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Abstract. Lately, gymnastics has become one of the branches of sport most frequently used in various human 

activities focusing on health and social integration. Nowadays, when we have so many opportunities for leisure, 

participating in gymnastics activities represents a real challenge for different population categories (children, 

youngsters, elders). The present study looks at the problematic of possible influences of Aerobic Gymnastics on 

the motivation and attachment of middle-school students to classes that approach this subject matter. We are 

mainly interested in the participation of students who are dealing with social exclusion and a high risk of school 

dropout from the perspective of their freedom of choice and desire to learn and practise the specific content 

together with the rest of the group. Studying the literature and official documents represents the main method 

used for conducting the research. Other methods: pedagogical observation, conversation and primary statistics. 

The analysed group was composed of middle-school students from School no. 162 in Bucharest. All members of 

the group are facing social exclusion and a high risk of dropping out of school and are participants in the 

extracurricular activities involving Aerobic Gymnastics organized within the school. The results of the study 

support the idea according to which the steps of Aerobic Gymnastics, the music and practising together with the 

others can represent an important means of action to increase the level of motivation, enjoyment and desire 

related to participation in these specific types of activities.  
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Introduction 

 

Social inclusion and social exclusion are two opposing terms generally used together. 

Thus, social inclusion is defined in relation with social exclusion and vice-versa.  

Mohammadi (2019) defines social exclusion as a complex and multidimensional process 

that implies the absence or denial of resources, rights, goods and services, and the inability to 

participate in regular social relationships and activities available to the vast majority of 

people, regardless of whether these are economic, social, cultural or political.  

Considering the complexity and multitude of aspects involved, Brar (2018) says that social 

exclusion implies different contexts and different sets of factors, i.e. historical, sociological, 

economic, political, sexual, biological or racial. Through the opinions expressed by Ponic and 

Frisby (2010) regarding social inclusion, we understand that this is also a process but, as 

opposed to exclusion, inclusion focuses on constant engagement in a relationship through 

active collaboration and, when referring to different activities, all participants are allowed to 

take decisions and get involved in the communities to which they belong.   

When we look at the policies and action plans developed, we can conclude that these 

aspects are highly relevant on both a global and national scale. The aforementioned actions 
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aim to identify the issues in nowadays society, highlight their causes and determine the 

factors behind them as well as outline the necessary measures and further directions for 

taking action. 

Some of these problems are poverty eradication and elimination of all forms of 

discrimination and social exclusion that may eventually lead to school dropout.  

Referring to school and students, school dropout represents a particular issue that gets 

special attention from policy-makers as well as everyone working in the field of education. 

School dropout and social exclusion are co-dependent. School dropout can be a consequence 

of extreme scholastic failure. It is a complex phenomenon (individual, social, institutional, 

economic, etc.) that ends with early school leaving without getting a qualification or training 

attested (Popescu, 1991), which marks the failure of adaptation seen as a mutual process, i.e. 

interdependent relationships between students and school, thus leading to a progressive 

increase in the number of children who drop out of school (Stoltz, 2000). 

Sahin et al. (2016) have identified 5 categories of causes that result in school dropout. 

Based on the information provided by the authors mentioned above, these can be: family-

related causes, causes related to school in general or certain behaviours of the principal and 

teachers, causes directly related to the student, contextual causes and environmental causes. 

These 5 categories led to the development of 15 main themes related to: family problems, 

ignoring absenteeism, view of education, economic issues, family-child relationship, 

principal-student relationship, teacher-student relationship, teacher’s in-class behaviours, 

attitude towards absence, school structure, negative school ambiance, adaptation to school, 

individual reasons, relationship with the environment and environmental factors.  

Referring to the numerous studies conducted, Branson et al. (2014), Adam et al. (2016) 

and Brar (2018) state that the most important factors revealed by many researchers, which 

cause school dropout, are: poverty, gender-related prejudices, bodily punishment, illness or 

death of one or both parents, having to look after younger siblings, being forced to work, 

pregnancy, marriage, distance from school.  

In recent years, the phenomenon of school dropout has increased in Romania, which has 

drawn the attention of policy-makers and staff in the education field.  

According to Eurostat (2020), in 2019, school dropout among youngsters with ages 

between 18 and 24 was 15.3%, representing the lowest percentage recorded in the last 

decade. However, this is still a very high percentage when we look at the rest of the EU 

countries, Romania coming in fourth in a ranking of countries with the highest percentage of 

school dropout.  

Concerning the school dropout rate in primary and lower secondary education in the 

academic year 2016-2017, it was 1.6%; however, there is a 1.2% difference in score between 

rural and urban areas (Ministerul Educației Naționale [Ministry of National Education], 

2018). 

All data presented above have led to reconsidering sports as a motivating factor and an 

important tool for educational and integrative action. 

Thus, through its multiple educational and moral valences, sports are now regarded 

worldwide as a means to establish the basis of social integration, to enhance relationships 

between individuals who come from different cultural and ethnic environments, to promote 

equality. Many countries have developed programmes, projects and studies related to the 
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social integration of refugees, immigrants, people with disabilities etc., using sports activities. 

Among these, we mention: Germany (Michelini et al., 2018; Özgüzel & Hasirci, 2019; 

Mohammadi, 2019), Spain (Carter-Thuillier et al., 2019), China (Chen & Liu, 2020), Sweden 

(Ekholm & Lindström Sol, 2020; Ekholm et al., 2019), Australia (Toffoletti & Palmer, 2014), 

Belgium (Van der Veken et al., 2020), Greece (Morela et al., 2019), Romania (Grigore & 

Stanică Gavrilescu, 2018; Stănescu et al., 2020). The problematic of social integration 

through sports for people with disabilities was studied by McConkey et al. (2013), Ferreira et 

al. (2018), Albrecht et al. (2019), McConkey et al. (2019). In Romania, important studies 

were conducted by Bălan and Marinescu (2015), especially referring to intellectual 

disabilities.  

Lately, gymnastics has become one of the branches of sport most frequently used in 

different human activities focusing on health and social integration.  

Nowadays, when we have so many opportunities for leisure, participating in gymnastics 

activities represents a real challenge for different population categories (children, youngsters, 

elders). 

As a subject - part of the curriculum, gymnastics is also important because it ensures a 

student-centred teaching process in a motivating and attractive learning context, has 

formative orientation through the development of designed and expected skills, adopts 

participatory strategies, approaches individualised contents adaptable to both the possibilities 

and interests of students and the material conditions that the school can provide.  

Of all branches of gymnastics, Aerobics represents an option for many people, including 

extracurricular sports activities.  

Aerobic Gymnastics involves a wide range of movements and elements that can generate a 

multitude of combinations, dynamic structures and choreographies to music (Pop & Ciomag, 

2014). Performing movements accompanied by music helps to develop the rhythm and 

musical sense of the participants and makes the activity much more attractive, fun and 

accessible (Ciomag & Dinciu, 2013). 

Through its content, Aerobic Gymnastics is looking to fulfil motor-functional, health-

related, aesthetic, socio-psychological objectives (Mustedanagić et al., 2016). Numerous 

studies on this topic identify the following benefits derived from the practice of Aerobic 

Gymnastics: improving the functional capacity of the cardiovascular, musculoskeletal and 

nervous systems (Mustedanagić et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2017), reducing excess body fat, 

reducing bodyweight, increasing lean body mass (Pruneanu et al., 2012; Mustedanagić et al., 

2016; Trajković et al., 2016), reducing states of depression, anxiety, fatigue, isolation, 

frustration (Ciomag & Dinciu, 2013; Yang & Chen, 2018), improving self-image and 

confidence (Ciomag & Dinciu, 2013; Rokka et al., 2019). 

Aerobic Gymnastics develops not only motor skills but also motor memory. Using 

Aerobic Gymnastics during Physical Education and Sports classes or during extracurricular 

activities can create an environment favourable for learning (by learning choreography) and 

increase the desire to actively participate in the lesson (by assigning roles and tasks to each 

student) (Rokka et al., 2019). Those mentioned above lead to increased motivation, which 

can help students to improve their overall learning outcomes (Cuevas et al., 2016).  

We also consider that applying a differential curriculum that also includes gymnastics 

allows the choice of educational paths suitable to the interest and abilities of students, 
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organizing components for a more efficient educational intervention with the aim of 

increasing motivation to participate in school activities (including sports activities) and 

preventing students from abandoning school.  

 

Methodology 

 

Our scientific approach started from an interrogation concerning gymnastic activities as a 

free choice and the desire to learn and practise specific content together with the other 

members of the classroom.  

Consequently, in conducting this study, we aimed to outline the process of enrolling in the 

extracurricular activity with a gymnastics theme, the ways of relating to others and the 

pleasure induced by performing the programme.  

The methods used are: direct observation, conversation, analysis of documents 

corresponding to the activity and primary statistics.  

 

Participants 

 

The subjects of the research were 17 students in the 5th grade from School no. 162 in 

Bucharest, members of the target group of the project “Sustainable Social and Educational 

Integration through Sports Activities” – PNP 001.  

They formed a group of different ethnicities (including Roma) for whom we planned 5 

extracurricular activities focused on Aerobic Gymnastics for beginners, but only 4 activities 

were organized. These 4 extracurricular activities were carried out on the following dates: 

30.01.2020, 06.02.2020, 13.06.2020 and 20.06.2020. 

 

Procedure 

 

The intervention programme mainly consisted in teaching and learning the basic steps of 

Aerobic Gymnastics (March, Jog, Skip, Lunge, Jumping Jack, Knee Lift and Kick) and 

auxiliary steps (Step Touch, Grape-Fine and V-Step), applying them in different personal 

combinations and putting them together by the groups of students, as well as role play.  

The objectives were to develop motor and applicative skills by demonstrating the learned 

steps, designing combinations of steps as a result of the group activity and, most importantly, 

by taking responsibility for fulfilling the task from the teacher’s position.   

  

Results  

 

Direct observation has revealed that students have a satisfactory level of understanding the 

structure of a physical education class and the simple movements of segments, as well as the 

ability to execute linked movements in order to prepare for effort. Their attitude and 

implication proved that they were willing to exercise. During the process of teaching and 

practising the steps, which was completely new to them, we observed different attitudes: 

some engaged in completing the task without hesitation (3 participants), a large part of them 

showed restraint in exercising new movements but still gave it a try (6 participants), while 
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others completely stopped but maintained their positions and observed the others (4 

participants).  

During the activities, the number of those withdrawing from the activity decreased, and we 

noticed that students of Roma ethnicity were incorporated in various groups. Without 

claiming very rigorous recordings but only on the basis of careful observation of behaviours, 

we concluded that the created ambiance, the musical background, the musicality and dancing 

skills of Roma students brought the participants closer together and all problems of 

cooperation disappeared by the time we were carrying out the third activity. 

If, for the first two activities, children formed groups of the same ethnicity, later on the 

relaxed ambiance and music contributed to the collaboration between students of different 

ethnicities. Moreover, Roma students stood out from the group and were appreciated by their 

colleagues for their musicality and rhythmicity. 

Our purpose during conversations with students was to understand whether the choice to 

join the gymnastics class was their own or they were guided/directed towards taking the 

class. With that in mind, we considered that active participation in the activities could be a 

good indicator of students’ intentions and reflect their freedom of choice.    

We calculated the ratio of participants from the total target group of 5th graders. We 

considered the percentage of those present versus those absent for each activity, the 

percentage of those present in at least one activity against those absent, the number of active 

participations – number of activities and the attendance of each student against the total 

number of activities.     

Figures 1-7 present data referring to student participation in activities.  

 

Present

47%
Absent

53%

Activity 1

Present

53%

Absent

47%

Activity 2

 
  

Figure 1. Participation in the 1st activity          Figure 2. Participation in the 2nd activity 
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Figure 3. Participation in the 3rd activity          Figure 4. Participation in the 4th activity 
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Figure 5. Student participation in at least one activity 
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The period chosen for extracurricular activities could not offer an entirely favourable 

context since it overlapped the seasonal flu period at its peak, which meant that large 

numbers of students were absent from school. Because of that, we organized only 4 activities 

where we had a participation of maximum 53% and minimum of 35% of all students. It is 

important to mention that, out of the total of 17 students (100%) in the 5th grade identified as 

having a risk of school dropout, only 24% (4 students) did not participate at all (Figure 5), 

while the rest of 76% (13 students) participated in at least one and maximum 4 activities. The 

total number of absentees includes recorded medical exemptions and absences from all 

lessons in the daily schedule.  

Figure 6 presents the number of participants per activity and indicates that most of them 

attended activity 2, which was due to the fact that, at the time, part of the medically exempt 

students returned to class but also because of the content of activity 1 and the dynamic 

approach of the lesson, which worked as a motivating factor. Analysing the participation of 

each student (Figure 7), we can identify a group of 6 students (46.15% of the total of students 

having participated at least once) who managed to be present in two activities (50% of all 

activities organized) and also a group of 5 students (38.46%) who participated in 3 and 4 

activities. Considering that a total of 4 activities were organized (100%), the three 

participations recorded (75%) for students with codes S5, S7 and S8 represent 23.07% of the 

total number of those who participated at least once.  

Also, due to the special situation determined by the seasonal flu, there are two participants 

in the group (representing 15.38% of the total of those who participated at least once), coded 

S3 and S6, who attended all activities (100%). 

The conversation method was applied in different moments, usually at the end of the 

activity but also at the beginning of the next one. Students were open to communicate and 

provide information about what they learned/practised during a specific activity. This allowed 

us to understand what they liked and disliked, what they would like to practise further and 

whether they were satisfied with what they managed to execute but also the content offered.  

The answers provided indicated a good level of satisfaction. When asked about the content 

of the activity, students declared that they were satisfied, enjoyed what they worked on and 

enjoyed the ambiance during the class; some were happy/unhappy about their colleagues’ 

feedback regarding the choreographies they had put together.  

Role play was their preferred activity. Each student in turn took the role of the teacher. 

When playing this role, they explained, demonstrated and commanded the execution of 

certain basic steps or sequences of steps using their own creativity. They specifically enjoyed 

playing the part of the teacher as they had a lot of fun communicating corrections and 

observations. We were pleasantly surprised by the attitude of peers playing the part of 

students, who listened to the teacher’s commands and tried to execute them to the best of 

their abilities in order to receive positive feedback.  

Students expressed their wish to have additional games included in the schedule of 

activities, so various versions of walking, running, jumping, rolling or tumbling were 

introduced. Also, students asked for more “kid games” and other similar activities.   

 When asked how they felt at the end of the class, students answered they felt fine, were 

‘dead tired’ but enjoyed the activity and would like to participate in more sports activities.  
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Discussion and conclusion 

 

Applying a differential curriculum allows the choice for educational paths suitable to the 

interest and abilities of students, organizing components for a more efficient educational 

intervention in order to keep students active in the system and reduce premature school 

dropout.  

The research results lead us to support the opinions of authors: Ciomag and Dinciu (2013), 

Pop and Ciomag (2014), Rokka et al. (2019), according to which, on top of the multiple 

benefits presented earlier, Aerobic Gymnastics is a type of physical activity that can be 

organized and carried out with larger groups of people, which recommends it as a tool for 

social integration. 

The pedagogical methods and procedures used for teaching and practising contents 

specific to Aerobic Gymnastics should be adapted to the age and level of the groups of 

students. These methods, together with work formations, specific tasks and music represent 

efficient tools that can be used in different extracurricular activities to disinhibit students, 

remove psychological and social barriers and increase student attachment to this type of 

activities and implicitly to school. All this can lead to retaining a higher number of students 

in the educational system and avoiding premature school dropout. The freedom of expression, 

relaxed ambiance, fair play, appreciation and acknowledgement of the best specific to 

Physical Education and Sports can induce a state of psychological wellbeing as a 

consequence of the feelings of pleasure experienced during the physical activity but also the 

wish to be together with the rest of the group and enjoy activities together. We consider that, 

even if we carried out only a reduced number of activities that involved a small number of 

participants at School no. 162 in Bucharest, these represent a good start for the development 

of a range of extracurricular activities with content linked to that of Physical Education 

classes as well as completely new and surprising content for the students, which can ensure a 

friendly environment and determine students to consider school a genuine support in 

fulfilling their wishes. 
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