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‘The teacher makes us feel like we are a family’: students from
refugee backgrounds’ perceptions of physical education in
Swedish schools
Erica Cseplöa, Stefan Wagnssona, Carla Luguetti b and Ramón Spaaij b,c

aSport Science at Karlstad University, Karlstad, Sweden; bInstitute for Health and Sport, Victoria University,
Melbourne, Australia; cDepartment of Sociology, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Background: Over the past five decades, the number of people from
refugee backgrounds in developed countries has been on the constant
rise. Although the field of refugee and forced migration studies in
relation to education and sport has grown considerably in recent years,
very little is known about refugee-background students’ perceptions of
Physical Education (PE).

Purpose: The aim of this study was to investigate refugee-background
students’ perceptions of PE in Swedish high schools, using a salutogenic
approach.

Participants and settings: This qualitative study was conducted in two
Swedish high schools and involved eleven students from refugee
backgrounds aged 16–18 years (seven boys and four girls) who
originated from a variety of countries including Afghanistan, Syria,
Somalia, Ethiopia and Albania.

Data collection/analysis: A total of 11 semi-structured interviews were
conducted, and the interviews were systematically coded and analyzed
using the sense of coherence (SOC) components as analytical tools.

Findings: Three themes were identified that captured the students’
perceptions and experiences: (1) PE was perceived as more meaningful
in Sweden than in their country of origin due to short-term benefits
(e.g. social interaction with friends, and improving personal health and
wellbeing) and long-term benefits (e.g. learning for the future); (2)
understanding the rules and purpose of the activities helped students
to better comprehend the experiences acquired in PE and communicate
with others; and (3) constructive social relationships with teachers and
classmates were an essential resource in order to make PE manageable.

Implications: We suggest that strengths-based approaches should be
recognized and incorporated into PE in order to facilitate health
promoting factors and wellbeing among students from refugee
backgrounds.
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Introduction and theoretical perspectives

Over the past decades, systemic human rights abuses, conflict, war, and violence have resulted in
unprecedented forced displacement. The number of humanitarian migrants in developed countries
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has been on the constant rise for the past five decades. Refugees form a specific socially and legally
constructed category (Malkki 1995), which is defined by the United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR 2018) as people who are unable or unwilling to return to their country of
nationality owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nation-
ality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion.

Refugee experiences are typically traumatic and characterized by persecution, displacement, loss,
grief, and forced separation from family, home and belongings (Olliff 2008). For children and
young people, the refugee experience can be even more troubling (Whitley and Gould 2010; Whit-
ley, Coble, and Jewell 2016). Olliff (2008) has demonstrated that young refugees have additional
stressors when relocating to a new country: navigating the educational system, serving as an
interpreter for their family, and handling family, peer, individual, and community expectations
and interactions. Nevertheless, it is important to note that young people from refugee backgrounds
often make remarkable progress and bring a wealth of resources and strengths to the country of
destination (Olliff 2008). Their experiences can produce qualities such as resilience and resource-
fulness, adaptability, a strong commitment to family and community, and a strong desire to achieve
educationally (Olliff 2008; Spaaij 2015). Moreover, the ‘refugee experience’ is anything but unitary;
it is a very diverse, mobile, unstable social phenomenon (Malkki 1995). The experiences of refugees
cannot be attributed exclusively to their refugee status, but intersect with other axes of social iden-
tity and interaction, such as gender, level of education, and socioeconomic status (Bakewell 2008).

Sport, recreation and Physical Education (PE) have been used to cope with real-life issues and
challenges, particularly as they relate to the dislocation and tensions inherent in the settlement pro-
cess (Barker and Lundvall 2017; Olliff 2008; Spaaij 2015). They can provide spaces for young people
to develop a range of life skills and explore their own strengths and personal development (Spaaij
and Oxford 2018). Although there is a growing interest in studying how different forms of sport
activities can contribute to positive youth development (Weiss 2019), the majority of the research
in this area is characterised by a deficit model approach with a focus on maladjustment or limited
opportunities in countries of resettlement, mental illness, and particularly Western views of post-
traumatic stress disorder and depression (Borwick et al. 2013). Youth resettlement requires access
to appropriate support services. One such method of support is found through participation in PE.

It is well known that PE can play a major role in developing a healthy lifestyle. Research that
specifically addresses newly arrived students’ perceptions, possibilities and obstacles has been called
for, but remains scarce (Bunar 2010; Hertting and Karlefors 2013). A deeper understanding of how
a new cultural context is experienced by newly arrived students may form the basis for the devel-
opment of PE teachers’ pedagogies. This may in turn lead to development of knowledge among the
students, helping them to adopt a more active way of life, both now and in the future; and make
sense of the availability of health resources (Quennerstedt 2008).

PE as a setting for resettlement has historically received scant attention within the field of refugee
and forced migration studies (Barker and Lundvall 2017; Spaaij et al. 2019). Published research is
concentrated primarily in Western countries around the themes of health promotion, integration
and social inclusion, and barriers and facilitators to participation in sport and physical activity
(Spaaij et al. 2019). Previous research on refugee students’ experiences of sport and PE in schools,
at least from a student perspective, is scarce (Barker and Lundvall 2017; Harwoodet al. 2020). In one
of a few studies in the area, Huitfeldt (2015) highlighted the difficulties students from refugee back-
grounds experienced when encountering PE in a Swedish context, mainly because they are unfami-
liar with the way the subject was taught. This was especially evident among girls, who also expressed
that they felt that both the cultural expectations and their own cultural norms prevented them from
participating in PE, as well as in sport activities. Although Huitfeldt (2015) notes refugee-back-
ground students’ positive experiences of PE at several points (e.g. offering them opportunities to
learn new physical activities, strengthening their health and improving their language), this
study, as most other studies conducted in this area, mainly focuses on problems to be solved rather
than factors that support human health and wellbeing. Building on this previous body of research,
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the specific aim of this study is to deepen the understanding of how students from refugee back-
ground, regardless of their particular religious or ethnic background, make sense of PE. We
draw on a salutogenic approach, and the concept of sense of coherence (SOC), to explore refu-
gee-background students’ perceptions of PE in Swedish schools. In the next section, we introduce
the salutogenic approach including SOC as the theoretical framework of this paper.

Salutogenic approach

The salutogenic approach, as proposed by Antonovsky (1987), is framed around health promoting
factors and wellbeing as opposed to illness and pathogenesis. Instead of asking why people become
ill, Antonovsky (1979, 12) asked: what creates health? Antonovsky argued that the ability to com-
prehend one’s situation in life and the capacity to use resources explained why people in stressful
situations managed to stay well and, in some cases, could even improve their health (McCuaig,
Quennerstedt, and Macdonald 2013; Thedin Jakobsson 2014).

Derived from the salutogenic approach, Antonovsky launched the concept of sense of coherence
(SOC), which reflects a person’s view of life and capacity to respond to stressful situations (Anto-
novsky 1996; Mittelmark et al. 2016). SOC consists of three elements: meaningfulness, comprehen-
sibility, and manageability. The first concept, meaningfulness, the motivational dimension in
Antonovsky’s (1987) salutogenic theory, expresses the extent to which situations in life are per-
ceived as engaging and worthy of emotional commitment. Meaningfulness can be experienced
differently by different students. For example, while someone can experience it as meaningful to
participate in lessons in order to improve their skills in a specific sport, others find it meaningful
to get as high a grade as possible. Meaningfulness is more likely to thrive when students experience
self-authority and opportunities to exert influence on the content of the lessons (Thedin Jakobsson
2012; Quennerstedt 2006).

The second concept, comprehensibility, the cognitive dimension, can be defined as the extent
to which occurrences are experienced as structured and consistent, that they make logical sense,
rather than being random and inexplicable. Comprehensibility is formed through experiences that
are perceived as coherent and structured (Antonovsky 1987). In a PE context, this can be exem-
plified by an understanding of rules and of the purpose of the activities that take place during a
lesson.

Lastly, manageability, the instrumental or behavioural dimension, is characterized by the percep-
tion of being able to handle situations in life – an ability to meet the demands that different stimuli
will pose. A sense of manageability occurs when there is a perceived balance between the resources
that are available, and the demands or challenges set by a certain situation. These resources can be
either physical or cognitive skills, social relations, or artefacts such as tools or equipment. Through
experiences characterized by an equilibrium between resources and demands, a sense of manage-
ability is formed (Antonovsky 1987).

Salutogenic theory and the SOC concept have been used in research on health, PE, recreation
and sport (McCuaig, Quennerstedt, and Macdonald 2013; Super, Verkooijen, and Koelen 2018;
Thedin Jakobsson 2014; Quennerstedt 2006). Thedin Jakobsson (2014) analysed youth sport par-
ticipation within Swedish sports clubs using the sense of coherence (SOC) components as analytical
tools. The author considered as a starting point the fact that, if young people consider their partici-
pation to be comprehensible (i.e. if they understand the logic of sports), manageable (i.e. if they
manage what is required of them and accept the conditions and rules), and meaningful (i.e. if
they want to be a part of it), it is more likely that they will participate longer. Borwick et al.
(2013) used the salutogenic approach to explore themes of strength and wellbeing in the life stories
of adult Burmese refugees living in Australia. Their results indicate the existence of sources of
strength that may contribute to human responses in times of hardship (Borwick et al. 2013).
According to Borwick et al. (2013), the salutogenic approach uncovered resources from which indi-
viduals have drawn strength during their experiences of forced migration and resettlement.
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Salutogenesis offers a suitable theoretical framework for investigating refugee-background stu-
dents’ perceptions of PE. It provides a constructive approach to the promotion of wellbeing
among young people by shifting the focus from the risks associated with adolescent years to per-
spectives in which adolescents’ strengths and resources are considered (García-Moya and Morgan
2017). It emphasizes the assets and resources that youth have available to meet the demands of
everyday life, rather than focusing on the risks or stressors in young people’s lives (Super, Verkooi-
jen, and Koelen 2018). Based on Antonovsky, we would argue that stressors in themselves are not
negative; on the contrary, they can be salutary if people are able to deal with them effectively. We
adopt a salutogenic approach in order to study whether and how PE creates the conditions within
which refugee students are able to do so.

Methods

Setting and participants

This study used a qualitative research approach to empirically investigate refugee students’ percep-
tions of PE in two Swedish high schools. PE is mandatory in Swedish elementary and secondary
schools. In elementary school, PE is set to 600 hours of teaching time throughout all grades. In
high schools, the subject is usually taught over one or two years (a total of about 80 hours teaching
time). PE in Sweden has historically been dominated by activities that promote a high level of phys-
ical activity, fitness training, knowledge about physical training and good habits regarding physical
activity and nutrition (Quennerstedt 2006, 2008, 2010). According to Quennerstedt (2006), a patho-
genic health discourse is dominant within the subject content of Swedish PE. Furthermore, Londos
(2010) found that PE teachers in Swedish schools have allowed the subject to be dominated by team
sports and competition. This suggests that PE teachers communicate a view of PE as an ‘arena’
where students demonstrate already gained physical skills rather than developing these skills.
Hence, not enough attention in Swedish PE has been directed to aspects of health (Londos
2010). However, the current syllabus (Skolverket 2011) puts forward different kinds of outdoor
life and knowledge about basic cardiopulmonary resuscitation, safe and ergonomic work environ-
ments, and a resulting shift in teaching practices is starting to show (Lundvall and Sundblad 2017).

Students from two different schools participated in this project. These two schools are located in
different settings in Sweden: one in a middle-sized city and one in a smaller town. These areas can
be described as socio-economically different from one another. The high school in the middle-sized
city, with approximately 2000 students, offered mainly programs that prepared students for
ongoing studies. The other school that was involved in this research had about 400 students.
Most programs were vocational, preparing students for work within industries, construction and
social care.

The study involved eleven students, seven boys and four girls between the ages of 16 and 18. The
students were asked to participate in the study during a school visit after the researchers had initial
contact with their principals and respective teachers. The students were selected in collaboration
with their respective teachers, using a purposive sampling strategy (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison
2018). The selection criteria for interview invitation was for students to be considered ‘newly
arrived’, that is, having spent less than four years in the Swedish schooling system at the time of
interview (Skollagen 2010).1 The selected students also had to be able to speak at least intermediate
Swedish.

The first author conducted all the interviews. She was a 30-year-old teacher with Swedish nation-
ality, with extensive experience teaching to newly arrived students in Swedish high schools. It is
important to highlight that she never taught the students that were interviewed in this study,
nor was she working at their respective schools. However, her experience in working with newly
arrived students helped her to manage the power differentials (Block et al. 2013) between her
and the interviewees. She recognized, for example, how rare it was in schools for teachers to sit
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down with newly arrived students and listen attentively to their voices. Ethical approval for this
study was received from the Swedish national ethical committee. The students gave assent to par-
ticipate in the study by signing an informed consent form. Participants arrived from a variety of
countries such as Afghanistan (n = 6), Syria (n = 2), Somalia (n = 1), Ethiopia (n = 1) and Albania
(n = 1) (Table 1).

Data collection and data analysis

A total of 11 semi-structured interviews were conducted. We used open-ended and follow-up ques-
tions in order to encourage participants to share their subjective experiences and to give them a
degree of agency in shaping the direction of the interview (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 2018).
Each interview lasted between 30 and 45 minutes and was carried out in a private, quiet area of
the school. All of the interviews were digitally recorded for verbatim transcription, producing a
total of 58 transcribed pages.

The questions that were asked were: (a) What do you think the teacher wants you to do during
PE lessons?; (b) Can you describe what you have done during the lessons?; (c) When you get to
know what you are going to do during PE lessons (ball games, dancing, for example), what
comes to mind?; (d) How does it feel in your body when you participate in these PE lessons?;
(e) What is your experience, your thoughts, about PE lessons in (Swedish) school?; (f) Being able
to participate in physical activities, is that important to you?

Data analysis involved three steps that embraced both inductive and deductive analysis. The
analysis began using an inductive process (Lincoln and Guba 1985). First, three authors of this
paper separately read all interview transcripts and engaged in the process of coding aimed at cap-
turing the students’ perceptions of PE in Swedish schools. Through this inductive analysis, state-
ments and ideas were developed as data was read and re-read. Second, a deductive analysis guided
by the three SOC components of the salutogenic theory (i.e. meaningfulness, comprehensibility,
and manageability) was conducted. With regard to meaningfulness, we searched for data that sig-
nalled students’ perceptions as to how the content of PE mattered and meant something to them,
and if they found it useful in some way. In terms of comprehensibility, we searched for statements
which clarified what the teachers said and did that contributed to the students’ understanding of
what was expected of them and that the lesson content was perceived as clear and tangible.
Finally, when using manageability as an analytic frame, we looked for statements that incorpor-
ated students’ perceptions of the demands placed upon them in PE lessons and how they managed
these demands. Moreover, we searched for data units that revealed which resources they felt were
available to them during PE lessons (e.g. peer support in case of personal failure during physical
activities).

Pseudonyms are used throughout to refer to the students. For the presentation of results, direct
quotes have been translated into English.

Table 1. Description of the participants.

Name Gender Country born Time in Sweden

Aamir Male Afghanistan 2 years
Abdul Male Afghanistan 2 years
Ehsan Male Afghanistan 2 years and 6 months
Farah Male Afghanistan 2 years and 6 months
Ismail Male Afghanistan 2 years and 1 month
Haamid Male Afghanistan 3 years
Levi Male Albania 2 years
Sarah Female Syria 1 year
Parveen Female Syria 1 year
Adia Female Ethiopia 3 years
Ayana Female Somalia 2 years
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Trustworthiness
To address the research question of this study, we adopted different trustworthiness criteria such as
investigator triangulation and regular debriefing sessions between the first author (interviewer) and
her supervisor. Three authors of this paper separately read all interview transcripts and engaged in
the process of independently coding data (Smith and McGannon 2018). We came together to com-
pare codes and then reconcile through discussion whatever coding discrepancies we identified for
each theme. The frequent debriefing sessions (i.e. 12 sessions) between the first author (interviewer)
and her supervisor encouraged researcher reflexivity by challenging data interpretations, generating
insights and checking for contradictions (Smith and McGannon 2018).

Findings

This study aimed to deepen the understanding how students from refugee backgrounds experience
and make sense of PE in Swedish high schools. The results indicated that most students experienced
PE as coherent and indicated that it was meaningful, comprehensible and manageable when parti-
cipating in PE lessons. Three themes were identified that captured the students’ perceptions and
experiences. First, they viewed PE as more meaningful in Sweden than in their country of origin
due to perceived short-term benefits. These included social interaction with friends, and increased
personal health and wellbeing and long-term benefits (e.g. learning for the future). Second, under-
standing the rules and purpose of the activities helped students to better comprehend the experi-
ences acquired in PE and communicate with others. Finally, the students described their
constructive social relationships with teachers and classmates as an important resource that
made PE manageable for them. Below we discuss each theme in depth.

‘One hundred percent important in Sweden’: PE as more meaningful in Sweden

The results showed that the students from refugee backgrounds viewed PE as more meaningful
in Sweden than in their country of origin. To start with, they identified greater importance
afforded to PE in their Swedish schools. Some students described how PE was systematically
cancelled in schools in their country of origin, if schooling and PE were offered at all. Cancella-
tion occurred sometimes to create more time for subjects such as mathematics, whenever tea-
chers felt it was appropriate to do so. Some of the students felt that teachers in Sweden took PE
far more seriously:

I think it’s important to me. Sports [are] 100 percent important in Sweden. In Afghanistan, at the time we have
PE they say you can do anything you want, and everyone goes home, disappear, in a second. I also go home.
We did nothing, but when I come to Sweden, they say sport, okay, we’ll do it okay, not home, no. (Abdul)

The students expressed that they encountered a shift in attitudes regarding sport and PE upon
resettlement in Sweden. They attributed this shift primarily to PE teachers, who recurrently pointed
out the usefulness of the subject, and who also showed a genuine interest in having the students
participate in the PE lessons.

The students viewed PE teaching as more meaningful in Sweden than in their country of origin
due to the perceived short-term benefits such as social interactions with friends and improved per-
sonal health and wellbeing. Several of the students described the benefit of learning different sports
so that they could be included in other parts of their lives outside of school, for example to get
acquainted with other young people in their assigned accommodation. In a wider context, they ima-
gined themselves using these skills when travelling abroad or to make new friends:

If I go with my friends somewhere, to Spain or another country, to the beach to play or to swim, then what
should I do if I have not learned volleyball or football or any other sport? If I do not know about rules, I cannot
play with them. (Abdul)
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If I went to a party and it is expected that we shall dance two and two, I can dance there, but I couldn’t before.
(Parveen)

The statements of some students, such as Parveen above, indicate the need to include different
forms of physical activity and dance (e.g. the Swedish dance ‘bugg’) in PE lessons, and not only tra-
ditional team sports. This may help increase students’ confidence to enter, and feel a sense of belong-
ing in, different social contexts. Like Parveen, some students requested to learn other forms of dance,
apart from those offered by their teacher, for example street dance and African dance. These findings
indicate that both traditional team sports and dancing were activities that students appreciated and
found useful in their social lives, and therefore were perceived to be meaningful to them.

In addition, the importance of PE in promoting health and wellbeing was a recurring statement
among the students. The students generally asserted that PE and physical activity is good for health
promotion, especially for physical health. Several students also expressed that PE helped their well-
being, where PE could be used as an escape from the troublesome thoughts caused by difficulties
with the resettlement process and previous traumatic experiences:

Sometimes you must have some time to be happy and… to get yourself to feel free. Not thinking about any-
thing else, as you do every day… Your brain must relax too… (Aamir)

It’s just when you play, instead of just sit, you feel happy. Because when you play [volleyball] you don’t feel that
you must win or lose, you just play because it’s fun. (Sarah)

Most of the participants expressed how PE activities gave rise to pleasurable feelings such as hap-
piness, joy, relaxation and a feeling of freedom. The statements made by Aamir and Sarah amplified
the meaning PE can have with regard to aspects of health promotion and wellbeing, which is in line
with the curriculum for the subject in Sweden (Skolverket 2011). As also seen in the Sarah’s quote, it
appeared that for some the importance of winning was downplayed in favour of the pleasure of par-
ticipating in physical activities.

The students viewed PE teaching as more meaningful in Sweden due to the perceived long-term
benefits, most notably the opportunity to learn new skills in PE that they could use in the future on
both a personal and a professional level. For example, Abdul stated:

I think it is important to be able to play elsewhere [outside PE class/later in life] and maybe in the future I will
become a PE teacher. Then I will remember what he has told us… Then I can use it. And if I don’t become a
teacher… If I am going to get married in the future… You do not know if you marry and have children, if you
play with them. (Abdul)

Abdul perceived PE as a meaningful activity he could use in the future as a PE teacher or to teach
his future children. He also emphasized the meaning of PE to teach skills that would allow him to
play outside PE and later in his life. As Abdul, other students saw themselves as future PE teachers
or future parents, and thus considered the lessons as an opportunity to develop their professional
and life skills. In other words, the content taught within the subject was believed to have a value of
its own, and not merely as a space to build social relationships.

‘We cannot speak perfect Swedish’: understanding rules and overcoming communication
challenges

Regarding refugee-background students’ sense of comprehensibility, the results suggest that under-
standing the rules and being able to include, and be included by, their classmates assist the students
to better comprehend the experiences acquired in PE. Moreover, it seemed to help students to over-
come challenges in their communication with the teachers, and to some extent with their class-
mates. Language was central to their experience and sometimes posed challenges in
understanding the content of PE lessons. The students felt that their teachers tried to explain the
content to the best of their ability, but confessed that, in the multicultural classroom with many
different languages spoken, this simultaneously created some difficulties:
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I think that… for me it is a little bit difficult because… I talk Dari and I understand for example Dari but it is
harder for me, when the teacher explains to me in Swedish… Swedish, is a little bit difficult for me to under-
stand. (Aamir)

Like Aamir, some students highlighted difficulties in understanding teachers’ instructions, while
others expressed a perceived loneliness and vulnerability, especially if they were the only person in
the class who spoke a particular language. These students believed that it would be easier for them
to understand the explicit and implicit rules of an activity if they had a better knowledge of the
Swedish language.

However, most of the students in this study found that the activities that were offered in PE were
easy to understand and get involved in. They expressed the importance of learning the rules of
different games, and how to execute certain movements; knowledge that is introduced by the PE
teacher. When engaging in team sports, the students described how the usual procedure was that
the teacher started by clarifying the rules and divided the group into teams. According to most
of the students, the teacher did not give significant individual feedback regarding tactics or tech-
niques as the games were being played:

The teacher does not say much… she just says that you should pass the ball, that you should have good con-
tact with others. The games I have played, I think it is easy. (Levi)

As described by Levi, the students generally understood how different sports activities in PE had
to be executed. Knowing the rules when participating in different kinds of games was very impor-
tant, not only for the individual students, but also in order to provide a safe environment for their
classmates. Some students claimed that they received group-related feedback from the PE teacher
throughout the lesson, which made them more motivated, and helped them improve their physical
abilities. However, some students stated that they want more individual feedback from the teacher,
in order to enable further development.

The importance of including their peers was highlighted by the students multiple times through-
out the interviews, suggesting their perception that one must cooperate with classmates to be able to
carry out certain activities at all:

Working in groups is important. Like, in volleyball… that you pass to someone who passes to someone and
they make a goal. You can’t play volleyball alone. I couldn’t pass to anyone to make a goal. Collaboration, you
can say. (Parveen)

Interactions with others were a key element in order to learn activities such as team sports. Inter-
viewees expressed that they understood that an important part of the purpose of the subject was
related to learning to collaborate with others in a way that they did not get to practice in other
school subjects to an equal extent.

‘The teacher makes us feel like we are all like family’: constructive social relationships
with teachers and classmates as the main resource

The students described their constructive social relationships with teachers and classmates as an
important resource that made PE manageable for them. They mentioned that having caring tea-
chers and learning as a group were resources available to them in PE classes. The students often
emphasized the importance of feeling safe and comfortable in class, which they attributed largely
to the teacher who also served as a family member and a friend in the eyes of many of the students.
Levi’s and Sarah’s comments below are indicative of this sentiment:

I told you I was nervous because of the language, but it is important to feel safe. It is the teacher whomust show
you and make you safe as well… they should show caring, not just doing the lesson and going home. (Levi)

Maybe because she makes us feel like we are all like family. There are no boundaries between us, we and she.
She is not just a teacher, she is also a friend, you can say. (Sarah)
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In most cases students felt safe and confident to ask questions, and for some the caring teacher
was the main resource for the exclusion created by the language barrier. Levi stated how he was
nervous because of the language, but his teachers’ ability to create safe learning environments
and establish good social relations helped him to learn in PE. The constructive social relationship
with teachers were important resources that made PE manageable for them and might be con-
sidered of extra value to this group of students, who not seldom carried traumatic experiences
related to displacement and migration.

The students also mentioned the constructive social relationships with classmates as an impor-
tant resource that made PE manageable for them. The students expressed that PE differed from
other subjects in school in terms of team building and the multifaceted opportunities to get to
know each other in class. They also emphasized the importance of creating a motivational climate
that was supportive and allowed them to make mistakes. PE thus appeared to be perceived as an
environment characterized by belonging and sympathy:

If sometimes we did wrong, we laugh… So, it’s fun when we laugh together… if everyone around you is
happy, you feel happy too. It feels like we stick together. We dance in a group and we are happy. For example,
I’d be nervous to dance with a guy. I can’t dance with a guy I don’t know. But a guy I know well, yes, I can
dance with him. (Parveen)

Parveen described how performing activities together with classmates provided opportunities to
have physical contact, helped create a balance between the demands placed upon them in a certain
situation and their perceived ability, and made the activities more manageable. For her, the con-
structive social relationships with classmates were perceived as the main resource to handle situ-
ations in PE. Finally, some students likened attending PE lessons to entering ‘a free space’, in
which fewer demands were made of them compared to other subjects, which in turn led them to
experience PE as more enjoyable. In the next section, we reflect on the implications of these findings
for research and practice.

Discussion and conclusion

The aim of this study was to deepen the understanding how students from refugee backgrounds
experience and make sense of PE in Swedish high schools. This paper extends current knowledge
by exploring how students perceived PE, as opposed to education or organized sport. In particular,
we have sought to provide a corrective to deficit perspectives (Spaaij and Oxford 2018; Spaaij et al.
2019) by adopting a salutogenic approach that explores sources of strength. It enables a challenge
both to cultural blindness among coaches in sport and among PE teachers in schools (Uptin,
Wright, and Harwood 2013; Harwood et al. 2020) and to the often assimilationist tendencies of
mainstream PE and sport culture (Smith, Spaaij, and McDonald 2019). As such, the central argu-
ment we make in this paper is that incorporating strengths-based approaches such as salutogenesis
into the PE curriculum can facilitate health promoting factors and wellbeing in students from refu-
gee backgrounds.

The findings indicated that most students experienced a strong sense of coherence when par-
ticipating in PE lessons. They perceived that the PE teachers were organizing the teaching in such
a way that it was meaningful, manageable and comprehensive (Antonovsky 1996). More specifi-
cally, the results showed that the students viewed PE teaching as more meaningful in Sweden than
in their country of origin. Similar to Huitfeldt’s (2015) research, participants also seemed aware of
how PE could contribute to promote health both in the short and in the long run. From a short-
term perspective, they emphasized the importance of taking part in PE lessons just to have fun,
relax and feel good about themselves, both physically and mentally. In the long term, they also
valued the benefits of learning different activities in PE, in part perceiving learning activities
such as dance as a way to be included in a wider social context, and as a way to negotiate and
understand cultural differences.
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Some of these results are consistent with findings from Beni, Fletcher, and Chróinín’s (2017)
review of literature, in which having fun and connecting the content of current PE experiences
to aspects of daily life, were identified as central influences to young people’s meaningful experi-
ences in PE. All together these findings highlight the importance that PE teachers, with input
from the students, organize activities that enable students to have fun, without losing focus on
the learning process, which otherwise would risk to diminish the meaningfulness of the experience
(Quennerstedt 2013). In order to make PE activities more meaningful for young people with both
refugee and native backgrounds, we recommend that PE teachers take care to explain the aim of
teaching elements in the PE context (see Redelius, Quennerstedt, and Öhman 2015). They are
also encouraged to facilitate discussions with students about the benefits activities learnt in PE
may have in non-school environments.

The refugee-background students’ perceptions aligned with the discourse of integration as a two-
way process embracing diversity (Barker et al. 2013), allowing them to engage in aspects of the cul-
ture of the country of resettlement while at the same time feeling confident in their (hybrid) identity
and in their rights and recognition within their new communities. This attitude contrasts with the
more common discourse of seeing refugees as a group to be assimilated into the existing norms and
values that are dominant in the ‘host’ culture (Jeanes, O’Connor, and Alfrey 2015; Smith, Spaaij, and
McDonald 2019). Moreover, it reiterates that refugees have agency and bring resources, aspirations
and talents to their country of resettlement (Dukic, McDonald, and Spaaij 2017). For example,
Dhillon, Centeio, and Dillon (2020) captured the experiences of young people from refugee back-
grounds in a creative movement community program and found that embodiment unfolded
between the old and the new emerging culture, implying a two-way process. The students’
responses in the present study similarly suggested such cultural hybridity.

The results indicate that some of the students view PE not only as a way to become or stay
healthy through physical activity, but also as a subject where they can develop health literacy
that can increase prosperity and sustainable health (Quennerstedt 2008). This finding is in line
with the educational agenda that is outlined in the current syllabus in Sweden (Skolverket 2011)
and in other developed countries. Quennerstedt (2006, 2008) has argued for the importance of
adopting an educational agenda in PE (e.g. a salutogenic approach). By focusing on students’ well-
being, participation, influence and engagement in play, movement activities, and social relations,
and by adopting a critical approach, it is possible to ‘enrich their lives, strengthen them as healthy
citizens and contribute to a sustainable (health) development’ (Quennerstedt 2008, 280), instead of
just performing health promoting activities. Our findings suggest that this approach strongly res-
onates with students from refugee backgrounds in Swedish high schools.

Regarding refugee-background students’ sense of comprehensibility, the results of this study
suggest that knowing the basic rules and being able to interact and cooperate in appropriate
ways with their classmates are fundamental sources of strength that help students to better com-
prehend the experiences acquired in PE and help them to overcome struggles to communicate
with the teachers, and to some extent their classmates. PE teachers are perceived to play a sig-
nificant role in supporting students from refugee backgrounds to learn the rules of the various
activities to allow them to fully participate in the activities. However, PE teachers should be
encouraged to take some extra time to provide individual feedback, so that students feel
sufficiently confident to participate in activities that demand some kind of cooperation. Some
studies have shown that PE teachers tend to be monolingual, have limited knowledge of minority
groups, and experience communication difficulties when dealing with these groups (Barker and
Lundvall 2017). From a salutogenic perspective (Quennerstedt 2008; Goudas 2010), it is equally
important for PE teachers to take time to discuss how group processes work, when and how
group cooperation is promoted or inhibited, and how these skills can be transferred into
other areas of life (e.g. promoting life skills). Teachers might need to incorporate multiple
languages as well as a creative body language in the classroom in order to clarify purpose, con-
tent and instructions when teaching.
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This study further highlights the importance of creating constructive social relationships with
teachers and classmates, in order to make PE manageable for students from refugee backgrounds.
Having caring teachers and being able to laugh with classmates were shown to be prominent
themes in this study. Wiker (2017) has previously highlighted the importance of the PE teachers’
social competence and their ability to create a safe and caring climate in order to make students
feel comfortable and help them to cope with adversities in PE classes. Moreover, positive associ-
ations have been observed between a caring climate initiated by the teacher (i.e. a context that is
characterized by listening, accepting, support, empowerment and respect) and prosocial beha-
viours (i.e. sharing and helping others, inclusion and caring behaviours), and negative associations
between a perceived caring climate and antisocial behaviours, such as bullying (Gano-Overway
2013).

From these findings, we formulate a number of questions and directions for future research on
the experiences of students from refugee backgrounds in PE. Firstly, to what extent is there room in
PE lessons to allow students to demonstrate and share physical activities from their homeland and
other cultures, such as particular forms of dance and movement? What resources, talents and
knowledge are they bringing to the PE classroom? And how might a recognition of these strengths
help to develop non-racially stereotyped student identities within the school setting (Uptin, Wright,
and Harwood 2013)? This line of research can build on, among others, recent work on the physical
activities that immigrants have introduced into the physical culture of their country of settlement
(Nakamura and Peter 2017).

Secondly, gender-related questions need to be asked. The gendered nature of sport may create
bicultural tensions among girls from refugee backgrounds that may prevent their participation in
PE lessons. Those tensions may arise from the struggle to act in accordance with the cultural expec-
tations of femininity (e.g. wearing a hijab, stay home and do the house work) while navigating a
male-dominated landscape that can arise when PE lessons are structured following the logic of
organized, extracurricular sport (Harwood et al. 2020). The aforementioned questions place learn-
ing and health development in a holistic perspective, as the availability of health resources is depen-
dent on the historical and socio-cultural context in which the individual is located (McCuaig and
Quennerstedt 2018).

This study has some limitations that should be acknowledged. The strategy to only include
students who spoke Swedish in the study may have amplified the voices of more privileged stu-
dents from refugee backgrounds. In addition, we recognize that students’ socialization is an
ongoing process which takes place both inside and outside the school environment. This
makes it difficult to determine where and when specific learning processes take place or have
taken place. Consequently, it is difficult to ascertain to what extent the students’ perceptions
of PE corresponded to a view that they already had, or to a view that they adopted because Swed-
ish societal discourse sensitized them to it. For instance, could their perceptions be influenced by
an underlying deficit discourse that refugees are unfit/unhealthy and need to manage their own
health better? Obtaining a holistic understanding of socialization processes requires a more
longitudinal approach whereby students are followed for a longer period of time across a variety
of environments.

Finally, we acknowledge the power differentials when researching young people from refugee
backgrounds (Block et al. 2013). They may interpret the Swedish researcher as representatives of
the dominant group, and may therefore, feel compelled or obliged to answer questions politely.
Although the first author (interviewer) was experienced in teaching newly-arrived young people,
we recognize that the power relation might explain why it was easier for young people to articulate
critical views on PE in their countries of origin relative to PE in the Swedish context. We suggest
that future studies adopt ethnography and/or participatory research approaches, along with a salu-
togenic approach, in order to better understand the complexities of the lived experiences of students
from refugee backgrounds in PE.
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Note

1. According to the Swedish Education Act (2010, 800) a newly arrived student will no longer be considered
newly arrived after four years of schooling in this country.
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