plagued by jealousy or
the feeling of insecurity; he/she does not have the
loser complex. Such a person feels his/her own
self-esteem (Kendall, 2001).

It is necessary to emphasized that positive self-
esteem and optimism during physical education
classes have a particularly significant value to a
person’s moral development, the development of his/
her spiritual world, self-confidence, self-criticism,
modesty, self-esteem and the development of
other important moral traits. Positive self-esteem
is one of the most important goals of education,
as it has an effect on the motivation of students in
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physical education classes and on the quality of
task performance. Self-esteem, optimism and self-
confidence, — all these terms are used by physical
education teachers who want to help their students
form a better opinion about themselves. Additional
student physical education development in schools
could also help form positive self-esteem (Blauzdys
& Sinkiiniené, 2005). For example, a person’s self-
esteem in the area of physical education can be very
low, however, if this area is not important to him/
her, it will have no negative effect on his/her self-
esteem. Self-esteem depends not only on a person’s
skills in the area, but also on his/her belief on how
others evaluate him/her (Horn, 2004). Therefore,
if a student experiences success and believes that
others acknowledge his/her competence, this can
have a positive effect on his/her self-esteem and
evoke optimism.

Perceived competence or perceived skills
during physical education classes are not as
consistent as self-esteem, since they can change
over time depending on the person’s achievements
(Horn, 2004). At the beginning of the school
year, a student may fully realize his/her physical
competence, however he/she may have less success
during physical education classes in secondary
school compared to primary school.

Positive self-esteem and optimism are often
analysed with the help of questionnaires. Research
subjects must evaluate themselves on a five-point
scale, by comparing with other research subjects of
the same gender and age. Answers are marked. The
result is determined by counting all the marked
points (Auweelle, Bakker, Biddle, Durand & Seiler,
1999). It is specified that self-esteem during the
middle school age period is especially low. The self-
esteem curve takes the form of the letter U (Marsh,
1989). Self-esteem and optimism start to decrease
during the middle school age period, but they start
to once again increase during late adolescence and
cease to increase or decrease during youth. This
tendency is characteristic of both genders. Sudden
decrease in self-esteem begins from the age of
7-8 years and continues until about 11. Changes
in self-esteem start to appear at the beginning
of puberty, when the ability to more adequately
evaluate oneself increases (Marsh, 1989). Self-
esteem level decreases during early puberty. Self-
esteem and perception of personal competence
start to increase from around 13-14 years of age
(Lintunen, Leskinen, Oinonen, Salinto, & Rahkila,

1995), and physical education teachers should pay
attention to this.

Researchers point out that it is necessary to
strengthen optimism and positive self-esteem,
as this is the guarantee of good mental health
(Auweelle et al., 1999). It is stated that sometimes
even illusory positive self-esteem is better than
negative self-esteem. Optimism and positive
illusions can be beneficial to middle school age
students who often receive negative feedback in
physical education classes (Lintunen et al., 1995).
In this case, positive self-esteem does not mean
that the image of oneself is distorted (Rosenberg,
1985). A realistic opinion of oneself appears during
youth. It is a good thing when schools emphasize a
realistic opinion of oneself as an educational goal.
Of course, optimism and positive self-esteem show
a person’s psychological maturity.

Middle school age students start to realize their
abilities, interests and goals, and this happens both
consciously as well as subconsciously. Personal
and social processes enable for the basic needs to
develop during this age period, including the need
for physical activity. These processes determine
the development of the motivation structure and
the personal needs of middle school age students,
including the most important ones: self-confidence
and anxiety control, optimism and positive self-
esteem needs.

In the personal motivation structure of a middle
school age student, satisfaction with physical
activity is related to the teenager’s newly achieved
ideal self-image directed towards the realisation of
physical activities in physical education classes,
as well as the objectives of social identity. The
emergence of this need changes the behaviour
of students in this age group and increases their
optimism and competence in activities that
interest them (Hemog, 2001). The pursuit of a goal
encouraged by the need to be satisfied with one’s
life lies in real changes of personality and behaviour
that comply with the development of abilities.

The need for optimism, self-confidence, posi-
tive self-esteem and anxiety control is related to a
person’s self-actualization (Palujanskiené, 2003).
This personal need broadens the individualization
and socialization processes of middle school age
students. The development of self-confidence, anx-
iety control and optimism of middle school age stu-
dents during physical education classes is of moti-
vational nature. Optimism, positive self-esteem,
ideal self-image and inner motivation activate the
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need for self-confidence and anxiety control. The
inner motivation of the perception of personal self
encourages active physical activity and becomes
the most significant, due to the fact that when
a person has strong inner motivation, it is easier
for him/her to preserve self-esteem and the abi-
lity to adapt which strengthen self-confidence and
anxiety control (Palujanskiené, 2003; Muinsxoga,
2006). This means that the realisation of the need
of self-confidence and anxiety control during
physical education classes is not possible without
positive self-esteem and optimism. Thus it can be
stated that self-confidence and anxiety control,
positive self-esteem and optimism during physical
education classes are the foundation of the personal
needs structure of a middle school age student.

Today, international scientific publications still
lack data on optimism expression among middle
school age students (boys and girls) in physical
education classes. Data regarding such studies
in Lithuania could not be obtained; therefore the
relevance of the research on optimism expression
among middle school age students in physical
education classes is beyond doubt.

Research problem — what kind of optimism
expression is among middle school age students
(boys and girls) in physical education classes.

Research aim was to reveal the optimism
expression for middle school age students (boys
and girls) in physical education classes.

METHODS

Research participants. Research subjects
were selected randomly. The research included
middle school age (14—15 years old) students from
Kaunas “Tadas Ivanauskas” secondary school, “S.
Darius and S. Girénas” gymnasium and Kaunas

District Garliava Jonuc¢iai progymnasium. The
research sample consisted of 214 students from
general education schools who were in the 8-9th
grades (108 girls and 106 boys). The respondents
were split into two groups according to their atten-
dance of physical education classes: those who did
not attend classes for a month or longer were cat-
egorized under the group of students who did not
attend classes, while others were categorized under
the group of students who attend physical educa-
tion classes. Permission No. SMTEK-04 to carry
out the research was granted by the Research Eth-
ics Committee of the Lithuanian Sports University.

Measures. Dember, Martin, Hummer, Howe
& Melton’s (1989) questionnaire was applied in
order to evaluate optimism. Research subjects
were provided with 56 statements that were rated
on a 4-point Likert scale. Later, all the evaluations
were summed and the final optimism indicator was
obtained. Scale reliability was sufficient: optimism
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.79.

Statistical analysis. In order to check the
statistical hypotheses (for difference reliability
among middle school age girls and boys), a
Student’s ¢ criterion was applied. The results were
considered statistically significant if p < .05.

RESULTS

Using the Student’s ¢ criterion, we have analysed
the reliability of optimism differences for middle
school age girls and boys in physical education
classes. A statistically significant difference was
found among students — boys and girls — who
attended and did not attend physical education
classes: middle school age students who attended
physical education classes were more optimistic
(p <.05) (Table 1).

Table 1. The statistical indicators Attending Not attending
of the optinfism expres‘sion among Gender physical physical education | Scores of
boys and girls attending and not Variable education classes classes Student’s p
attending  physical education -test
classes (M £ SD) n=72 n=34
Optimism
Boys (M = SD) 50.86 + 6.07 4824 £6.12 -2.06 p<.05
Pessimism
+ + — >
(M £ SD) 43.82 £5.98 42.85 £6.67 0.72 p>.05
n=:66 n=42
. Optimism
+ + _
Girls (M = SD) 4923 £5.98 46.76 £ 6.01 2.16 p<.05
Note. (M £ SD) — mean and Pessimism | 44 76+ 6.22 43.08+6.17 ~0.98 > .05
standard deviation. (M +SD) P
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Table 2. The statistical indicators of the

Attending Not attending L. . .
. . optimism expression among students attending
physical physical Scores of . X X
. ; : , and not attending physical education classes
Variable education classes | education classes Student’s )4
(M £ SD)
t-test
n=138 n="176
Optimism 50.03 +6.17 47.52+6.06 2.1 <.05
(M + SD) . . . . . p<.
Pessimi
esstmism 43.82+5.84 42.96 + 6.09 094 | p>.05
(M +SD) Note. (M + SD) — mean and standard deviation.
Table 3. The statistical indicators of the
Boys Girls Scores of optimism expression among boys and girls in
Variable Student’s r physical education classes (M + .SD)
n=106 n=108 t-test
Optimism 49.58 +6.01 47.97+5.98 1.96 <.05
(M £ SD) . . . . . p<.
Pessimism
43.34 £ 6. 43.67+£6.2 -0. >
(M + SD) 3.34£6.33 3.67+6.20 0-39 p> .05 Note. (M + SD) — mean and standard deviation.

After combining the data of both boys and girls
during the analysis, it was found that the optimism
of middle school age students who attended
physical education classes was expressed more
clearly (p <.05) (Table 2).

When analysing the data of both boys and
girls without splitting them into groups of those
who attended classes and those who did not, it was
found that the optimism of middle school age boys
was higher in physical education classes compared
to the optimism of girls of the same age (p < .05)
(Table 3).

DISCUSSION

The results of this research have confirmed that
there is a connection between optimism and the
attendance of physical education classes, as well
as higher physical activity in physical education
classes. The results of this research comply with
the conclusions of similar studies carried out by
other authors, who discovered a positive correlation
between physical activity and optimism (Hamid,
1990; Herero & Extremera, 2010; Kavussanu &
McAuley, 1995). The fact that students start to think
more optimistically when their physical activity
increases mostly complied with the research data
of Kavussanu and McAuley (1995).

The hypothesis that the optimism of boys
is higher than the optimism of girls in physical
education classes has been proven, as it was found
that the optimism of middle school age boys was
expressed more clearly in physical education classes
compared to the optimism of girls of the same age (p

<.05). Similar results were obtained when studying
the effect of educational consultations provided for
older students during physical education classes
(Rakauskiené¢ & Kardeliené, 2010): it was found
that the emotions of boys are more positive,
whereas the emotions of girls are more unbalanced.
Based on the research results of Malinauskas and
Malinauskiené (2007) who studied boys and girls
engaged in sports activities, it was found that the
emotions of boys engaged in sports activities were
more positive (p < .05) compared to girls of the
same age also engaged in sports activities.

Our research data was different than the data
obtained by Malinauskas and Klizas (2009), based
on which a statistically significant difference was
found between boys and girls according to their
emotional comfort level in physical education
classes: the emotions of girls in physical education
classes were more positive, and they felt better
(p <.05).

Studies carried out both in foreign countries
and in Lithuania suggest that regular physical
activity among teenagers (boys and girls) is
positively related to positive emotions (optimism)
and lack of emotional problems (Malinauskas &
Klizas, 2009; Penedo & Dahn, 2005; Rakauskiené
& Kardelieng, 2010; Sagatun, Segaard, Bjertness,
Selmer, & Heyerdahl, 2007; Tao et al., 2007).

Teenagers who participate in sports experience
fewer emotional (Desha, Ziviani, Nicholson,
Martin, & Darnell, 2007; Donaldson & Ronan,
2006) and behavioural problems (Donaldson &
Ronan, 2006). According to the data of similar
studies (Malinauskas & Malinauskiené, 2007,
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Vojcik & Brtkova, 2002), students (boys and girls)
who do not avoid physical self-development are
able to better control their emotions.

We agree to the position of researchers that if
positive self-esteem of a middle school age student
decreases, then the efforts of such a student in
physical education classes or during physical
exercises lose their value. Thus, positive self-
esteem and self-image must be compatible with
each other; otherwise the individual experiences
regression (Ussher, Owen, Cook, & Whincup,
2007). When failing to find a pillar of social
support for self-confidence, positive self-esteem
and optimism based on the respect of other
people or the respect of a physical education
teacher, then there is an increase in anxiety and
the development of a depressive state occurs
(opposite to optimism), which leads to behavioural
changes and deterioration of performance
resulting in low self-esteem (Komn, 2003). This
also creates communication difficulties and other
psychological consequences (adaptive aggression),
as well as decreases the level of psychosocial
adaptation (Komn, 2003). The refinement of needs
for positive self-esteem leads to negative strategies,
mechanisms and tactical actions for adaptation:
rationalization, tendency for self-deception and
lying, and this impedes student self-confidence
and anxiety control in physical education classes
(Klizas, 2009). Therefore, the development of
optimism and self-esteem in physical education
classes or during physical exercises is one of the

measures of adaptation. This determines the
student’s interests, goals and wishes, serves as a
source for appropriate development activities and
invokes the remaining priority needs of the student.
And since the orientation of middle school age
students on active physical activities is strong, the
general self-esteem of a student as well as the self-
esteem of students in physical education classes is
very important as it affects the student’s level of
psychosocial adaptation (Klizas, 2009).

To sum up, it can be stated that the physical
activity of middle school age students is significantly
correlated with positive emotions (optimism) and
lack of emotional problems. However, amore detailed
and more comprehensive research in this field is the
object of further scientific studies since there is still
a lack of studies that analyse the correlation between
physical activity and positive emotions (optimism)
in teenagers (Goldfield et al., 2011).

CONCLUSIONS

When evaluating optimism expression in
physical education classes, it was found that
middle school age students who attended physical
education classes were more optimistic. When
analysing the data of boys and girls separately, it
was revealed that both boys and girls who attended
physical education classes tended to feel more
optimistic.

It was found that the optimism of middle school
age boys was higher in physical education classes
(p <.05) comparing them to girls of the same age.
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