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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the status, challenges, and mechanisms of realizing the
Physical Education subsystem within the Fundamental Reform Document of Education.
This qualitative study employed a thematic analysis approach. Twelve experts—including
senior policymakers, Physical Education specialists, members of the reform document
drafting committee, and university faculty—were selected through purposive snowball
sampling. Data were collected via semi-structured interviews and analyzed using an
inductive—deductive coding process involving open coding, theme development, and
conceptual modeling. The final model was structured across three analytical levels to
capture systemic, conceptual, and operational dimensions. Inferential analysis identified
ten main themes and thirty subthemes categorized into four overarching concepts: the
conceptual-value system, institutional and structural infrastructure, human professional
agency, and transformational mechanisms. Results indicated major barriers such as
conceptual ambiguity, inadequate resources, weak inter-institutional coordination, low
teacher motivation, absence of localized assessment indicators, and fragmented
governance. Additionally, inferential synthesis revealed a significant gap between the
document’s theoretical aspirations and its operational implementation in schools.
Realization of the Physical Education goals was found to be conditional upon
restructuring policy support, strengthening institutional capacity, upgrading professional
competencies, and redesigning the assessment framework. The findings underscore that
the Physical Education subsystem suffers from structural, conceptual, and managerial
deficiencies, and that effective realization of the reform document’s objectives requires a
specialized policy framework, enhanced professional development, improved evaluation
systems, and sustainable infrastructural support.

Keywords: Physical Education, Fundamental Reform Document, thematic analysis,
educational subsystem, Iranian education system
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Physical education (PE) has increasingly been recognized as a central component of holistic educational
development, particularly within contemporary frameworks that emphasize whole-child growth across
physical, emotional, cognitive, and social dimensions. In many national systems, including Iran, PE is
explicitly conceptualized as part of a broader ecosystem of educational transformation driven by structural,
pedagogical, and cultural reforms. The Fundamental Transformation Document of Education (FTD) in Iran
presents physical education as a core dimension of the “biosocial-physical sphere,” positioning it as a
foundational pillar for student well-being, identity development, and socialization (Vafaee et al., 2017).
Despite these conceptual commitments, empirical studies indicate persistent gaps between policy expectations
and actual implementation within schools. Several scholars argue that PE remains marginal in classroom
practice, suffering from limited instructional time, inadequate facilities, and insufficient pedagogical support
(Estajlu et al., 2021; Mahdavi et al., 2015).

The literature consistently highlights the role of PE in facilitating cognitive and socioemotional development.
Researchers have shown that physical activity reduces stress, enhances mental health, and supports emotion
regulation, making PE not only a subject of physical skill acquisition but a psychological necessity in
contemporary schooling (Raju, 2024). Evidence from Iranian studies reinforces these findings, demonstrating
that PE promotes student engagement, happiness, and self-expression, while simultaneously cultivating
collaborative behaviors and social adaptability (Darvar et al., 2016). However, systemic and structural
obstacles—including the absence of specialized teacher preparation, limited institutional coordination, and
inconsistent policy interpretation—continue to impede the full realization of these outcomes (Hamidi & Padas,
2021).

From the standpoint of curriculum and instructional design, scholars argue that PE should align with
competency-based models of learning rather than merely offering isolated skill practice. International research
suggests that modern PE curricula must integrate life skills, emotional intelligence, and cooperative learning
to remain relevant within digitally evolving educational systems (Wisata et al., 2025). In the Iranian context,
curriculum studies reveal that PE’s conceptual foundations remain underdeveloped, and its representation in
textbooks and formal documents is frequently fragmented (Aghamohammadi, 2019). Moreover, the lack of
clear assessment frameworks for measuring multi-dimensional PE outcomes creates additional barriers to
effective implementation (Zolghadri, 2019).

The role of teachers emerges as a critical element in PE quality. Studies indicate that PE teachers often face
challenges in psychological readiness, classroom management, digital pedagogical competence, and inclusive
teaching strategies (Liu et al., 2025). Similarly, the increasing diversity of student needs—especially learners
with disabilities—necessitates specialized instructional approaches, yet empirical work reveals that most
teachers are not adequately trained to adapt PE content for different ability levels (Orhan, 2025).
Compounding these pedagogical issues is a lack of professional ethics culture and insufficient continuing
education for PE instructors in schools (Salimi, 2015).

Structural limitations also constitute an important barrier. Multiple studies report that schools—particularly in
under-resourced regions—Ilack basic PE infrastructure and equipment, limiting opportunities for meaningful
physical engagement (Darvar et al., 2016). Furthermore, national policy documents emphasize collaboration
between ministries, sports federations, and media institutions to support PE development, yet existing research
suggests that this intersectoral cooperation remains weak and inconsistent in practice (Kashkar & Qasemi,
2020). In addition, teachers and school leaders often hold undervalued perceptions of PE, leading to minimal
prioritization of physical activity during the school day (Razavi et al., 2014).
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Digital transformation represents another emerging challenge. While global research highlights the benefits of
integrating digital tools into PE—such as virtual fitness environments, wearable devices, and video-based
feedback—teachers in Iran and many other regions lack adequate training, access, and preparedness to
implement such innovations (Makeeva & KysnuH, 2024). Despite this, transformational school leadership
practices show potential for improving PE implementation by shaping positive organizational climates that
support innovation, teacher development, and student participation (Naroui, 2024). Similarly, research on
teacher-training programs emphasizes that supportive academic climates strengthen the resilience and
professional identity of future PE educators (Panganiban et al., 2025).

Taken together, the literature indicates that the disconnect between policy and practice in Iranian PE arises
from a combination of lack of resources, insufficient teacher readiness, conceptual ambiguity, inadequate
assessment mechanisms, and gaps in policy coordination. As a result, PE remains underdeveloped relative to
the intentions of the Fundamental Transformation Document. Addressing this gap requires an in-depth
qualitative investigation of stakeholder perspectives to better understand existing challenges, structural
misalignments, and actionable opportunities for reform. Based on this context, the present study aims to
analyze the physical education subsystem within the framework of the Fundamental Transformation Document
of Education.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design using thematic analysis to explore the current status,
challenges, and implementation mechanisms of the physical education subsystem. Participants were selected
through purposive snowball sampling and included experts in physical education, members of the FTD drafting
committee, senior administrators, university academics, and policymakers. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews, which continued until theoretical saturation was reached. All interviews were transcribed
and analyzed using an inductive—deductive coding strategy. Open coding was initially used to identify
foundational concepts, followed by axial and thematic coding to cluster data into main themes and subthemes.
Data trustworthiness was ensured through member checking, peer debriefing, and triangulation of analytical
interpretations. The final results were synthesized into a conceptual model of the PE subsystem within the
FTD.

Findings

The thematic analysis yielded ten main themes and thirty subthemes that collectively illustrated a complex
network of structural, conceptual, and operational issues affecting the physical education subsystem. Four
overarching conceptual domains were developed: (1) the conceptual-value framework, (2) institutional and
structural infrastructure, (3) human agency and professional competence, and (4) transformative mechanisms
for system improvement.

The conceptual-value analysis indicated substantial ambiguity in the definition and operationalization of PE
within policy documents. Participants described a gap between the discourse of holistic education and the
practical scope of PE in schools. The institutional infrastructure theme highlighted inadequate facilities,
insufficient equipment, and inconsistent policy coordination between educational and sports institutions. The
human agency theme emphasized low teacher motivation, limited professional training opportunities, and lack
of autonomy in instructional decision-making. The transformative mechanisms theme underscored the absence
of robust assessment systems and the lack of a unified roadmap for implementing the FTD’s PE objectives.
Across interviews, stakeholders consistently pointed to the discrepancy between national expectations and
local school realities, identifying resource constraints, cultural undervaluation of PE, and fragmented policy
leadership as central barriers. The themes collectively demonstrated that PE is simultaneously conceptually
emphasized yet operationally neglected.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings illustrate a persistent misalignment between policy aspirations and ground-level enactment of
physical education within the school system. Although the Fundamental Transformation Document positions
PE as central to holistic student development, implementation remains constrained by structural shortages,
insufficient teacher preparation, and an underdeveloped assessment culture. These constraints have resulted in
schools treating PE as a secondary subject despite its recognized contributions to psychological well-being,
social skill development, and physical health. The conceptual ambiguity surrounding PE further exacerbates
these challenges, limiting the coherence of curriculum implementation and teacher practice.

The thematic structure reveals that improving PE requires integrated reforms that simultaneously address
institutional capacity, pedagogical development, and leadership strategies. Strengthening teacher education
programs, designing culturally responsive curricula, and increasing inter-institutional coordination emerge as
priority areas. Digital transformation also offers opportunities for modernizing PE delivery, but this requires
targeted professional development and adequate infrastructure. Ultimately, meaningful advancement in PE
demands a systemic approach that blends policy clarity, resource enhancement, and sustained cultural change.
The study concludes that PE can only achieve its intended role in student development when policy frameworks
are translated into actionable, well-resourced, and professionally supported practices. The findings provide a
foundation for policymakers and educators to rethink PE within the broader landscape of educational
transformation.
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