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Abstract 

 

Introduction. Emotions have not been regarded as very relevant in educational processes, 

despite early sociologists underlining the importance of feelings in education. The focus of 

this research is on the teaching of Physical Education at the Primary School level in Spain. 

 

Method. We reflect on the importance of emotions in education from the sociological per-

spective and present a case study which examines the development of Physical Education 

through play in centres of primary education. In doing this, we have combined the use of par-

ticipant observation and sociograms within an ethnographic framework. 

 

Results.Through our research, we demonstrate how, by working on emotions in the teaching 

of Physical Education, we can make a positive contribution to socialisation. 

 

Conclusion.This is possible because it is easier to develop positive emotions - and more ef-

fectively channel and constrain negative emotions - when we handle situations of cooperation 

and competition within a privileged socializing framework such as play. 
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La enseñanza en la Educación Física: la socialización,  

el juego y las emociones 

 

Resumen 

 

Introducción. Las emociones no han sido consideradas como muy relevantes en los procesos 

educativos, a pesar de que los primeros sociólogos subrayan la importancia de los sentimien-

tos en la educación. El objetivo de esta investigación radica en la enseñanza de la educación 

física en la escuela primaria en España. 

Método. Destacamos la importancia de las emociones en la educación desde la perspectiva 

sociológica y presentamos un estudio de caso en el que se examina el desarrollo de la Educa-

ción Física a través del juego en centros de educación primaria. En este sentido, hemos com-

binado la observación participante y los sociogramas dentro de un marco etnográfico. 

Resultados.A través de nuestra investigación, demostramos como, mediante el trabajo sobre 

las emociones en la enseñanza de la Educación Física, podemos contribuir a una socialización 

positiva. 

Conclusión. Ello es posible porque es más fácil desarrollar las emociones positivas –y canali-

zar y limitar las emociones negativas- cuando manejamos situaciones de cooperación y de 

competencia dentro de un marco privilegiado de socialización como es el juego. 

 

Palabras Clave: Educación, Socialización, Emociones, Resolución de Conflictos. 
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Introduction 

Through micro-sociological analysis, the sociology of knowledge is concerned with 

the way in which social actors interpret their own actions in everyday activities. In such ac-

tivities, these actors are active agents and construct the reality into which they have been in-

serted (Berger & Luckmann, 1978). As well as the social factors that exist outside schools, the 

interaction of the actors within the school system is also considered a fundamental element 

within this process. Through this interaction, the different social actors participate in the con-

struction, selection and management of the knowledge that can then be exchanged within the 

school. Here lies a fundamental difference with respect to the "old" sociology of education 

because the role of the teacher in educational change now acquires a fundamental relevance 

and teachers become researchers rather than being regarded as merely the transmitters of re-

ceived knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff & González, 1992). Although this idea mainly focuses 

on aspects relating to “knowledge”, we believe that it also opens up new possibilities for inte-

grating elements that are closely related to emotional education and indeed gives greater im-

portance to the study of emotions as an objective within both Physical Education and Sociol-

ogy. 

Our research was based on a case study about how games are played in Primary Edu-

cation and how they can be relevant and play an important role in bringing out emotions in a 

more evident way. In our research, we demonstrate how it is possible to make positive contri-

butions to socialisation by working on the emotions in Physical Education. This is so because 

positive emotions are more easily developed - and negative emotions more effectively chan-

nelled and/or constrained - when we are able to work within a privileged socialising frame-

work (such as play and physical education). 

Physical (and emotional) Education in the roots of Sociology 

Physical Education is also an object of sociological study as it is a social reality and, 

moreover, one that attempts to understand and interpret the social process which is Educa-

tion
1
. The concept of moral education basically corresponds to what Saint-Simon understood 

to constitute “Education”. The educational system has the function of creating the consensus 

                                                 
1
 It can be an ideological conception of an orthodox model of physical education that is a particular product of 

“state reasoning” (Domingos, 2010). 
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required to maintain social order. According to Lerena (1985: 89-90 y 92), with Saint-Simon 

positive sociology appears as a sociology both of and for education, within a political project 

that advocates a system of total education. This educational system should organise homoge-

neity and diversity and work to legitimate and consecrate these values through a meritocratic 

system. In this sense, Comte’s idea of “education” is inseparably subordinated to the idea of 

“society”. According to Comte, the concepts of the “individual” and “society” may come into 

contradiction and he sees the former as an abstract product of “education”. According to this 

vision, “education” is a passive process of social adaption and one that subordinates personal-

ity (that which is individual) to sociability (society). Education is a central element within this 

Comtian sociologism as it is an intellectual and emotion-related practice. Saint-Simon and 

Comte coincide in the belief that education is not only about instruction but also involves 

feelings and habits. By this logic, it is possible to identify two different types of education: 

one which is spontaneous and another which is systematic. “Spontaneous education” takes 

place during the first years of life and within the family, where the mother plays a determin-

ing role as a clearly emotional element. In contrast, the educational system also plays a fun-

damental role in the process of acquiring habits and is essential for maintaining the principles 

that govern social relations. 

According to Durkheim, education is crucial to the process of internalising values and 

norms, as it plays an important role in solving social problems. However, Durkheim also 

holds that education synthetically reproduces society and that, as such, it is incapable of to-

tally remedying social problems. For Durkheim, education does not change society; it only 

reproduces it and is therefore not a factor for change. In stark contrast, functionalists have 

portrayed education as a factor for change. It therefore seems clear that we move amongst 

parameters of permanence and change, reproduction and liberation. Whatever the case - and 

in line with Durkheimian thinking - the role of education in all of this is accessory, although 

still important. In the training of individuals, the internalisation of common principles makes 

social cohesion fundamental. According to this viewpoint, education responds to the social 

needs of a given historical period and human nature is a concept that is arbitrarily constructed 

to meet the needs and ideals of the members of each specific society. As such, education is 

used by each society to create its members socially and in accordance with its and their own 

particular needs.  It is the adult generations who impose educative action on the younger gen-

erations so that they fit into the workings of society. Even so, Durkheim is conscious of the 

contradictions of educative practice within the tension between socialisation and individuali-
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sation. In the field of emotional education, the contradictions and complementarities between 

socialisation and individualisation become clearly evident, but a good case study is required 

to exhibit this tension and the associated dynamic equilibrium. 

However, the scheme adopted by Margaret Mead (1971) calls into question the Durk-

heimian allegation that educative action is imposed on younger generations by adult genera-

tions. She points to societies with what are referred to as “prefigurative cultures” in which it is 

young people who tend to impose this type of action on the adult generations. This is particu-

larly significant within the emotional fabric of society and - above all - in the expression of 

emotions: this is explained by generational questions, related to vital cycles and also – and 

particularly within our own context - to evidently historical, sociological and cultural circum-

stances. We have learnt to express (or hide) our feelings and emotions in different ways and 

also to take into consideration - amongst others - such questions as gender, chronological age, 

socio-professional ethos and status. 

Along these lines, Weber does not understand society as an articulated whole –as 

Marx and Durkheim do-, but instead sees what is social as being constituted through social 

action. In other words, any human action with meaning and which is directed towards another 

person or group can be considered social and sociology is a discipline that studies the inter-

pretative comprehension of social action (Guerrero, 1989: 21). It is because of this that that 

we can now speak of a Weberian sociological theory of schooling, which refers to its structure 

and functional system. Schooling domesticates and dominates, reproducing the social system 

and its social order. In this sense, the sociology of education is a continuation of Durkheim’s 

sociology of power and domination, with emotions appearing and being expressed in a chan-

nelled way, in line with social conformity. 

In the 1970s and 1980s, what has been called the “new sociology of education” pro-

posed a new position that was opposed to functionalism and its macro sociology. This new 

position saw functionalism as being too determinist in its analysis of social action (and of the 

human being) and with its perception of the educational system as only an agent for transmit-

ting values and selecting pupils. In contrast, the "new sociologists" highlighted the notion of 

man as a determined and decisive being. Along these lines, we should also mention the North 

American interactionist current which emphasises the interactive and intersubjective nature of 

social life. 
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Later, from the 1980s onwards, Cultural Studies began to experience a certain revitali-

sation. There was very detailed research into the cultural diversity that is present in any mod-

ern society, in all of its different social contexts. This provided an alternative to the discourse 

of cultural uniformity and the homogenisation of the culture of the masses. This cultural di-

versity was investigated through the processes of cultural creation that give individuals and 

social groups received messages that are in line with their own cultural codes. This is a basic 

situation that needs to be understood in order to then understand the current tenets of the So-

ciology of Intercultural Education and also those of a Sociology of Emotional Education 

framed within a context of recognised (individual and group) diversity. It could be one of the 

characteristics of excellent teaching for the diverse student population (Hope King & Watson, 

2010). 

Theory into Practice: the case study of socialisation and emotions in the teaching of 

Physical Education 

Within the interconnectivity between Physical Education, Sociology and Emotions, we 

glimpse the possibility of integrating a section of the Sociology of Emotional Education, even 

to protect child athletes in elite Sport, for instance (Weber, 2009). This is closely linked to 

cultural aspects and close to the ever-better consolidated Intercultural Education, within the 

now classical field of the Sociology of Education. We look at things in this way because the 

world of human emotions is sociological and has much to do with socialisation (education); 

we cannot therefore ignore this in the midst of hyper-rationalist and irrationalist approaches. 

Reason and “heart” (emotions or feelings) should not be completely separated or seen as op-

posites, nor should they be considered in isolation. 

Socialisation processes are defined by the tension between normative and cultural in-

teriorisation and critical distancing (Dubet and Martuccelli, 1996, pág. 511), or – to put this 

in another way – between the influence of social institutions on individuals and the modifica-

tion of the former by the latter. Socialisation analysis is the study of the processes through 

which social structures influence individual conduct and transformation society, regardless of 

whether or not these are the result of the deliberate action of individuals; it therefore has dif-

ferent interpretations according to different sociological paradigms. According to Durkheim, 

socialisation perpetuates and reinforces the need for cultural homogeneity amongst the mem-

bers of a given society. Simmel, in contrast, defines society as a complex of socialised indi-

viduals who exhibit social conformity but also as the sum of the different ways of interrelat-
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ing through which society emerges; in other words, we are the products of society but also 

members of society. Other sociologists, including Marx, Weber and G. H. Mead, defend the 

notion that the individual human being is a result of specific historical circumstances that, at 

the same time, and as a result of human action, modify social institutions. When we consider 

the subject of the emotions, it is also necessary to refer to the contributions of Freud and his 

psychoanalysis. This upholds that culture implies coercion and that - as a result - the goal of 

education is to teach individuals how to control their impulses. 

Bernstein, on the other hand, defines socialisation as a more or less arbitrary mecha-

nism whose job is to transform what is cultural (what has been socially constructed) into 

something natural. Other authors, harking back to the idea of a tension between cultural and 

normative interiorisation and critical distancing, have collected together the different theories 

of socialisation and divided them into two large blocks that follow these two basic postulates: 

a) the first, which is the closer to modernity, affirms the reversibility of the subjectivity of the 

actors and the objectivity of the system, stressing that socialisation is defined as normative 

and cultural interiorisation; b) in contrast, the second, which is closer to the tenets of post-

modernism, appears to be more sensitive to cultural and social heterogeneity, favouring the 

notion of the distancing of individual activity and the separation of the actor from the system 

(Dubet and Martuccelli, 1996: 511 and following pages)  We therefore find ourselves in situa-

tions that involve both the individual and society. In this sense, within processes of socialisa-

tion, we can distinguish both the individual and social possibilities of the emotions: they lie 

between what is biological and cultural and between what is innate and learned. The socio-

logical prism becomes even more evident when we refer to the expression of emotions. 

Framed by the previously mentioned theories and models, the case study presented 

and discussed in this research will throw light on the types of strategies and methods that are 

currently used within the Spanish school system in order to promote emotional education. The 

case-study technique is indeed useful in this respect. It implies the collection of data in order 

to study a given phenomenon within a real life context using multiple sources of information 

and it always refers to a real situation, which is analysed within its own context (Stake, 1994 

and 1995). However, it does not constitute a mere sample: instead, it offers a way of enriching 

existing theory and making new generalisations or “analytical generalisations”; in the words 

of Yin (1984), “thereby enabling us to do some justice to the wealth and complexity of social 

situations” (Collerette, 2001: 102). Amongst the different types of case study that are possi-

ble, the one on which this article is based could be classified as ‘multiple’ and ‘instrumental’, 



Teaching in Physical Education: Socialisation, Play and Emotions 

Electronic Journal of Research in Educational Psychology, 10(2), pp: 755-770. ISSN: 1696-2095. 2012, no. 27                         - 763 - 

   

as it provides a typical situation in which to verify elements of socialisation within the 

framework of sociological theory and Physical Education (Molina, 2002 and 2007). Through 

the ‘multiple, instrumental case study’ it is possible to identify the factors that contribute to 

the success of teaching Physical Education (in relation to emotions, Lavega et al. 2011). 

The focus of this study (and the associated fieldwork) is the teaching of Physical Edu-

cation at the Primary School level in Spain (and more specifically, in two schools in Catalo-

nia).  

In our research, we reflect on the importance of the emotions in education viewed 

from the sociological perspective and, more concretely, through a case study relating to the 

development of Physical Education through play in centres imparting primary education. We 

combine participant observation and use of the sociogram within an ethnographic framework. 

We value individual idiosyncrasy, but also emphasise the importance of the group and of the 

culture in which socialisation takes place. In our research we show how, by working on the 

emotions in Physical Education, we contribute positive elements to socialisation. This is be-

cause positive emotions are more easily developed and negative emotions are more easily 

channelled and constrained when we consider situations of cooperation and competition 

within a privileged socialising framework, such as that of play. 

According to Durkheim, homo sociologicus is passive because he is a product of the 

different social causes that would cause a certain type of behaviour. This implies a certain 

type of sociological determinism: sociologism, which tries to explain all human phenomena in 

group terms. However, this Durkheimian line is opposed to other extra-social or evolutionist 

determinisms, because for Durkheim, it is social fact that allows us to explain what happens 

socially. Within this framework, education is a social and sociological fact, but emotions also 

end up becoming the object of sociological study, between the biological, educational and 

sociological coordinates. Although social research should be principally based on empirical 

analysis, in a positivist line in which what matters are observable facts (and for Durkheim, 

social facts must be treated as things), evidencing the characteristics of objectivity and regu-

larity will permit their scientific study. This can also be applied to a qualitative methodology, 

such as participative observation, – with ethnography as an example - which has proved in-

dispensable in our research. We combined participant observation with the use of informants, 

adopting an ethnographic framework and applying an empirical analysis of the observable 

facts: the emotions expressed through play. 
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The study was carried out with students aged between 9 and 10 years old (studying the 

3
rd

 course of primary education)
2
 whose behaviour was observed in physical education classes 

and also in classes of other subjects taught in the classroom. The basic objective was to ob-

serve the emotions exhibited by the students in each situation and to compare the resulting 

differences (Koekoek, J., Knoppers, A. & Stegeman, H., 2009)
3
. The initial hypothesis was a 

double one: on one hand, that students exteriorise more emotions in physical education 

classes than in their normal classes and, on the other, that positive emotions are the ones most 

repeated in physical education sessions. 

We registered our observations using the table presented in the annex
4
, in which a dif-

ferentiation was made between positive and negative emotions and the types of behaviour 

associated with each type of emotion are registered. We also recorded the intensity of the 

emotions demonstrated, which were scored from 0 (absence of emotion) to 3 (high intensity 

emotion). 

Amongst the results obtained, we should highlight the fact that 82% of the emotions 

expressed were observed in the physical education sessions, while only 18% were observed in 

the classroom sessions. Similarly, of the emotions expressed in the physical education ses-

sions, 66.5% were positive and 33.5% negative or ambiguous.  

The results relating to this last consideration were compared with those from a simi-

larly organised study
5
 that had explored cooperative situations and included a sociometric 

analysis of a group of students who were also studying the 3
rd

 year of primary education (9 to 

10 years old). In the study, the emotions observed in cooperative situations also varied, but 

they followed a series of main trends associated with greater happiness and welfare, humour 

and friendship, with the latter being specifically associated with trust in colleagues and devel-

oping a clear empathy. Even so, even in situations of cooperation, negative emotions were 

generated in association with competitiveness, with the most significant of these being anger 

and sadness (and, from time to time, a certain degree of anxiety). Within this context, the con-

                                                 
2
 The field work and the analysis deriving from it were carried out by G. Trabal, with whose help the results 

were discussed within the framework of the Practicum of Teacher Training Degree focusing on Physical Educa-

tion, 2009). 
3
 Exploring how children express their experiences, thoughts, and feelings is generally important within Physical 

Education. 
4
 The table was created and discussed the work group on Education, Sport and Emotions (Agulló, M.J.; Filella, 

G.; Lacasa, E.; Lagardera, F.; Lavega, P.; Mateu, M.; Molina, F.; Soldevila, A.) of INEF (National Institute of 

Physical Education) and the Faculty of Education of the University of Lleida (Spain). 
5
 In this case, the field work was carried out by J. Andueza, at a school in Lleida, within the framework of the 

Practicum of Teacher Training Degree focusing on Physical Education and a doctoral thesis (2009 and 2011). 
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cept of emotion has a certain relationship with sociometric status, above all in its more nega-

tive aspects, and particularly with respect to students who are not taken into consideration 

when it comes to participating in games (who can suffer silent discrimination) and who con-

sequently show anger and frustration. In situations that were clearly ones of cooperation, 

87.5% of the emotions observed were positive (above all relating to happiness and welfare) 

while 12.5% were negative (basically anger). In contrast, in situations of competition, only 

20% of the emotions observed were positive (mainly happiness) while 80% were negative 

(mainly anger and sadness). Yoncalik (2010) states that students are mostly in seek of atten-

tion and they generally want to be first and best, which are described as the most common 

unwanted student behaviours described by the Physical Education teachers. 

In fact, as Maturana (2001) points out, healthy competition does not exist
6
 because 

within the human condition, competition tends to basically consist of opposing and negating 

other people: 

“Observe the emotions involved in sports competitions. In them, there is no healthy 

coexistence because the victory of one is born out of the defeat of the other, and the most se-

rious thing is that, under the discourse that values competition as a social good, one does not 

see the emotion that constitutes the praxis of competing, and which is what constitutes the 

actions that deny the other” (Maturana, 2001, p. 6) 

Conclusions: the sociology of homo sentimentalis in Physical Education 

Physical Education is an invaluable vehicle for emotional education because, as we 

have already seen, it facilitates the expression of emotions and these tend to be mainly posi-

tive. Homo ludens tends to be more emotional than the normal homo sapiens sapiens. As a 

result, we should therefore subtly qualify Darwin’s affirmation that the expression of emo-

tions has an innate and universal base. Instead, we must consider that we rapidly develop cul-

tural contributions on this base and that these are shaped by the type of socialisation carried 

out within each cultural group. 

The homo sentimentalis (see Illouz, 2007) reminds us of the role of the emotions in the 

very institutionalisation of society and social action: this was clearly seen by sociologists like 

Weber (the role of emotions, such as anxiety, in economic action) and Marx (the concept of 

                                                 
6
 The same author pointed out that competition is a cultural and human phenomenon and is not related to bio-

logical factors. 
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alienation as a loss of reality in relation to matters connected with the object) and in Simmel’s 

story about the metropolis, which includes an account of emotional life. In a certain way, 

when Durkheim understands solidarity as a series of emotions that link social actors to the 

central symbols of society, he is underlining the emotional base to socialisation, because 

symbolic classifications (cognitive entities) have this base. According to Illouz (2007), the 

emotions are social relations and cultural meanings that are inseparably fused together, and 

this fusion confers the capacity to impart energy for action. It is also possible to find emo-

tional hierarchies, because some emotions (and their expression) are more valued than others 

in certain cultural settings… and here, education (socialisation) again plays a very important 

role. According to the same author, it has also been traditional to recognise a conventional 

division between an unemotional public sphere and a private sphere that is full of emotions. 

Now, we encounter a change in the paradigm for interpreting the global and globalised 

world and this paradigm is cultural (Touraine, 2005). We essentially find ourselves in a new 

culture of emotivity (Illouz, 2007) in which the interior private “I” has a much more public 

representation, combining the aspiration to self-realisation with the affirmation of emotional 

distress. 

In another sense, when we establish the methodological need to record the expression 

of emotions, we can - as Halbwachs (see Fleury, 2004) did - understand that this expression 

has much to do with representation and ritual or ritualised practices. In this sense, our re-

search holds a double value (methodological and conceptual), helping us to overcome the 

classical dichotomy between rites and emotions or between expression and representation, 

within the ludic framework of playing and the ritual of play. 

Furthermore, let us not forget that Physical Education is a form of practical interven-

tion that influences the conduct of its participants in line with implicit or explicit educational 

norms (Parlebas, 2003). In this sense, physical education also has much to do with coopera-

tive and competitive approaches, which also generate different feelings and emotions. We 

shall therefore need to evaluate, in educational terms, which values we are socialising and 

which emotions we are consolidating and whether we should promote cooperative games or 

competitive sport and, in any case, how we should approach this subject and manage the re-

sulting conflict. This may prove either enriching or devastating, depending on how it is ap-

proached and managed. 
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ANNEX 

 

 
Positive Emotions 

 Happiness: enthusiasm, euphoria, excitement, contentment, entertainment, pleasure, gratification, satisfaction, whim, ecstasy 

 Humour: smile, laugh 

 Friendship: affection, esteem, sympathy, empathy, acceptance, cordiality, trust, amiability, affinity, respect, devotion, infatuation 

 Welfare: happiness, tranquillity, peace, placidness, satisfaction,  

Negative Emotions 

 Anger: anger, rage, nastiness, hate, fury, indignation, resent, exasperation, tension, excitation, agitation, irritability, hostility, vio-

lence, annoyance, jealousy, envy, impotence, 

 Fear: fear, horror, panic, terror, anxiety, fright, phobia 

 Anxiety: angst, desperation, uneasiness, stress, worry, craving, consternation, nervousness 

 Sadness: depression, frustration, deception, distress, sorrow, pain, grief, pessimism, melancholy, loneliness, reluctance, disgust, 

worry 

 Shame: blame, shyness, insecurity 

 Aversion: hostility, contempt, antipathy, resentment, rejection, suspicion, repugnance, repulsion 

 

 

 

IDENTIFIYING DATA    
  

Name   Age   Gender      Man  Woman           Course      Subject    
  

  
      
Emotions    
Play    

Positive    Emotions    Negative    Emotions     Ambiguous         Emotions   

Situation   Happiness  Humour   Friendship    Welfare   Anger   Fear   Anxiety   Sadness    Shame   Repulsion   Hope   Surprise   Compassion   
1                             
2                             
3                             
4                             
5                             
6                             
7                             
8                             
9                             
10                             

    
  
                                
         
                          
               
   
                            
      
                
                     
                           
             
                     


