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ABSTRACT  
For decades, scholars have advocated for critical perspectives in 
Physical Education (PE), encouraging more creative and inclusive 
ways of thinking about and doing PE. Unfortunately, this critical 
work has had limited impact on how PE is conceptualised – 
within curricula or by teachers - both in the United Kingdom (UK) 
and internationally. As such, there is a pressing need to consider 
how we might advance this agenda. Working with PE teachers 
from across the four home nation of the UK (England, Northern 
Ireland, Scotland and Wales), we organised a series of workshops 
to enable PE teachers from across these contexts to reflect on 
and discuss their respective curricula. This novel approach – of 
engaging in cross-border dialogue - was found to have potential 
for fostering critical thinking around PE curricula. Indeed, teachers 
were supported to begin thinking more critically through 
learning about other curriculum contexts and considering 
alternative possibilities for PE and their learners – though 
persistent challenges around blocks of activity and teaching 
games were acknowledged. We argue that these teachers are on 
the (challenging) journey of becoming critical, but time and 
support is necessary to interrogate prevailing discourses in PE 
and allow new ways of thinking to emerge.
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Introduction

For decades, scholars have explored and advocated for critical perspectives and pedago
gies within Physical Education (PE) (Pringle et al., 2019), uncovering social inequalities, 
and developing more creative and inclusive ways of thinking about and doing PE (Hill & 
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Azzarito, 2012; Oliver & Kirk, 2015). While this thinking aligns with national and global 
agendas related to inclusion in education more broadly (UNESCO, 2023), critical 
approaches in PE remain somewhat on the margins (Tinning, 2019), and have had a rela
tively limited impact on how PE is conceptualised across the United Kingdom’s (UK) 
four home nations of England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales (Gray, Sandford, 
et al., 2022a; Gray et al., 2023) as well as internationally (Philpot et al., 2021). Overall, 
PE continues to be a rather exclusive space, primarily for those young people who 
have the physical capacities to engage in competitive sports (Redelius et al., 2009).

One of the factors contributing to the persistence of this narrow conceptualisation of 
PE is the inherently complex nature of teacher engagement with curriculum (Lambert & 
O’Connor, 2018). In positioning teachers as policy actors, Ball et al. (2011) highlight the 
complex ways in which teachers work with (or against) curriculum, shaped by their per
sonal values – while in different positions of authority, at particular times, and in specific 
institutional circumstances and local contexts. Notably, the experiences and values tea
chers bring to their reading of curricula are particularly influential in shaping how 
they teach PE (Alfrey & Welch, 2022). For example, many bring their acquired disposi
tions around sport, fitness and health to their reading and enactment of curriculum 
(Wrench & Garrett, 2015), resulting in the reproduction of curricula and pedagogies 
for sport performance or health promotion. However, a shift towards a more critical dis
position may be a useful starting point in the process of change in PE. Adopting a more 
critical position, we argue, has the potential to empower teachers to challenge current 
conceptualisations of PE, begin to consider more socially inclusive conceptualisations, 
and explore meaningful ways to develop critical practice.

In the current paper, and building on our previous UK PE cross-border research 
(Gray, Hooper, et al., 2022b; Gray, Sandford, et al., 2022a; Gray et al., 2023; Stirrup 
et al., 2023), we propose that PE teachers might be supported to think critically about 
PE curriculum through opportunities to engage in cross-border dialogue. By comparing 
knowledge and experiences of curriculum across England, Northern Ireland, Scotland 
and Wales, exploring similarities and differences and all the complexities around 
these, teachers might begin collectively to develop new knowledge, or ‘alternative voca
bularies’ (Evans, 2014, p. 555), around the purposes of PE. Importantly, while a collective 
voice is important, ‘alternative vocabularies’ could also shift how individual teachers 
understand themselves and their own curriculum context. This might then provide PE 
teachers with the knowledge and resources to understand and work within their 
context in creative ways (Priestley et al., 2013) – a process that we recognise as both chal
lenging and ongoing.

Acknowledging the complexities of becoming critical, and considering critical think
ing as a useful entry point for teachers on a journey towards change (Hickey & Mooney, 
2019), we planned a series of workshops bringing PE teachers together from England, 
Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales to engage in activities intended to stimulate 
cross-curriculum discussion, critical thinking and the development of new ideas. To 
our knowledge, this is the first time that PE teachers from across the four UK home 
nations have been invited to engage in this form of critical and productive dialogue. 
Additionally, the UK presents an interesting and somewhat unique research context as 
each of the four devolved governments is responsible for setting their own educational 
agenda, which inevitably leads to points of divergence across each system. As such, 
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this context is noteworthy because points of convergence can support collaboration 
through initiating and sustaining productive dialogue, while points of divergence can 
open opportunities to disrupt and re-imagine (O’Connor & Jess, 2020).

Given the uniqueness of our research approach and context, and uncertainty about 
what discussions might unfold, this project was ‘tentative and exploratory’ (Lupton & 
Leahy, 2019, pp. 636–637). It is part of a larger proof-of-concept study focused on the 
feasibility and possible outcomes of cross-border dialogue (Gray, Sandford et al., 
2022a; Gray, Hardley et al., 2023). As a result, we were guided by research questions 
that were intentionally ‘open’ to allow an emergent research process: 

(1) What discussions or themes are evident when PE teachers from across the four 
nations of the UK are invited to share curriculum knowledge and experiences?

(2) In what ways (if any) do discussions encourage critical perspectives to emerge?

Becoming critical

Critical thinking can support teachers to understand the relationship between schooling 
and society and enable them to question the production and dissemination of knowledge 
(Fernádez-Balboa, 1995). However, critical thinking can be challenging and does not 
always lead to critical action. Williams (2004) describes critical thinking as a disposition 
and an ability, stating that both are essential, and neither on their own are enough to 
become critical. Teachers have to value and learn to think critically through, for 
example, acquiring knowledge around how society works based on the distribution of 
power and their role in reproducing or challenging power relations (Chiva-Bartoll 
et al., 2020). In doing so, they can begin to recognise the social inequalities experienced 
in schools and importantly, discover new possibilities and take action through critical 
pedagogies for personal and social transformation (Fernádez-Balboa, 1995).

As alluded to earlier, PE has long been associated with competitive sport, physical 
health and the privileging of masculine/able bodies – often perpetuated through the 
values, bodies and practices of PE teachers (Flemons et al., 2023). However, although 
PE teachers are often blamed for these rather narrow and exclusive beliefs and practices, 
it is important to understand the role of the curriculum in establishing and maintaining 
them. Curricula are not value-free (Giroux, 1982), rather they communicate messages 
about what and who is valued, and how PE should be taught and experienced, thus 
serving to reproduce dominant ideologies, maintain power relations and shape beha
viours. Previous research has highlighted the dominance of sport and healthism dis
courses within PE curricula across the UK (Gray, Sandford et al., 2022a), which 
encourage practices that privilege those who enter into the PE space with the physical 
capital necessary to be successful in this context (Redelius et al., 2009). Notably, the PE 
profession is largely constituted by individuals who have themselves experienced 
success in PE, thereby informing their beliefs about the subject, their ‘uptake’ of par
ticular discourses within PE and, thus, their reading and enactment of the subject, creat
ing a cycle that is difficult to break (Alfrey et al., 2012). Furthermore, Priestley et al. 
(2013) suggest that when teachers lack professional discourses beyond those evident 
within the curriculum, opportunities to work more creatively with the curriculum 
become limited. Thus, without critical reading, curriculum risks becoming an 
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instrument of dominant discourses – not something that teachers do, but something 
that does to teachers (Ball, 2015; Gray et al., 2023). However, teachers have agency to 
‘do back’ to the curriculum (Ball, 2015), acting counter to the social and material con
straints placed upon them. This perspective aligns with that of Priestley et al. (2012) 
who understand teacher agency as part of a wider ecological system, where agency is 
not something that teachers have, but emerges from their interactions with their 
environmental (i.e. social, cultural, material) conditions. Specifically, they draw from 
the work of Emirbayer and Mische (1998) to conceptualise agency as emerging from 
interactions between teachers’ previous experiences, values and beliefs (the iterational), 
with their future orientations (the projective), and positioned in the present (the prac
tical-evaluative). From this perspective, teachers can be influenced, but not determined, 
by their (curricular) context (Priestley et al., 2012). However, resisting dominant dis
courses within curriculum is challenging, and requires different ways of thinking and 
the development of new knowledge in order to consider more socially just ways of 
working in schools.

Drawing on these ideas, we argue that a ‘turn’ towards the critical (as a starting point) 
might disrupt teachers’ current thinking, and potentially change how they see the world, 
opening up new possibilities for action, even in contexts where they might perceive there 
to be limited capacity for agency or change. For example, in their research that explored 
how teachers enact the curriculum in Scotland, Priestley et al. (2013) describe how one 
teacher adopted ‘alternative’ approaches to testing her pupils to protect them from the 
‘harmful demands’ they place on students. While the authors attribute her agency to 
her beliefs about education and her role within this, it is also important to note that 
she was positioned in a school that supported professional dialogue across faculties 
and with external agencies. This collegiate and collaborative culture worked to challenge 
‘old’ ways of thinking and created space for new ways of thinking and doing to emerge – 
even in a context where regimes of testing and accountability were dominant. How PE 
teachers think about PE, and the opportunities they have to think differently or critically 
about PE, therefore, are significant in determining their capacity for change. Indeed, 
Aldous et al. (2022) suggest that teachers require continued support to engage in ‘inno
vative and sustainable professional learning’ (p. 265), recognising that – as previously 
alluded – becoming critical is a challenging and on-going process.

The conditions required to develop critical thinking (and action) underscore the idea 
that becoming critical is not an end point, but a journey (Hickey & Mooney, 2019). 
Importantly, Hickey and Mooney highlight that although teachers will be on different 
stages of this journey, accepting the ‘invitations to criticality’ (p. 152) is a fundamental 
first step. Once on this journey, teachers might be supported in various ways, from 
being ‘gently’ invited to think in different ways, to engaging in confrontational and dis
ruptive approaches designed to intentionally provoke and unsettle in the ‘pursuit of 
[their learners’] deep critical engagement’ (Hickey & Mooney, 2019, p. 153). In the 
present study, we worked towards the ‘gentle’ end of this continuum, inviting teachers 
to explore different perspectives and, importantly, consider those perspectives in their 
own context. As all of the teachers willingly accepted our invitation to be part of this 
project, we suggest they had started their journey towards criticality. However, we 
remained unclear about what the workshops might do to/for the teachers and their think
ing around the curriculum. We were interested to note if and how different perspectives 
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might open opportunities to think critically about curriculum, extending existing scho
larship that seeks to involve teachers in collaborative and democratic approaches to re- 
imagining PE (Evans, 2014).

Methododology

This research forms part of a larger proof of concept study exploring the potential of 
cross-border work (Gray et al., 2023) by analysing the PE curricula from across the 
four nations of the UK. In the final phase of this study, reported here, we planned a 
series of participatory workshops bringing together PE teachers from across the four 
nations to discuss curriculum, pedagogy, and to re-imagine PE. Specifically, we organised 
a workshop series consisting of two workshops, which we repeated three times with 
different groups of teachers. In this paper, we report on the data from the first workshop 
for each group, which took place between February and April 2023. During this work
shop, we shared select findings from our previous curricula analysis (Gray, Sandford, 
et al., 2022a) before tasks and discussions centred around the teachers’ curriculum 
knowledge and experiences. Drawing from participatory methods, the workshops were 
designed as an opportunity for teachers to engage in productive dialogue, where they 
could learn with and from each other, and develop new ideas (Sparkes & Smith, 
2014). Like others who have adopted participatory approaches when engaging with tea
chers (see Quarmby et al., 2023), we used a variety of techniques aimed to encourage 
critical and innovative thought, such as Word Clouds and blue skies thinking activities 
(see below for further detail).

Table 1. Participant information.
Series 1 n = 5
England
David Head of PE in a Secondary state school for 7 years. PE teacher for 16 years
John PE consultant – previously primary PE teacher for 12 years
Scotland
Susan Head of PE in a 3–18 Private school
Northern Ireland
Stuart Taught PE for 36 years in Secondary state schools and is now retired
Wales
Malcolm Director of Sport and Wellbeing at a State secondary school for 3 years. PE teacher for 14 years
Series 2 n = 5
England
Carrie Secondary Academy Trust for 4 years. PE teacher for 9 years
Carly Head of PE in a 3–18 Private school for 10 years. PE teacher for 21 years
Scotland
Sarah State secondary PE teacher for 4 years, 3 years in current school
Eleanor PE teacher in a State primary school for 14 years
Ian PE teacher in a 3–18 Private school
Series 3 n = 7
Northern Ireland
Colin PE teacher in a Primary state school for 10 years
Scotland
Luke PE teacher in a State secondary school
Andrea Head of PE in a 3–18 Private school
Brian PE teacher in a State secondary school
Wales
Jane Health and Wellbeing coordinator in a Welsh medium Primary school
Rebecca PE teacher in a State secondary school
Teressa Assistant Head Teacher and previously a PE teacher in a Secondary state school
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Participants and sampling

A total of 17 participants (n = 8 male and n = 9 female) attended the first workshops 
across each of the 3 series (see Table 1). Participants were recruited through social 
media (Twitter/X), with a message inviting teachers from across the four nations of 
the UK to express interest in participating in the workshops. Interested teachers were 
offered a series of dates that they could select according to their availability. They were 
also sent an email which included a detailed information sheet about the workshops, 
what participating in the associated research would involve, as well as a consent form. 
Out of the 40 teachers who expressed an interest in taking part in the workshops, 25 tea
chers returned a consent form and 17 attended the first workshops. During the work
shops, the teachers were invited to introduce themselves and their contexts. We 
present some of this information in Table 1, pseudonyms have been used to protect 
anonymity.

Notably, Carrie and Carly from the schools in England in series 2 both completed their 
Initial Teacher Education in Scotland and taught in schools in Scotland before moving to 
teach in their current schools. Additionally, John from England in series 1 had previously 
worked as a primary PE teacher but, at the time of the workshop, worked for a company 
offering PE provision in primary schools in England.

The workshops

In the first workshops, participants were encouraged to explore the four UK PE curricula. 
To do so, participants created Word Clouds and engaged in discussions that focused on 
the purposes and defining strengths of their respective curricula. To support these discus
sions, we presented a summary of our previous research that had analysed PE curricula 
across the UK (Gray, Sandford, et al., 2022a). Using Padlet1 (anonymously), participants 
noted their responses to this presentation, which further guided discussions. The discus
sions in each workshop were recorded using Microsoft Teams and transcribed for analy
sis. Text from the chat function on Teams was copied onto a Word document and 
analysed along with the artefacts produced from the workshop activities (e.g. posts on 
Padlet). All data were stored securely and anonymised to protect the identity of the par
ticipants. Ethical approval was granted by the research Ethics Committee of the lead 
author (approval reference: SGRA03102022).

Analysis

To make sense of the data generated in the workshops, we engaged in a process of thematic 
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019). In doing so, we adopted a collaborative and reflexive 
approach, working closely and iteratively with the data. More specifically, we engaged in 
a process of reading, discussing and reviewing to create accessible and coherent themes 
that reflected the teachers’ perspectives/experiences. Our analysis focused on what teachers 
said but was also influenced by some of the key ideas driving the research, for example, how 
PE is conceptualised, differences across borders and evidence of teacher learning/criticality.

Analysis began with the three workshop leads (the first three authors) discussing their 
initial reflections after each session. The next phase of analysis involved further 
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discussion amongst the workshop leads around the raw data generated across the ses
sions (i.e. discussion transcripts, Teams chat text, Word Clouds and Padlet notes) to 
identify the main ideas that arose in each workshop. This process led to the generation 
of tentative and preliminary themes (Braun & Clarke, 2019) around the impact of exam
inations on curriculum decision-making, perceptions of autonomy and the persistence of 
performance/sports discourses. Guided by these discussions, the lead author then 
engaged in a more systematic process of generating codes and themes. This involved 
assigning phrases to relevant units of texts to summarise meaning, and then grouping 
similar units of meaning (codes) together to generate themes. This was firstly carried 
out with the workshop transcriptions and then with the data from the Teams chat, 
Word Clouds and Padlet notes. This process was carried out for each workshop separ
ately, before identifying shared themes across the three sessions which were then 
grouped within broader, overarching themes, as outlined below.

Findings

Guided by our research questions, we sought to explore the discussions that unfold when 
PE teachers from across the four nations of the UK were invited to share their curriculum 
experiences and to understand if and how opportunities for critical perspectives might be 
fostered from those discussions. The main themes and sub-themes derived from the 
analysis process described above are presented below (Table 2).

Curriculum strengths and opportunities

Freedom to develop broad and learner-centred PE curricula
In the discussions following the creation of Word Clouds that depicted the defining 
strengths of their curricula, all of the teachers suggested that there was ‘freedom’ to 
apply ‘professional judgement’ to make decisions about what to teach and how to 
teach. On this, Susan (Scotland, series 1) said: ‘I would say the Scottish curriculum 
gives us actually a lot of freedom in regards to what we deliver’.

Having this perceived ‘freedom’ was viewed positively as teachers felt it enabled them 
to develop a broad curriculum that catered to the needs of their learners. This was 
reflected in the Word Clouds that included words such as ‘broad’, ‘varied’, ‘flexible’, 
‘opportunities’, ‘open-ended’, as well as ‘learner-centred’. These ideas were discussed 
further in the workshops. For example: 

Table 2. Main themes and subthemes.
Theme 1: Curriculum strengths and 

opportunities
. Freedom to develop broad and learner-centred PE curricula
. Curriculum reform as an opportunity for learning – a Welsh perspective

Theme 2: Curriculum challenges and 
constraints

. External pressures – school inspections

. External pressures – the influence of examination PE and a narrowing of 
the curriculum

Theme 3: Developing critical perspectives . Understanding similarities and differences across contexts
. Becoming critical
. Challenges to becoming critical
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Certainly, in our department, we have the freedom to sort of decide what it is that we want to 
do, which kind of aligns with what you were supposed to do in Scotland when you made it 
individual and teachers had the autonomy to use our professional judgement to base the 
curriculum around the school and what the pupils want. (Carrie, England, series 2)

Having freedom to shape the curriculum was a shared experience across each context 
and, therefore, an important discussion topic to bring the PE teachers together to facili
tate cross-border dialogue – especially in the context of change and innovation. Interest
ingly, in the quotation above, Carrie, a PE teacher who has taught in both Scotland and 
England, makes a cross-border and critical comparison as she notes the freedom that tea
chers in Scotland were ‘supposed’ to experience, suggesting that, at least from her per
spective, this freedom may not have been realised. Indeed, the idea of having freedom 
within the curriculum was not straightforward for the teachers, as highlighted in later 
discussions around some of the challenges they faced working with the curriculum.

Curriculum reform as an opportunity for learning – a Welsh perspective
Currently, all teachers across Wales are working with the new Curriculum for Wales,2 a 
curriculum that explicitly gives them the freedom to develop a unique curriculum 
according to their local contexts and needs (Welsh Government, 2020). It is unsurpris
ing, therefore, that curriculum reform dominated the Welsh teachers’ contributions to 
discussions during the workshops (series 1 and 3). All of the teachers from Wales under
stood the new Curriculum for Wales as an opportunity to rethink the purpose of and 
assessment in PE. For example, Rebecca (Wales, series 3) described how the new Curri
culum for Wales has offered her department the freedom to ‘trial’ new ideas. This had 
resulted in some experimentation around how they assess their pupils in PE: 

I started looking at assessment because we were in Wales so and because we haven’t got 
those performance indicators anymore, they’ve taken away the levels. It’s become very 
open. So what we’ve started to look at is looking at ASK assessment where you have the Atti
tude, Skills and Knowledge. So you’re trying to take in that holistic approach of the child.

Teressa (Wales, series 3) also noted how curriculum reform was an opportunity to reflect 
on the role of the PE teacher, stating: ‘I think it’s an opportunity, isn’t it … when we’re, 
you know, reforming curriculum, to also redesign physical education teachers’.

The teachers from Wales also understood the introduction of the new curriculum as a 
learning opportunity through engaging with teachers across different subjects and 
schools – in particular working across primary and secondary schools to learn together 
and to broaden perspectives. Teressa (Wales, series 3) described her work in this area: 

One of the really good things we did, we worked with all our cluster feeder schools when 
altogether as all the [curriculum] areas of learning, but also in the health and well-being.2 

And we developed a shared vision and we developed our vision first … so we did it together 
and I think that was a real strength for us.

While teachers in Scotland experienced similar curriculum reform in 2010, there has 
been no change to the PE curriculum in Northern Ireland since 2007 and only minor 
changes to the curriculum in England in 2014 (Herold, 2020). Interestingly, and 
perhaps relatedly, there was no mention by these teachers of opportunities within 
their context to think differently about PE. However, as will be revealed in the section 
below entitled ‘developing critical perspectives’, listening to the experiences of the 

8 S. GRAY ET AL.



teachers from Wales seemed to encourage the teachers from the other home nations to 
begin to think differently – and critically – about their own curriculum.

Curriculum challenges and constraints

External pressures – school inspections
Notably, while all the teachers felt they had some freedom to develop a curriculum that 
met the needs of their learners, they also recognised that there were limits to this. For 
example, teachers from England and Wales talked about the pressures they felt as a 
result of school inspections. For example, Carrie (England, series 2) stated: 

I only feel under pressure with Ofsted [school inspectorate in England], which is a whole 
different kettle of fish, but that’s the only pressure that we feel. And then you know what, 
it’s not even in your teaching and learning and all the background stuff, but the only 
pressure that I think that we feel and the only freedom that I don’t think we really have 
is when it comes to Ofsted.

In relation to the different ways in which schools in Wales are developing their curricula 
(because of the autonomy afforded to teachers), Malcolm (Wales, series 1) highlighted a 
concern he had around Estyn (school inspectorate in Wales). This particular concern was 
about evaluating and comparing learning across schools. He stated: 

… in terms of when we get started to ask questions by Estyn about where we are and you 
know self evaluating our performance against other schools, how on earth do you do that 
at the moment with that range of flexibility? So it’s good, you know, having some idea of 
what it should look like because it can be really diverse, like ours at the moment, which 
is the only worry I’ve got. (Malcolm, Wales)

Evidently, this highlights the challenges of ‘doing critical’ in neoliberal contexts, even in 
Wales where teachers are currently grappling with curriculum reform and exploring new 
ideas for curriculum enactment (Aldous et al., 2022). While the teachers were highly 
aware and judicious of the impact that external pressures could have on their practice, 
they seemed unsure about how to respond to this in line with their critical perspectives.

External pressures – the influence of examination PE and a narrowing of the 
curriculum
An important discussion that took place across all of the workshops was around the way 
in which examination PE can constrain the curriculum in the early years of secondary 
school. Most of the participants recognised that examination PE could lead to a 
narrow curriculum, one that focused on developing pupils’ performance (and knowl
edge) in particular activities: 

I don’t really buy into preparing pupils [for exams] and you know younger year groups for exam 
PE because as we’ve just highlighted, not many kids go on to do it. (Carrie, England, series 2)

Like Carrie, most of the teachers adopted a critical stance related to the impact of exam
ination PE on PE curricula. For example, there was a discussion in the series 3 workshop 
about how a narrow focus on performance, driven by a focus on examinations, can 
influence how PE teachers understand success or failure in PE, which ultimately privi
leges some learners (and their learning) over others: 
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The idea of performance is maybe looking at like an elitist view … You’re good at PE if 
you’re good at sport and if you’re performing to a high standard for your age group, then 
you’re succeeding in PE. So the flip side to that is if you’re not performing well … then 
you’re not doing well in the subject. (Colin, Northern Ireland, series 3)

However, although the teachers were critical of the impact of examination PE on PE cur
riculum and pedagogy, they also understood the pressures that teachers are under to 
prepare their learners for examinations and, indeed, some admitted to yielding to this 
pressure in their own practice. For example, David (England, series 1) stated: 

Now part of the issue I’ve had when like designing a curriculum … the pressure that the 
scene at Key Stage Four [ages 14–16] can create and around the actual examination qualifi
cation … there has to be an element of sort of preparation, if you like, as you would in any 
other subject during Key Stage Three [ages 11–14] … it’s really challenging to do that.

Similar to the discussions noted above about the pressures felt by school inspections, the 
teachers recognised the pressure created by examination PE and how it influenced their 
curriculum and their practice. However, while they were critical of it, they did not – or 
perhaps could not, at this stage – propose any solutions to this problem.

Developing critical perspectives

Understanding similarities and differences across contexts
Evidence from the Padlet notes and from the workshop discussions suggest that the tea
chers found it interesting and, at times, surprising to learn about the curricula across the 
four home nations of the UK. Several of the teachers highlighted the curriculum in 
England as being different from the other curricula in terms of the limited detail pre
sented within the curriculum document and the focus on developing pupils’ performance 
within this. For example, in sharing their reactions to their cross-border curriculum 
learning during the workshop, teachers from series 1 noted on Padlet: ‘Lack of pedagogy 
in England against other nations. Still too traditional?’ and ‘English curriculum heavy on 
physical discourse/competence. What about “softer” skills, still achieving?’. The teachers 
also found it interesting to note how schools across Wales were engaging with the new 
curriculum in different ways, producing different curricula and forms of assessment, 
as one teacher in the series 1 workshop noted on Padlet: ‘Interesting to see the move 
of the Welsh curriculum away from the “traditional approach”’.

As alluded to earlier, there was some evidence to suggest that recognising the simi
larities and differences across the four PE curricula helped teachers to reflect on the 
strengths and weaknesses of their own curriculum. For example, in comparing his PE 
curriculum to the experiences of the teachers from Wales, David (England, series 1) 
described the limitations of his curriculum, and how these are shaped by environmental 
constraints (weather and facilities): 

It was really interesting reading some of those things and I’m like, totally here just to hear 
about the Welsh curriculum really, because I’m sat here designing an English PE curriculum, 
which looks – despite my best efforts – incredibly traditional and blocked and based around 
what facilities are available and the weather at the time of year in the Northeast of England.

These findings provide some evidence to suggest that recognising and exploring both simi
larities and differences between curricula have the potential to initiate/develop critical 
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thinking, with differences in particular creating dissonance from which new knowledge and 
new ideas might emerge (O’Connor & Jess, 2020). As one teacher from series 3 noted on 
Padlet: ‘Really interesting to hear how each nation approaches their curriculum differently’

Becoming critical
Through the discussions that the teachers had about the different UK PE curricula, evi
dence of critical thinking began to emerge in relation to their own curriculum and, at 
times, the other UK PE curricula. As mentioned above, the teachers were able to reflect 
on curricula from other contexts and use this as a basis to consider the relative strengths 
and weaknesses of their own curriculum. For example, many of the teachers, including 
those from England, were critical of the idea that all young people should ‘excel in 
sport’. This was evidenced in David’s (England) contribution to the discussion in series 1: 

But there’s the first aim of the curriculum to develop competence to excel in a broad range of 
physical activities, it’s like mind blowing … I don’t know, I mean, the word excel sounds – you’re 
the top level in that area … And I don’t 100% know that that’s a really suitable aim for the chil
dren that we’re dealing with now … I don’t know, it just seems like the other three countries are 
gathering a bit of traction in terms of improvement and moving things forward.

It was also through the cross-border learning activities and discussions that the teachers 
seemed to become more aware of how health was positioned in PE across the curricula. 
During the series 3 workshop, and after hearing about how health was conceptualised 
across the four nations of the UK, Andrea (Scotland) began to question the role of PE 
in relation to developing pupils’ physical health. She said: 

Lots of us have mentioned health in one guise or another, and I think it’s something that we 
say, but how we actually do it is quite different. Do we have discussions about how much we 
actually influence a person, a pupil’s health in the two hours that we see them in a week? And 
does that get blurred with trying to make someone physically fit in that time? And what does 
that really mean?

This then led to a discussion about the concept of health, where it became evident that the 
teachers from Scotland and Wales had a broad conceptualisation of health. Indeed, they 
referred to ‘health and well-being’ that included physical well-being and social, emotional 
and mental well-being, interestingly, reflecting the ‘health’ discourses evident in both the 
Curriculum for Wales and the Curriculum for Excellence (Gray, Hooper, et al., 2022b). 
Not only does this discussion highlight the impact that curriculum (reform) can have on 
teachers (Ball, 2015), but also the impact that the opportunity for cross-border discussion 
can have on teachers’ ongoing development of critical thinking. While it is likely that 
Andrea had already considered these questions prior to attending the workshop – poss
ibly due to her experiences of curriculum reform in Scotland – being presented with 
‘different’ curricula appears to have (re)stimulated these reflections. They served to 
provide alternative perspectives for her (and others) to engage with, provoking critical 
questions, and subsequently a critical discussion about what health means, and the 
role that PE might play in developing young people’s health.

Challenges to becoming critical
Overall, our analysis of the data produced from the workshops suggests that the teachers 
were able to think critically about curricula. However, our analysis also hinted at the 
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persistence of traditional – and somewhat restrictive – PE discourses around, for 
example, organising curricula in blocks of activity, developing motor skills, and assessing 
performance. As previously mentioned, this was evidenced in David’s (England, series 1) 
admission that, ‘despite my best efforts’, his PE curriculum still looked very traditional. 
At this stage, he was unable to consider how his facilities might be used in creative ways. 
Similarly, Malcolm (Wales, series 1) indicated that, even through a period of major cur
riculum reform, the curriculum he has developed focuses on teaching games, so his 
department is ‘not losing that sort of traditional approach, but we are changing how 
we measure success’.

In the series 2 workshop, Sarah alluded to the view that a move away from the tra
ditional focus in PE of developing sports skills and improving performance might 
have a negative impact on elite sport more broadly. She said: 

I’m talking a lot more in my lessons about kind of the personal qualities and very little about 
what it means to be like a competitive athlete and how to develop as an athlete … . I mean 
Scottish sport, a lot of time we lose to England, so does that have a like an effect on us? 
(Sarah, Scotland, series 2)

Sarah also suggests that to cater for the needs of a group of boys she teaches, she focuses 
more on developing their performance, or what she understands as meeting their ‘per
sonal needs and what they want outside of school’.

Further indicative of the strength and persistence of performance in sport as a core 
purpose of PE, Carly suggests that the PE national qualifications in Scotland are 
‘better’ than in England because more weighting is given to pupils’ practical performance 
(50% of the overall mark): 

The breakdown in the practical grades [for A-Level PE in England], you’re only getting a 30– 
35% performance grade … I just think that’s wrong down here in that sense, that we’re going 
the other way. Whereas, as Carrie said, and going back 10 years ago in Scotland, to me it was 
going the better way. (Carly, England, series 2)

As we have already alluded, teacher change is difficult. To suggest a need for ‘change’ not 
only brings into question the effectiveness of current practice but also necessitates a shift 
in beliefs and values. These have usually been established and reinforced over a signifi
cant period of time – often within a (neoliberal) context that may not have changed in 
that time. The teachers’ references to sport and performance noted above suggest that, 
although they are somewhere on their journey to becoming critical, more time and 
space are required to interrogate and disrupt the prevailing discourses in PE to allow 
new ways of thinking, seeing and acting on the world to emerge (Priestley et al., 2012).

Discussion and conclusion

In this paper, we have argued that critical thinking (and critical reading of curricula) 
might be a useful starting point on a journey towards becoming critical (Hickey & 
Mooney, 2019). Over time, critical thinking might open up different ways of reading 
and engaging with curriculum, providing teachers with the knowledge and capacities 
to act on the world to change it for the better (Standal & Moe, 2013). Based on this 
premise, and guided by our research questions, we aimed to explore the discussions 
that took place when PE teachers from across the four nations of the UK were invited 
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to share their curriculum experiences and to understand if and how opportunities for 
critical perspectives might be fostered through those discussions. Our findings make a 
valuable contribute to the field by suggesting that cross-border and collaborative dialogue 
is a useful starting point for PE teachers on their journey towards becoming critical.

From the discussions that unfolded, we uncovered that the teachers perceived they 
had the freedom to work with their curricula in ways that aligned with the needs of 
their learners, indicating that they had some room to manoeuvre in their contexts 
(Biesta & Tedder, 2006) and can – at least, in theory – work in different ways. There 
was also some evidence to suggest that they were beginning to think more critically 
about their own curriculum through learning about other curriculum contexts and con
sidering alternative possibilities for PE and their learners. For example, several of the tea
chers were especially interested in the recent curriculum developments in Wales, and the 
different ways in which the teachers were working with curriculum – and each other. 
This seemed to act as a catalyst for critical discussions where some teachers began to 
reflect on their own curriculum contexts and the perceived limitations. Relatedly, 
Lambert and O’Connor (2018) describe the ‘productive potential’ (p. 160) of policy 
reform for teachers. Our findings tentatively extend this idea and suggest that, when 
policy reform experiences and learning are shared across borders, ‘other’ PE teachers 
might begin to understand their own curriculum from a different perspective. That 
said, while all the teachers perceived that they had some freedom within their curriculum, 
particularly those from Wales, it is important to note that they were also aware, and criti
cal of, the ways in which they were constrained by accountability measures such as school 
inspections and examinations, as well as their context, for example, the weather and 
facilities (David, England, series 1). This points towards an openness to criticality, 
although the difficulties the teachers had in responding to such measures and constraints 
suggest that more time might be necessary to develop the tools to work creatively around, 
or even counter to them. Thorburn (2019) previously noted that high-stakes PE examin
ations in the senior years can lead to a narrowing of the curriculum, teaching to the test 
and stifle creative pedagogies. This was reflected in the present study with some of the 
teachers resigned to the fact that certain practices would endure – specifically those 
that focus on the development of sports performance – despite them being critical of this.

This endurance may also be attributed to their early socialisation experiences in PE 
(Everley & Flemons, 2020), allied with the prevalence of performance discourses 
within PE curricula (Gray, Sandford, et al., 2022a). In our previous research that 
mapped out the discourses evident in the UK PE curricula, we found that, with the excep
tion of the Curriculum for Wales, a discourse of performance (in sport) ‘continue[s] to 
dominate as the main purpose of physical education’ (Gray, Sandford, et al., 2022a, 
p. 576). Clearly, when the curriculum aligns with teachers’ beliefs about the purpose of 
PE, it becomes even more difficult to understand or enact the curriculum in other 
ways – which may partly explain some of the contradictions and tensions that 
emerged (at times) through the workshop discussions. However, here again, we see 
the ‘productive potential’ (Lambert & O’Connor, 2018, p. 160) of curricular reform, 
reflected in the different ways in which the teachers from Wales were working with 
their new curriculum, through opportunities to reflect, collaborate, and trial new 
ideas. These opportunities are vital to support teachers’ engagement with curriculum 
reform, where without them, new policy is unlikely to have any impact on teachers or 
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their practice (Herold, 2020). Indeed, several researchers have called for more time and 
space for teachers to work collaboratively across borders, to push boundaries and develop 
different ways of knowing and working with curriculum, thereby affording them greater 
agency to operate, even in neoliberal contexts (Brown & Penney, 2018). As Evans (2014) 
reminds us, neoliberal measures do not determine teachers’ subjectivities – that teachers 
are neither ‘dopes or dupes’ (p. 553) and they can resist or adapt neoliberal requirements 
to local contexts. However, in recognising the challenges this presents, he also asks: 
‘What and where, then, are the spaces wherein counter-hegemonic or, indeed, any 
new innovative or even conservative ideas can emerge’ (p. 553). We argue that these 
spaces might be created when PE teachers from across the four nations of the UK 
come together to share their experiences and explore curricula – something that has 
not previously been proposed or investigated. Crucially, this collaborative and cross- 
border approach positions teachers as central to the change process where, over time 
and with support, they begin to question their past experiences and current beliefs 
(the iterational), re-direct their future imaginings of PE (the projective) and begin to 
explore opportunities for working in their context in different, more critical and socially 
just ways (the practical-evaluative) (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998).

Importantly, given the collaborative approach suggested here, PE teachers might also 
begin to construct ‘alternative vocabularies’ about the purposes of PE (Evans, 2014, 
p. 555) that have some influence beyond their own school context. However, more 
research is necessary, working with teachers across borders – and over time – to 
support them as they build their capacities/dispositions for critical thinking and to deter
mine with greater certainty the impact that this might have on opportunities for critical 
action. Given the precarious nature of contemporary social life and education (Kirk, 
2020), supporting teachers to develop their capacities for criticality is perhaps more 
timely than ever before and something that might be considered a critical endeavour 
for the field. With this in mind, and since conducting the workshops outlined in the 
present paper, we have continued to create spaces for cross-border discussions 
through online presentations, panel discussions and informal ‘catch-up’ sessions with 
PE teachers from across the four nations. Furthermore, our future research seeks to 
work in the Initial Teacher Education (ITE) context to collaborate with ITE practitioners 
and pre-service teachers to explore the opportunities that cross-border dialogue (across 
the UK and beyond) might afford them for critical and innovative thinking. We hope 
that, in the long term, such efforts might support teachers as they embark on – and 
continue – the challenging journey of becoming critical.

Notes

1. Padlet is an online post-it wall where participants can share their comments related to a 
given task/question.

2. In 2020, Wales a new curriculum was published, intended to guide curriculum planning, 
pedagogy and assessment by 2022. In this curriculum, PE has been integrated into the 
Health and Wellbeing Area of Learning and Experience.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

14 S. GRAY ET AL.



Notes on contributors (Welsh translation provided for Dr Bryant)

S. Gray, Dr, is a Senior Lecturer in Physical Education at the University of Edinburgh, UK. Her 
research explores how teachers understand and enact curriculum policy, and how they might 
be supported in their learning to provide students with positive and inclusive learning experiences 
in physical education.
J. Stirrup, Dr, is a Senior Lecturer in Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy at Loughborough 
University, UK. Broadly, her research centres on PE and its role within the curriculum and 
young people lives from the early years through to secondary education.
O. Hooper, Dr, is a Lecturer in Physical Education and Sport Coaching in the School of Sport, 
Exercise and Health Sciences at Loughborough University, UK. His research explores young 
people’s experiences within physical education, health and youth sport contexts, with a particular 
focus on the use of participatory methods to facilitate young people’s meaningful involvement in 
research through youth voice.
A. S. Bryant, Dr, is Director of Teacher Education and Professional Learning at the Cardiff School 
of Education and Social Policy (CSESP), Cardiff Metropolitan University. After a period as a sec
ondary physical education teacher at Ysgol Bro Morgannwg, Anna’s has made a significant con
tribution to Health Physical Education. Her main research areas are broadly in the area of physical 
literacy and ‘Health and Well-being’.
Mae Dr Anna Bryant yn Gyfarwyddwr Addysg Athrawon a Dysgu Proffesiynol yn Ysgol Addysg a 
Pholisi Cymdeithasol Caerdydd ( CSESP), Prifysgol Fetropolitan Caerdydd. Ar ôl cyfnod fel athro 
addysg gorfforol uwchradd yn Ysgol Bro Morgannwg, mae Anna wedi gwneud cyfraniad sylwed
dol i Iechyd Addysg Gorfforol. Mae ei phrif feysydd ymchwil ym maes llythrennedd corfforol ac 
‘Iechyd a Lles’.
R. Sandford, Dr, is a Reader in Physical Education, Youth and Social Justice at Loughborough Uni
versity, UK. Her research centres on young people’s attitudes towards, experiences of and devel
opment in/through sport and physical activity. She has a particular interest in issues of popular 
culture, embodied identity and positive youth development
N. Carse, Dr, a Lecturer in Physical Education at the University of Edinburgh, UK. In general, her 
research interests are around primary physical education, physical education curriculum and 
pedagogy, teacher education and practitioner enquiry.
S. Hardley, Dr, is a Teaching Fellow within the School of Education at the University of Edinburgh, 
UK. Her research interests include health and well-being, public health, and social psychology.

ORCID

S. Gray http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7742-2629
J. Stirrup http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5725-4173
O. Hooper http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6303-6017
R. Sandford http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7572-0059
N. Carse http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0395-809X

References

Aldous, D., Evans, V., Lloyd, R., Heath-Diffey, F., & Chambers, F. (2022). Realising curriculum 
possibilities in Wales: Teachers’ initial experiences of re-imagining secondary physical edu
cation. Curriculum Studies in Health and Physical Education, 13(3), 253–269. https://doi.org/ 
10.1080/25742981.2022.2125816

Alfrey, L., Cale, L., & Webb, L. A. (2012). Physical education teachers’ continuing professional 
development in health-related exercise. Physical Education & Sport Pedagogy, 17(5), 477–491. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2011.594429

CURRICULUM STUDIES IN HEALTH AND PHYSICAL EDUCATION 15

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7742-2629
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5725-4173
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6303-6017
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7572-0059
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0395-809X
https://doi.org/10.1080/25742981.2022.2125816
https://doi.org/10.1080/25742981.2022.2125816
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2011.594429


Alfrey, L., & Welch, R. (2022). Australian health and physical education teachers’ philosophies and 
pedagogies of health. In J. Stirrup & O. Hooper (Eds.), Critical pedagogies in physical education, 
physical activity and health (pp. 103–115). Routledge.

Ball, S. J. (2015). What is policy? 21 years later: Reflections on the possibilities of policy research. 
Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 36(3), 306–313. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
01596306.2015.1015279

Ball, S. J., Maguire, M., Braun, A., & Hoskins, K. (2011). Policy actors: Doing policy work in 
schools. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 32(4), 625–639. https://doi. 
org/10.1080/01596306.2011.601565

Biesta, G. J. J., & Tedder, M. (2006). How is agency possible? Towards an ecological understanding of 
agency-as-achievement (Working paper 5). Learning Lives Project.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2019). Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis. Qualitative Research in 
Sport, Exercise and Health, 11(4), 589–597. https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806

Brown, T. D., & Penney, D. (2018). Examination physical education: Policy, pedagogies and possi
bilities. Routledge.

Chiva-Bartoll, O., Capella-Peris, C., & Salvador-García, C. (2020). Service-learning in physical 
education teacher education: Towards a critical and inclusive perspective. Journal of 
Education for Teaching, 46(3), 395–407. https://doi.org/10.1080/02607476.2020.1733400

Emirbayer, M., & Mische, A. (1998). What is agency? American Journal of Sociology, 103(4), 
962–1023. https://doi.org/10.1086/231294

Evans, J. (2014). Neoliberalism and the future for a socio-educative physical education. Physical 
Education and Sport Pedagogy, 19(5), 545–558. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2013.817010

Everley, S., & Flemons, M. (2020). Exploring and understanding your own experiences and beliefs 
as a physical education teacher. In S. Capel, J. Cliffe, & J. Lawrence (Eds.), Learning to teach 
physical education in the secondary school (pp. 54–70). Routledge.

Fernádez-Balboa, J.-M. (1995). Reclaiming physical education in higher education through critical 
pedagogy. Quest (Grand Rapids, Mich), 47(1), 91–114. https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.1995. 
10484147

Flemons, M. E., Hill, J., O’Donovan, T., & Chater, A. (2023). Recycling and resistance to change in 
physical Education: The informal recruitment of physical education teachers in schools. Journal 
of Teaching in Physical Education, 43(1), 21–30. https://doi.org/10.1123/jtpe.2022-0215

Giroux, H. A. (1982). The politics of educational theory. Social Text, 5(5), 87–107. https://doi.org/ 
10.2307/466337

Gray, S., Hardley, S., Bryant, A. S., Hooper, O., Stirrup, J., Sandford, R., … Carse, N. (2023). 
Exploring physical education teachers’ conceptualisations of health and wellbeing discourse 
across the four nations of the UK. Curriculum Studies in Health and Physical Education, 15 
(1), 1–23. https://doi.org/10.1080/25742981.2023.2176242

Gray, S., Hooper, O., Hardley, S., Sandford, R., Aldous, D., Stirrup, J., … Bryant, A. S. (2022b). A 
health(y) subject? Examining discourses of health in physical education curricula across the UK. 
British Educational Research Journal, 48(6), 1161–1182. https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3820

Gray, S., Sandford, R., Stirrup, J., Aldous, D., Hardley, S., Carse, N. R., … Bryant, A. S. (2022a). A 
comparative analysis of discourses shaping physical education provision within and across the 
UK. European Physical Education Review, 28(3), 575–593. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
1356336X211059440

Herold, F. (2020). ‘There is new wording, but there is no real change in what we deliver’: 
Implementing the new National Curriculum for Physical Education in England. European 
Physical Education Review, 26(4), 920–937. https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336X19892649

Hickey, C., & Mooney, A. (2019). Critical scholarship in physical education teacher education: A 
journey, not a destination. In R. Pringle, H. Larsson, & G. Gerdin (Eds.), Critical research in 
sport, health and physical education (pp. 147–159). Routledge.

Hill, J., & Azzarito, L. (2012). Representing valued bodies in PE: A visual inquiry with British Asian 
girls. Physical Education & Sport Pedagogy, 17(3), 263–276. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989. 
2012.690381

Kirk, D. (2020). Precarity, critical pedagogy and physical education. Routledge.

16 S. GRAY ET AL.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2015.1015279
https://doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2015.1015279
https://doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2011.601565
https://doi.org/10.1080/01596306.2011.601565
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806
https://doi.org/10.1080/02607476.2020.1733400
https://doi.org/10.1086/231294
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2013.817010
https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.1995.10484147
https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.1995.10484147
https://doi.org/10.1123/jtpe.2022-0215
https://doi.org/10.2307/466337
https://doi.org/10.2307/466337
https://doi.org/10.1080/25742981.2023.2176242
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3820
https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336X211059440
https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336X211059440
https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336X19892649
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2012.690381
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2012.690381


Lambert, L., & O’Connor, J. (2018). Breaking and making curriculum from inside ‘policy storms’ 
in an Australian pre-service teacher education course. The Curriculum Journal, 29(2), 159–180. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09585176.2018.1447302

Lupton, D., & Leahy, D. (2019). Reimagining digital health education: Reflections on the possibi
lities of the storyboarding method. Health Education Journal, 78(6), 633–646. https://doi.org/10. 
1177/0017896919841413

O’Connor, J., & Jess, M. (2020). From silos to crossing borders in physical education. Sport, 
Education and Society, 25(4), 409–422. https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2019.1611557

Oliver, K., & Kirk, D. (2015). Girls, gender and physical education. Routledge.
Philpot, R., Smith, W., Gerdin, G., Larsson, L., Schenker, K., Linnér, S., Moen, K. M., & Westlie, K. 

(2021). Exploring social justice pedagogies in health and physical education through Critical 
Incident Technique methodology. European Physical Education Review, 27(1), 57–75. https:// 
doi.org/10.1177/1356336X20921541

Priestley, M., Biesta, G. J. J., & Robinson, S. (2013). Teachers as agents of change: Teacher agency 
and emerging models of curriculum. In M. Priestley & G. J. J. Biesta (Eds.), Reinventing the cur
riculum: New trends in curriculum policy and practice (pp. 187–206). Bloomsbury Academic.

Priestley, M., Edwards, R., Priestley, A., & Miller, K. (2012). Teacher agency in curriculum making: 
Agents of change and spaces for manoeuvre. Curriculum Inquiry, 42(2), 191–214. https://doi. 
org/10.1111/j.1467-873X.2012.00588.x

Pringle, R., Larsson, H., & Gerdin, G. (2019). Introduction: Are we making a difference? In R. 
Pringle, H. Larsson, & G. Gerdin (Eds.), Critical research in sport, health and physical education 
(pp. 1–24). Routledge.

Quarmby, T., Sandford, R., Hooper, O., & Gray, S. (2023). Co-creating strategies for enacting 
trauma-aware pedagogies with pre-service physical education teachers. Physical Education 
and Sport Pedagogy, 1–14. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2023.2194905

Redelius, K., Fagrell, B., & Larsson, H. (2009). Symbolic capital in physical education and health: 
To be, to do or to know? That is the gendered question. Sport, Education and Society, 14(2), 
245–260. https://doi.org/10.1080/13573320902809195

Sparkes, A. C., & Smith, B. (2014). Qualitative research methods in sport, exercise and health: From 
process to product. Routledge.

Standal, Ø. F., & Moe, V. F. (2013). Reflective practice in physical education and physical edu
cation teacher education: A review of the literature since 1995. Quest, 65(2), 220–240. https:// 
doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2013.773530

Stirrup, J., Aldous, D., Gray, S., Sandford, R., Hooper, O., Hardley, S., … Carse, N. R. (2023). 
Exploring the re-legitimisation of messages for health and physical education within contem
porary English and Welsh curricula reform. Sport, Education and Society, 1–13. https://doi. 
org/10.1080/13573322.2023.2240822

Thorburn, M. (2019). ‘When an old cricketer leaves the crease’: Bittersweet reflections on exam
ination awards in physical education. Sport, Education and Society, 24(4), 404–414. https://doi. 
org/10.1080/13573322.2017.1401533

Tinning, R. (2019). Critical pedagogy in physical education as advocacy and action: A reflective 
account. In R. Pringle, H. Larsson, & G. Gerdin (Eds.), Critical research in sport, health and 
physical education (pp. 93–105). Routledge.

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. (2023). Inclusion in education: 
What you need to know about inclusion in education. Retrieved February 1, 2024, from https:// 
www.unesco.org/en/inclusion-education/need-know

Welsh Government. (2020). Introduction to curriculum for Wales guidance (Online). Available at: 
https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales/introduction-to-curriculum-for-wales-guidance/

Williams, R. L. (2004). Targeting critical thinking within teacher education: The potential impact 
on society. The Teacher Educator, 40(3), 163–187. https://doi.org/10.1080/08878730509555359

Wrench, A., & Garrett, R. (2015). PE: It’s just me: Physically active and healthy teacher bodies. 
International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 28(1), 72–91. https://doi.org/10. 
1080/09518398.2013.855342

CURRICULUM STUDIES IN HEALTH AND PHYSICAL EDUCATION 17

https://doi.org/10.1080/09585176.2018.1447302
https://doi.org/10.1177/0017896919841413
https://doi.org/10.1177/0017896919841413
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2019.1611557
https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336X20921541
https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336X20921541
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-873X.2012.00588.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-873X.2012.00588.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2023.2194905
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573320902809195
https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2013.773530
https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2013.773530
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2023.2240822
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2023.2240822
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2017.1401533
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2017.1401533
https://www.unesco.org/en/inclusion-education/need-know
https://www.unesco.org/en/inclusion-education/need-know
https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales/introduction-to-curriculum-for-wales-guidance/
https://doi.org/10.1080/08878730509555359
https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2013.855342
https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2013.855342

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Becoming critical
	Methododology
	Participants and sampling
	The workshops
	Analysis

	Findings
	Curriculum strengths and opportunities
	Freedom to develop broad and learner-centred PE curricula
	Curriculum reform as an opportunity for learning – a Welsh perspective

	Curriculum challenges and constraints
	External pressures – school inspections
	External pressures – the influence of examination PE and a narrowing of the curriculum

	Developing critical perspectives
	Understanding similarities and differences across contexts
	Becoming critical
	Challenges to becoming critical


	Discussion and conclusion
	Notes
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributors (Welsh translation provided for Dr Bryant)
	ORCID
	References

