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Introduction

Teachers have become more and more concerned about 
the misbehaviours of some students in class [1]. Psycho-social 
development and sport are promoted as they could reduce 
antisocial [2]. Pascual et al. [3] have suggested that physical 
education lessons are very important for youth’s positive 
psychosocial development because it requires effort, cooperation, 
conflict management and relationships with peers and teachers. 
Physical education lessons can be used as a mean for teaching 
social and moral values such as the respect for other’s rights and 
they can be educationally useful to lead to desirable social and 
moral outcomes [4]. The moral education is therefore related to 
the moral growth which evolution is linked to cognitive maturation 
and effects of social interactions [5-8].

Physical Education (PE) being a less competitive environment 
than sports, one of its main educational goals is to promote 
moral competence. School looks like a small society that conveys 
moral values, where children learn what is right or wrong in 
this particular context [9]. For instance, a set of activities is 
developed within PE with specific rules. Children will be able to  

 
learn what is right or wrong for a lot of issues. Then, they can 
apply that in their everyday lives. Recent studies have described 
a positive relationship between morality in PE and daily life. 
Gutiérrez and Vivó [10] have shown the benefit of an intervention 
program applied to the context of school physical education for 
the development of moral judgment in students. Menéndez and 
Fernández-Río [11] have observed a positive influence of PE 
programs and development campaigns of values on moral and 
social development. Sanchez-Alcaraz et al. [12] have shown that 
students make improvements in personal and social responsibility 
within a teaching model in education of values through PE lessons. 
Other studies have highlighted that the appropriateness and the 
effectiveness of PE can help to initiate aspects of morality such as 
a) promotion of moral reasoning maturity [13], b) enhancement 
of pro-social behaviours [14] and c) improvement of moral 
judgment, intention and behaviour [15]. 

One can say that moral judgments are based on one’s 
perception of the rightness or wrongness of specific acts because 
it is linked to moral questions. As norm violations often lead to 
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punishment, people are expected to judge transgressions of moral 
rules as serious offences and to evaluate how wrong they are with 
reference to principles of justice [16].  The seriousness of the 
offence, level of punishment and its suitability may play a major 
role in the moral judgment. Although the issue of the students’ 
misbehaviour was investigated rather in the classroom than in 
physical education settings [17], physical education is an activity 
that may allow adolescents to acquire social rules and values [18]. 
During a PE lesson at school, several variables can influence the 
moral judgment such as the teacher’s behaviour [19], the type of 
the antisocial act [20], its consequences [21] and the offender’s 
apologies [22]. First, teachers may influence student’s moral 
judgment. Weinstock et al. [19] showed that teachers’ behaviour 
was important, and that teachers’ encouragements contributed 
to students thinking critically. Second, schools in general are 
considered to constitute a learning environment in which 
students exhibit a variety of behaviours.  Negative behaviours are 
observed, that preoccupied teachers and everyone who work in 
this context. Third, aaggressive behaviour could be using factors 
such as Intention and Consequences (i.e., whether a physical act is 
done intentionally or not, that whether it could physically injure 
a person). This act is against the rules of the game and can have 
consequences for the opponent. 

On one hand, antisocial behaviour can take several forms 
in PE lessons. It can be non-aggressive behaviour like cheating, 
which intends to disadvantage another team, for example by not 
respecting the size of the goals. Or it can be aggressive acts where 
the objective is to harm an individual [23]. In order to understand 
aggression in sport, some researchers [24] made the distinction 
between hostile and instrumental aggressive behaviours. Hostile 
aggressive behaviour stands for “angry” aggression intended to 
hurt someone while instrumental aggressive behaviour is planned 
and motivated by the desire to achieve a goal. Instrumental 
aggressive acts are often accepted and encouraged in team 
sports, whereas the hostile aggressive acts are unacceptable and 
discouraged [25]. Bushman and Anderson [20] questioned this 
dichotomy. By referring to strategically employed aggressive 
behaviour in order to achieve a goal, Anderson and Bushman 
[26] specified that it involves the intent to harm. In this particular 
case, harm is a consequence of a bold or assertive act [26]. On 
the other hand, Helwig, Zelazo, and Wilson [27] introduced the 
separate issue of whether participants judge according to acts, 
or to the consequences of the act, that is, the resulting harm. 
They investigated not only the influence of intentions and 
consequences on moral judgments but also whether children 
and adults judge according to the nature of the acts (e.g. hitting 
or petting animals). The participants were questioned about an 
“act acceptability” and a corresponding “punishment”. Results 
showed that children’s punishment judgments were primarily 
outcome-based whereas older participants were more likely 
to use an intention rule (if outcome is negative and intention is 
negative, then punish). Gauché and Mullet [21] also showed that 
the cancellation of consequences had an impact on the willingness 

to forgive an aggression and Fruchart and Rulence-Pâques [22] 
confirmed Darby and Schlenker [28] results that more elaborate 
apologies from the offender resulted in a more forgiving attitude 
among participants. 

Different methodological processes have been used to 
understand the moral judgment. Piaget [6] wanted to understand 
the moral developmental structure in children by asking them 
about pairs of stories. He investigated whether children’s moral 
judgments were based on intention or consequence. In contrast 
to adults’ intention-based judgments, children below 10 years old 
judged acts and agents according to the consequence. Kohlberg [5] 
used verbal justifications in moral dilemmas to describe the moral 
development as a sequence of distinct stages from obedience to 
authority to morality of egalitarian cooperation. The findings 
of Helwig, Zelazo, and Wilson [27] were closely replicated by 
Nobes, Panagiotaki, and Bartholomew [29]: children’s judgments 
according to the nature of the acts were based on the outcome and 
their punishment judgments were also primarily outcome-based.  
However, if the question was rephrased by asking for justifications 
of judgments, children’s judgments were more influenced by the 
intention than by the outcome. Their findings indicated that a 
methodological change affects children’s moral judgments. 

The present study applies Anderson [30,31] theoretical 
framework. More particularly, it aimed at complementing the set of 
previous studies on moral judgment with another methodological 
approach. It may add to the knowledge on moral judgment by 
studying the manner in which individuals consider numerous 
elements of information and combine them cognitively to give a 
global moral judgment [32-35]. This theory was applied in sport 
domain and showed that different positions on moral judgment 
were observed according to the involvement in the practice of 
sport [36] and that moral judgment increased according to the 
young players’ age [36]. With the theory of information integration 
[30-32], researchers’ goal is to discover which operations of 
cognitive algebra subjects use to process information in various 
situations. The originality of this theory comes from the methods. 
This theory assumes that any moral perception, thought or 
action is goal oriented and depends on the integration of 
different information. Anderson [30-32] considers the problem 
of integration as fundamental, prior to the measurement of 
stimuli and even to the measurement of responses. In this theory, 
mathematical description and explanation converge. More than 
one factor is at the origin of our judgments and actions. This is 
visible in our daily life. For example, we scold children considering 
both the misconduct they committed and their intent to commit it.  
We may consider either punishing or lecturing them depending 
on the cases. Similarly, minor moral problems such as confessing 
a mistake or lying are examples of daily conflicts. Thus, our social 
behaviour is based on multiple determination. The theory of 
information integration and its methodology extend to all areas 
of cognitive psychology. This theory of cognition is meant to be 
a theory of daily life or more precisely a theory of judgments 
expressed in daily life. Its purpose is to clarify the rules (cognitive 
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algebra) that we use every day to make our judgments. It is 
possible to explain the individuals’ behaviour once a mathematical 
model is found to reflect the data. “When an individual integrates 
information to make a final judgment, a field of external stimuli 
undergoes three successive operations that are directed for this 
purpose of the subject: (a) a valuation operation that transforms 
stimulus into subjective representations; (b) an integration 
operation that transforms these subjective representations into 
internal responses; and (c) an action operation that transforms 
the internal responses into observable responses. This is often 
done by selecting a level along a scale of judgment” [30]. 

The interest of this present study is to implement the theory 
of information integration which methodological process is 
different from the previous studies. The present study takes place 
in the school context during a PE lesson. It explores the notions of 
gravity, punishment and justice together because the relationship 
between an antisocial behaviour and the seriousness of the 
offence, the level of punishment and its suitability in the context 
of sports education has received little attention by researchers. It 
implements the theory of information integration in the domain 
of moral judgment in relation to PE. This study is concerned with 
the way cognitive moral processes evolve during early and middle 
adolescence. By applying the theory of information integration 
[31,32], it aimed (a) to examine the effect of four factors – the type 
of antisocial behaviour [37], the consequences for the classroom 
[21], the offender’s apologies [22], and the usual teacher’s 
behaviour [19] – on young students’ judgments on the gravity of 
the antisocial behaviour, on the appropriateness of punishment, 
and on the level of punishment, and (b) to explore the extent to 
which qualitatively different positions exist among them. The first 
hypothesis was that each of the four factors would have an effect. 
The judgments were expected to differ depending on the type of 
antisocial behaviour (i.e., being late vs. cheating vs. instrumental 
aggression vs. hostile aggression). Hostile aggression would be 
judged more seriously than instrumental aggression because it 
falls within the law of sports [37]. The participants’ judgments 
would be influenced by the apologies: even the simplest apology, 
without any reparation, can have an important effect on moral 
judgment [22,38]. The judgments were expected to take into 
consideration the consequences of the antisocial behaviour [21]. 
The participants’ judgments were expected to be influenced by the 
teacher’s attitude [19]. The second hypothesis was that different 
individual moral positions would be identified [22,36] and that 
each different moral position would be linked to the age of the 
participants [5,6,22]. The third hypothesis was that the judgments 
on gravity, punishment and justice would be correlated in each 
cluster [27,29].

Material and Methods

Sample

The present study was conducted in a secondary education 
learning environment. The participants recruited and tested by 
the authors were early and middle adolescents from secondary 

schools. They came from families with average or upper average 
socioeconomic status.  The study was explained, and we arranged 
an appointment. The participants were 412 unpaid volunteers 
living in the North of France. They were between 12 and 17 
years old.  They were separated into two groups of students in 
secondary schools due to the educational system in France: they 
were 214 young students (100 girls and 114 boys) from “collège” 
which corresponds to the first four years of secondary school 
cursus (Mage = 12.5, SD =1.5) and 198 older students (98 girls and 
100 boys) from “lycée” which corresponds to the three last years 
of the secondary school cursus (Mage = 16.5, SD = 1.5). These 
schools have the similar sports education program.

Material for data collection 

The material for data collection consisted of three 
questionnaires of 32 cards with rating scales. According to 
Anderson’s method [30], each card contained a hypothetical 
scenario of about eight lines, a question and a response scale. 
In the scenario, a sport teacher has organized a tournament 
for which teams had previously been established. One pupil’s 
behaviour is antisocial. Each scenario was designed with regard 
to the following four independent variables: (a) the level of 
antisocial behaviour (the pupil is late, he is cheating, he is showing 
instrumental aggression, he is showing hostile aggression), (b) 
apologies (the pupil apologizes versus he does not apologize), (c) 
the consequence for the classroom (it is disrupted versus it is not 
disrupted), (d) the teacher’s attitude (he always punishes versus he 
never punishes this kind of behaviour). All possible combinations 
of these types of information led to 32 scenarios (4 X 2 X 2 X 2). One 
typical scenario was the following: A sport teacher has organized 
a tournament for which teams had previously been established. One 
pupil, Frederic, physically aggresses a classmate with the intention 
to hurt him. He does not apologize. The class is disrupted. The 
teacher has always punished this kind of behaviour. In the first 
questionnaire, the dependent variable was the response to the 
question: According to you, what is the gravity level of Frederic’s 
behaviour ? Beneath each scenario was an 11-points response 
scale with “Completely serious” indicated on the right and “Not at 
all serious” indicated on the left. Each scenario concerned a pupil 
with a different name. The second questionnaire had the same 
32 scenarios and the dependent variable was the response to the 
question: According to you, which level of punishment would be 
required for Frederic ? The 11-points response scale ranged from 
“Not at all high” on the left to “Completely high” on the right. The 
third questionnaire had the same 32 scenarios and the dependent 
variable was the response to the question: According to you, is it 
fair to punish Frederic ? The 11-points response scale went from 
“Not at all fair to punish” on the left to “Completely fair to punish” 
on the right. These ratings will be coded in a numerical value 
(from 0 to 10).

Procedure

Permission to conduct the study was granted by the 
ethical board of the host university and the headmasters of the 
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participating schools gave their written agreement. The authors 
informed parents about the scope of the study, and they asked for 
their consent. All parents allowed their children to participate in 
the study. Beforehand, a test procedure was carried out to verify 
that there were no confounding factors for understanding the 
situations. None the data of the respondents identified difficulties. 
The data were collected by the researchers under the supervision 
of the students’ own PE teacher. To minimize students’ tendency 
to give socially desirable answers, students were informed that 
their questionnaires would be anonymous and confidential, 
and researchers encouraged them to be as honest as possible. 
Each participant was presented with three questionnaires 
(a questionnaire with a rating scale about the gravity of an 
antisocial act, a questionnaire with a rating scale about the level 
of punishment, a questionnaire with a rating scale about the 
level of justice to punish). The order of the three questionnaires 
was counterbalanced to avoid a learning effect. Each participant 
worked in a quiet space and answered by making marks on the 
response scale between the two anchors. Individually, participants 
had to read each of the 32 stories describing concrete situations 
and to rate their answer on the scale. There were two phases 
according to the methodology of Anderson [30]. The first phase 
was a familiarization phase. The participant’s task was to identify 
with the student described and to give an opinion about the level 
of the type of judgment required in each case. Eight scenarios 
taken from the set of 32 were presented in order to permit the 
participants to familiarize themselves with the task, the procedure 
and the test materials [31]. The 8 scenarios were chosen so as 
to expose participants to the full range of stimuli. During the 
following second or experimental phase, the 32 scenarios were 
randomly administered to participants. Participants provided 
their ratings at their own pace. The participants were presented 
with the three questionnaires with the same procedure. The 
participants took approximately 40 minutes (M = 39, SD = 5) to 
complete the three questionnaires.

Statistical analysis

Each participant’s rating was converted to a numerical value 
expressing the distance (number of points, from 0 to 10) between 
the origin of the scale on the left and the point marked on the 
response scale. These numerical values were then submitted to 
graphic analysis and statistical analysis.

i. Firstly, an ANOVA with a design of Participants’ age X 
Scale X Type of behaviour X Consequences for the classroom X 
Apologies X Teacher’s attitude 2 X 3 X 4 X 2 X 2 X 2 was performed.

ii. Secondly, as we thought that participants were going 
to respond in very different ways from one another, a k-means 
cluster analysis was performed [39] on the raw data from all the 
participants. 

iii. Finally, separate ANOVAs were performed on the data of 

each cluster for each questionnaire, and Pearson’s chi-square test 
was conducted. Correlations were done between mean ratings of 
each cluster in the judgment on gravity and those observed in the 
judgment on punishment and the judgment on justice.

Results

In the results of the ANOVA with 2 X 3 X 4 X 2 X 2 X 2 design, 
three Scale X factors two-way interactions were significant (Scale 
X Teacher’s attitude, F(2, 820) = 75.45, p < .001, ɳ²p = .15; Scale X 
Apologies, F(2, 820) = 7.80, p < .001, ɳ²p = .01; Scale X Antisocial 
behaviour, F(6, 2460) = 8.07, p < .001, ɳ²p = .01). Thus, there are 
differences in participants’ cognitive process whether they judge 
of gravity, of appropriateness of punish and of level of punishment. 
Two Age X Scale X factors three way interactions were significant 
(Age X Scale X Apologies, F(2, 820) = 10.96, p < .001, ɳ²p = .02; 
Age X Scale X Antisocial behaviour, F(6, 2460) = 5.74, p < .001, 
ɳ²p = .01). Thus, differences exist according to the age of the 
participants.

The results of a k-means cluster analysis suggested the 
tenability of a three or a four-cluster solution. The significance 
threshold was set at p <.05. In the three-cluster solution, the 
independent variable Cluster was significant, F(2, 409) = 361.09, 
p < .001, η²p = .63. The subgroups of a three-cluster solution were 
significantly different on four factors: Questionnaire X Cluster, 
F(4, 818) = 15.37, p < .001, ɳ²p = .07; Consequences X Cluster, 
F(2, 409) = 4.48, p < .02, ɳ²p = .02; Apologies X Cluster, F(2, 409) 
= 14.27, p < .001, ɳ²p = .06; Antisocial behaviour X Cluster, F(6, 
1227) = 28.77, p < .001, ɳ²p = .12. 

In the four-cluster solution, the independent variable Cluster 
was also significant, F(3, 408) = 235.26, p < .001, ɳ²p = .63. The 
subgroups of a four-cluster solution were significantly different 
only on two factors: Teacher’s attitude X Cluster, F(3, 408) = 
120.09, p < .001, ɳ²p = .46, Antisocial behaviour X Cluster, F(9, 
1224) = 69.35, p < .001, ɳ²p = .33. 

A five-cluster solution has been tested by precaution. The 
subgroups of a five-cluster solution were not significantly different 
on each factor. Thus, the subgroups of a three clusters solution 
provided a best indication for its tenability than the subgroups 
of a four or a five clusters solution. The three clusters are shown 
in (Figures 1-3). They present combined effect of antisocial 
behaviour, consequences and apologies on judgment in each 
cluster. The choice of this interaction was guided by the fact that 
these factors were significant (p < .001) in the three clusters. The 
mean ratings are on the y-axis. The two levels of apologies are on 
the x-axis. Each curve corresponds to one level of the consequences 
factor. Each panel corresponds to one level of antisocial behaviour. 
An ANOVA on the raw data of the “gravity questionnaire” for each 
cluster and two other ANOVAs respectively on the raw data of the 
“punishment questionnaire” and of the “justice questionnaire” 
have been made. The main results are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1: Main results of ANOVAs conducted in each cluster for judgment on gravity, punishment and justice.

Effect Error

Gravity df MS df MS F p η²p

Cluster 1

Teacher’s attitude 1 44.12 177 7.39 5.97 .016 0.3

Consequences 1 1162.59 177 9.32 124.73 .000 0.41

Apologies 1 1801.51 177 11.74 153.32 .000 0.46

Antisocial behaviour 3 534.45 531 7.3 73.12 .000 0.29

CLUSTER 2

Teacher’s attitude 1 73.39 125 7.76 9.44 .003 0.07

Consequences 1 395 125 5.94 66.47 .000 0.34

Apologies 1 1963.93 125 20.52 95.66 .000 0.43

Antisocial behaviour 3 1258.4 375 9.02 139.39 .000 0.52

CLUSTER 3

Teacher’s attitude 1 37.32 118 2.92 12.78 .001 0.09

Consequences 1 492.16 118 6.17 79,71 .000 0.4

Apologies 1 1314.12 118 9.47 138.65 .000 0.54

Antisocial behaviour 3 5850.79 354 9.75 599.86 .000 0.83

PUNISHMENT

CLUSTER 1

Teacher’s attitude 1 106.26 177 10.23 10.38 .002 0.05

Consequences 1 682.72 177 8.19 83.36 .000 0.32

Apologies 1 3186.02 177 13.74 231.74 .000 0.56

Antisocial behaviour 3 1140.22 531 10.98 103.83 .000 0.37

CLUSTER 2

Teacher’s attitude 1 128.62 113 9.86 13.03 .000 0.1

Consequences 1 230.5 113 8.41 27.39 .000 0.19

Apologies 1 2117 113 15.84 133.61 .000 0.54

Antisocial behaviour 3 889.69 339 9.67 91.97 .000 0.44

CLUSTER 3

Teacher’s attitude 1 198.19 127 8.72 22.71 .000 0.15

Consequences 1 441.65 127 5.21 84.67 .000 0.4

Apologies 1 1651.66 127 8.48 194.73 .000 0.6

Antisocial behaviour 3 3289.05 381 16.2 202.91 .000 0.61

JUSTICE

CLUSTER 1

Teacher’s attitude 1 1270.92 176 21.62 58.78 .000 0.25

Consequences 1 606.21 176 7.44 81.44 .000 0.31

Apologies 1 1471.53 176 14.38 102.33 .000 0.36

Antisocial behaviour 3 796.11 528 10.45 76 ?12 .000 0.3

CLUSTER 2

Teacher’s attitude 1 817.99 114 22.35 36.59 .000 0.24

Consequences 1 519.75 114 9.44 55 .000 0.32

Apologies 1 1527.62 114 16.87 90.52 .000 0.44

Antisocial behaviour 3 667.48 342 9.26 72.02 .000 0.38

http://dx.doi.org/10.19080/PBSIJ.2021.16.555947


Psychology and Behavioral Science International Journal

How to cite: Patricia Rulence-P, Eric F, Véronique L, Nathalie Przygodzki-L. Gravity, Punishment and Justice :A Clustering Analysis in French Teenagers’ 
Judgments of Antisocial Acts.  Psychol Behav Sci Int J .2021; 16(5): 555947. DOI: 10.19080/PBSIJ.2021.16.555947006

CLUSTER 3

Teacher’s attitude 1 2308.88 124 27.98 82.49 .000 0.39

Consequences 1 595.21 124 7.24 82.17 .000 0.39

Apologies 1 1455.64 124 9.56 152.15 .000 0.55

Antisocial behaviour 3 2552.12 372 14.44 176.73 .000 0.58

Cluster 1 (n = 79) was termed “Intolerance to aggression”. The 
judgments on gravity are above the middle of the scale (M = 5.97, 
SD = .13). It is shown in the four top panels of Figure 1. The curves 
are separate, which indicates an effect of the consequences. The 
curves slope, which indicates an effect of the apologies. The 
curves of both right panels (instrumental aggression and hostile 

aggression) are above the curves of both left panels (being late and 
cheating), which indicates an effect of the nature of the antisocial 
behaviour. The Consequences x Apologies x Antisocial behavior 
interaction is significant, F (3, 237) = 3.87, p <.01, η²p = .04. (Insert 
Figure 1 Here)

Figure 1:  Effect of an antisocial behaviour, consequences and apologies on judgments of gravity in each of the three clusters from “Cluster 
Analysis All Participants”.
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The judgments on punishment are on both sides of the 
average of the scale (M = 5.53, SD = .12) according to the antisocial 
behaviour. It is shown in the four top panels of Figure 2. The 
Consequences x Apologies x Antisocial behavior interaction is not 
significant, F (3, 237) = .59, p =.61, η²p = .00. The judgments on 

justice are also on both sides of the average of the scale (M = 6.03, 
SD = .12) according to the act. It is shown in the four top panels 
of Figure 3. The Consequences x Apologies x Antisocial behavior 
interaction is significant, F (3, 237) = 3.21, p <.02, η²p = .03. 

Figure 2: Effect of an antisocial behaviour, consequences and apologies on judgments of punishment observed in each of the three clusters 
from “Cluster Analysis All Participants”.

Cluster 2 (n = 190) was termed “Depends on Type of act 
and Apologies”. The judgments on gravity are spread along the 
entirety of the response scale (M = 5.21, SD = .08). It is shown 
in the four middle panels of Figure 1. The curves are separate, 
which indicates an effect of the consequences. The curves slope 
which indicates an effect of the apologies. The curves rise on the 
response scale which indicates an effect of the type of antisocial 

behaviour. The Consequences x Apologies x Antisocial behavior 
interaction is significant, F (3, 564) = 14.09, p <.001, η²p = .07. The 
four patterns of judgment on punishment rise on the response 
scale (M = 4.67, SD = .07). It is shown in the four middle panels 
of Figure 2. The Consequences x Apologies x Antisocial behavior 
interaction is significant, F (3, 564) = 5.73, p <.001, η²p = .03. 
(Insert Figure 2 Here)
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The curves of judgment on justice were along the response 
scale (M = 5.18, SD = .08). It is shown in the middle panels of 
Figure 3. The Consequences x Apologies x Antisocial behavior 

interaction is significant, F (3, 564) = 3.32, p <.01, η²p = .01. (Insert 
Figure 3 Here)

Figure 3: Effect of an antisocial behaviour, consequences, and apologies on judgments of justice 
observed in each of the three clusters from “Cluster Analysis All Participants”.

Cluster 3 (n = 143) was termed “Tolerance Near Zero”. All 
ratings of judgment on gravity are higher than the middle of the 
response scale (M = 6.31, SD = .10). It is shown in the four bottom 
panels of the Figure 1. The Consequences x Apologies x Antisocial 
behavior interaction is not significant, F (3, 426) = 1.82, p = .14, 
η²p = .01. The curves of judgment of punishment are higher than 
the middle of the response scale (M = 5.92, SD = .11). It is shown in 

the four bottom panels of Figure 2. The Consequences x Apologies 
x Antisocial behavior interaction is not significant, F (3, 426) = 
1.96, p =.11, η²p = .01. All ratings of judgment on justice are also 
above the middle of the response scale (M = 6.13, SD = .10). It is 
shown in the bottom panels of the Figure 3. 

The Consequences x Apologies x Antisocial behavior 
interaction is significant, F (3, 426) = 2.82, p <.03, η²p = .01. 

Table 2: The composition of each cluster in terms of participants’ schools (“college” or “lycée”).

Participants Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Total

Pupils from “College” 112 (62.9%) 58 (46%) 45 (37.8%) 215

Pupils from “Lycée” 66 (37.1%) 68 (54.0%) 74 (62.2%) 208

Total 178 126 119 423

Note: Percentages are significant at p < .000 in the 2 (Type of pupils) x 3 (Cluster) Pearson’s chi-square test.
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Table 2 shows the composition of each cluster in terms of 
participants’ schools (“college” or “lycée”). The 2 (students from 
“college”/students from “lycée”) x 3 (Clusters) Pearson’s chi-
square test is significant, χ² (2) = 7.99, p < .000. The first cluster 
is significatively made up of students from “college” (64.6 %). The 
second cluster is made up of the same proportion of students from 
“college” and “lycée”. The third cluster is significatively made up of 
students from “lycée” (55.2 %). “Insert Table 2 here”

Correlations have been computed between mean ratings 
observed in each questionnaire (Gravity, Punishment and Justice) 
for each cluster. In each cluster, the judgment on gravity is 
positively correlated with those on punishment (.99, p = .000) and 
justice (.99, p = .000). 

Discussion

The main purpose of this study was to examine the moral 
judgment of adolescents on antisocial behaviour in a school context 
during a PE lesson. They had to judge the gravity of this antisocial 
behaviour. They also had to judge the level of punishment for this 
act, and they had to judge how fair the punishment is. The first 
hypothesis was that each of the four factors would have an effect. 
The judgments were expected to differ depending on the type of 
antisocial behaviour (i.e., being late vs. cheating vs. instrumental 
aggression vs. hostile aggression). This hypothesis was supported 
by the results. Unlike being late and cheating, aggressive acts 
may have severe consequences (e.g., injuries). Thus, the type of 
behaviour influences the judgments on gravity, punishment and 
justice. These results show that antisocial hostile aggression is 
judged as more serious, requires a more severe punishment, 
that is more deserved, and therefore fairer than instrumental 
aggression. They show that adolescents understand that 
antisocial hostile aggression falls within the law of sport activities 
[37] and the judgments are more salient when the act is viewed 
as unacceptable [40]. The participants’ judgments were expected 
to be influenced by the offender’s apologies. This hypothesis 
was supported by the results. In the judgments on punishment, 
the apologies were the factor to which the members of the three 
clusters gave the biggest weight. It confirms a previous study 
[38]. As the transgressor’s apologies prove that he realizes that 
his act was transgressive, and that he shows a certain degree of 
moral understanding, observers are less likely to morally judge 
him harshly, if he apologies. The participants’ judgments were 
expected to be influenced by the consequences of the antisocial 
behaviour. In the three questionnaires, judgments are more severe 
when an antisocial act disrupts the climate of the classroom. It 
confirms that the concept of consequences is considered in moral 
judgment [21,36]. The participants’ judgments were expected to 
be influenced by teacher’s attitude [19]. This hypothesis is partly 
confirmed. On the one hand, the results showed a weak effect of the 
teacher’s attitude on the judgments on gravity and punishment. It 
can be explained by the fact that young adolescents reify the rules 
and norms of the adult world as immutable standards for what is 

good or bad, while older adolescents with increased cognitive and 
social maturity, become more autonomous and their judgments 
are more based on individually determined principles. On the 
other hand, the results showed a higher effect of the teacher’s 
attitude on the judgment on justice. The adolescents judged that 
a punishment is all the fairer as the teacher always punished an 
antisocial act. This result confirmed the importance of model 
consistency [41] and that the adolescents’ perceptions of their 
teachers would be positively associated with adolescents’ moral 
judgment [19]. 

The second hypothesis was that different individual moral 
positions would be shown due to the information cues combined 
differently [22,36] and that the moral position would depend on 
the age of the participants (e.g. [6,22,42]). That was confirmed. 
Three positions were identified. The antisocial behaviour, the 
consequences of this behaviour and the apologies were the 
information cues principally taken into consideration. Each cluster 
can be defined by one criteria of judgment concerning antisocial 
behaviour. Cluster 1 corresponds to “Intolerance to Aggression”. 
In this latter cluster, the curves divide into two groups. Hostile 
and instrumental aggressive acts directed toward someone are 
judged more serious than cheating and being late. These hostile 
and instrumental aggressive acts are judged to be very serious, 
require a more severe punishment and the punishment is judged 
to be very fair. Cluster 2 corresponds to “Depends on Type of act 
and Apologies” and ratings are spread along the response scale. 
The judgments of gravity, level of punishment and justice rise 
gradually according to the type of act. Being late is judged less 
serious than cheating which is judged less serious than aggressive 
behaviours. Deliberate aggressive behaviour is judged to be more 
serious and must be strongly punished, which is completely 
fair. Cluster 3 corresponds to “Tolerance Near Zero” because all 
ratings are high in the three questionnaires, whatever the type 
of behaviour. For all the acts, the participants judge that they are 
serious, their punishment must be high, and it is always fair to 
punish. In the three questionnaires of the cluster 3, participants 
granted a bigger weight to the offender’s apologies. Our findings 
demonstrated differences in moral judgment. They confirm the 
special status of antisocial aggressive behaviour within the context 
of a PE lesson as a physical act that can injure another person with 
intent to harm [45]. Furthermore, the data supported that the 
composition of clusters would be linked to the participants’ age 
(e.g., [6,42]). In the first cluster, the percentage of early adolescents 
from “collège” schools (64.6%) was higher than the percentage 
of middle adolescents from “lycée” schools (35.4%). The second 
cluster was made up of about the same proportion of adolescents 
from “collège” schools (52.1%) and from “lycée” schools (47.9%). 
In the third cluster, the percentage of middle adolescents from 
“lycée” schools (55.2%) was higher than the percentage of early 
adolescents from “collège” schools (44.8%). This study confirms 
previous studies on cognitive-developmental morality [6,42]. 
It confirms that younger students were influenced much more 
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by outcome than by intention [43] and that their punishment 
judgments were also primarily outcome-based [27,29]. They 
showed that age was linked to the judgment on the gravity of an 
antisocial act, to the judgment on the level of punishment required 
and to the judgment on fairness according to this punishment.

The third hypothesis was that the judgment on gravity would 
be correlated with the judgments on punishment and fairness. 
This hypothesis was confirmed in all the clusters. The more the 
antisocial act was serious, the more it was judged to require 
punishment and the more the punishment was judged to be 
fair. There was a link between the judgments on gravity and on 
punishment although they are very different because evaluating 
the gravity of an act constitutes simply taking a position on the 
facts, whilst punishing the author implies a decision making on the 
future of someone. The judgment on punishment was positively 
correlated with the judgment on fairness. When the judgment 
on fairness was more severe, then the punishment required was 
also judged to be more severe, especially as the participants were 
older. 

These findings reinforce and refine the results from previous 
studies by exploring the notions of gravity, punishment and justice 
at the same time. They move forward Anderson’s theory [32] as it 
applies to understanding students’ cognitions of moral judgments 
within the PE area. According to these results, students judge that 
antisocial behaviour during a PE lesson transgress the norms of 
the group. Students consider it should be punished as they judge 
it severely and corresponding punishment is judged to be fair. 
This moral judgment is age sensitive. Applying these results to 
societal norms can help to understand the relationship between 
antisocial behaviours and morality, because it is characterized by 
deviations from societal norms and insensitivity towards other 
people’s interests. It affects the social cohesion and fragments 
shared values [44]. Apologies play a major role in the participants’ 
judgments. This could explain the propensity to forgive that we 
see in everyday life. If the “offender” apologies for his antisocial 
behaviour, he gets the occasion to explain the conditions 
under which the event occurred as well as the reasons why he 
misbehaved. Therefore, people are more likely to understand 
and forgive [43]. Understanding the link between behaviours, 
apologies and forgiveness could help to restore good connections 
between people. The climate of the classroom influences the 
students’ judgments. A distasteful mood in the classroom can have 
a negative effect on the characters of the students [46]. We noted 
that teacher’s behaviour is especially important for the judgment 
on justice. School is the first social institution which students 
are exposed to. Experiencing the teacher’s justice is therefore 
very important for them and they learn about the legitimacy of 
authority. Fairly teachers treat them, the more legitimate they 
will see the school authorities, and they will generalize their 
experiences to other societal areas [47].

This study emphasizes that physical education at school can 
significantly contribute in acting more morally. In the context of 
a PE lesson, the three positions outlined in this research reflect 
the heterogeneity of the judgments. Initiate a discussion with 
adolescents on this subject would lead to stimulating debates. 
Concrete situations in physical education provide an interesting 
starting point for a debate and can be analyzed in terms of rules 
and moral principles upon which they are based. The teacher of 
physical education can use a positive approach in moral judgment 
by encouraging his students to analyze or reflect on their 
feelings. He can encourage them to find how they could improve 
themselves and their practice. He can encourage them to think 
about their behaviours by asking what they “could do”, not simply 
what authorities say they “should do”. These guidelines provide 
the criteria for acceptable conduct [48]. 

Limitations 

As limitations, we can mention the question of the 
operationalization of two of our factors, the “type of antisocial 
behaviour” and the “teacher’s attitude”. Effectively, the type of 
antisocial act is confused with the notion of intention while these 
two informational cues must be distinguished. For example, a 
pupil can be late inadvertently or voluntarily; it is also possible 
to cheat by ignoring the specific rules of the game. Moreover, the 
weak effect of “the teacher’s attitude” factor is surprising because 
many studies have shown that moral prescriptions are acquired 
through the observation of parental and teacher models [41,49]. 
This result may be explained by the fact that information about 
the teacher refers to his « habitual » attitude and not directly to 
the scenario. In future research, more information about teacher-
students interactions needs to be gathered to capture this effect.

Although a test procedure was carried out, a confounding 
between type of antisocial behaviour and consequences for the 
classroom may be possible. No test participants indicated to that 
some scenarios did not seem credible. Nevertheless, how do you 
explain that an antisocial behaviour has occurred and that it had 
no consequences on the group? Firstly, it may be explained by the 
fact that we are on a sports ground where the antisocial behaviour 
is a part of the game and the consequences are implicitly 
accepted. Antisocial behaviour is often perceived positively in 
sports, especially when it leads to successful outcomes and team 
performance [50]. Secondly, poor student behaviour is a growing 
concern in the education system, and discipline policies and 
practices are ineffective and inconsistent. Our children are not only 
watching us, but they are also behaving in the ways in which we 
model behaviour for them [51]. Thirdly, in our society, adolescents 
watch organized sporting events on television which are tinged 
with competitiveness and individualism. Many studies have 
focused on the constituents of individualism as descriptive norms 
in Western societies [52] and many researchers share the idea that 
‘‘individualism, independence and autonomy are valued traits in 
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western societies’’ ([53] p. 277). While evaluating the practices 
observed in early childhood institutional contexts, Branco [54] 
denounced the preponderance of competitive and individualistic 
practices and values along childhood educational experiences, 
and alerts for their dangerous impact on human development. 
From such a perspective, it appears that people within a same 
cultural environment may have something in common, meaning 
their characteristics are fundamentally different from those living 
in a different cultural environment. Future research could take 
that into consideration. 

Conclusion and implications

This study highlights that future research would be beneficial 
to access the influence of PE teachers on moral development. 
First of all, a questionnaire with similar situations would be 
completed by the students. It would allow to map out their 
moral judgments. Then, a PE program would be implemented 
to improve moral and social judgment. Lastly, other fictional 
situations in a PE context would be proposed to determine if 
there has been any change in their ideas of morality. Students and 
teacher could therefore discuss, debate and decide on some rules 
of conduct, which would be applicable to all during PE lesson. 
Thereby, sports teachers’ attitudes might be an important factor 
in promoting the adolescents’ moral judgment and development. 
According to Hoffman [55], the acquisition of moral rules depends 
on observational learning but also on the nature of educational 
practices, and he discusses some implications for socialization 
and moral education [56]. Some of his recommendations, taken 
up in schools (e.g. [57] in France), could be generalized in the 
PE context. Socialization begins at home and continues through 
the rest of one’s education. The socialization experiences are 
integrated and increase the sense of fairness and concern for 
others. During adolescence, pupils are more ‘‘formally’’ introduced 
to moral principles that are supposed to guide behaviour. One 
may analyze, interpret, compare and contrast, and accept or 
reject them and thus construct one’s own set of general moral 
principles. In the PE context, individuals are active in constructing 
and understanding moral rules, using information communicated 
by adults. Therefore, sports teachers’ attitudes can help young 
people to classify certain acts as morally wrong, unfair, and these 
acts can educate them about more general principles of justice.
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