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Chinese students’ experiences of ‘high-stakes’ assessment: The role of 11 

fitness testing 12 

Background: ‘High-stakes’ testing is a common practice in China and is 13 

expanding worldwide. As part of these practices, physical education assessments 14 

are compulsory for all students. Given this, China provides a unique setting to 15 

explore students’ reflective experiences of mandatory ‘high-stakes’  assessment 16 

in physical education.  17 

Purpose: The purpose of this paper was to explore Chinese students’ reflective 18 

experiences and perceptions of the physical education component of the 19 

Zhongkao (‘high-stakes’ senior high school entrance examination). 20 

Methods: This paper uses semi-structured group interviews with 24 students 21 

enrolled in a Year 11 physical education class in Shanghai. The transcripts from 22 

the interviews were analysed using concept coding, conceptual mapping, and 23 

analytical memos.  24 

Findings: This paper found ‘high-stakes’ assessment in Shanghai focused on 25 

physical performances and students felt this went against the perceived holistic 26 

aims of physical education. The students also reported teachers changed their 27 

pedagogical approach to focus on achieving higher fitness scores. Lastly, students 28 

stated the test lacked diversity and was not a fair measurement of learning.  29 

Conclusion: This study suggests ‘high-stakes’ testing practices in China are 30 

disconnected from the students’ beliefs about the value of physical education. As 31 

such, we contend that assessment practices in physical education should reflect 32 

the diverse forms of learning that happens in physical education.  33 
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Introduction 37 

Routine high-stakes assessment has become a dominant practice in junior high school 38 

physical education in China (Chen and Brown 2013). The term ‘high-stakes’ illustrates 39 

the centrality of these assessments because their results are used to inform significant 40 

educational decisions. In China, high-stakes assessments are used to evaluate teachers’ 41 

(Supovitz 2009), motivate students (Göloglu Demir and Kaplan Keles 2021), and 42 

inform admissions decisions to universities and secondary schools (Chen and Brown 43 

2013). Thus, the use of high-stakes assessments is not a neutral tool that only measures 44 

student learning (Farvis and Hay 2020) but is a sociopolitical process that has 45 

consequences for people’s lives (Ryan 2002).  46 

There are two significant high-stakes assessments for students in China, the 47 

Zhongkao and Gaokao1. The first, the Zhongkao, is a Senior High School Entrance 48 

Exam (Wu 2015). The Zhongkao is taken by Junior High School students (~15 years 49 

old) and the results are used to inform decisions for admission to Senior High School, or 50 

Vocational High School (Chen and Brown 2013). The second test, the Gaokao, is a 51 

National Universities/ Colleges Entrance Exam (Jing and Liu 2019). The Gaokao is 52 

taken by Senior High School students (~18 years old) and the results are used to inform 53 

decisions for entry into Universities and Colleges. Both tests have immense impact on 54 

 

1 In this paper, we use the term ‘Zhongkao’ instead of the direct English translation of ‘Senior 

High School Entrance Exam.’ We also use ‘Gaokao’ instead of the direct English translation 

of ‘National Universities/College Entrance Exam.’ This is because the English translation of 

strips the cultural significance attached to these terms. The terms ‘Zhongkao’ and ‘Gaokao’ 

do not only mean assessment. Instead, they are societal ‘buzzwords’ (Gu, Ma and Teng 

2017) that represent ‘make or break’ (Li 2023) cultural events where students that complete 

the exam process are even considered ‘survivors’ (Gu, Ma and Teng 2017).  
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students because the results determine the quality and prestige of schools they are able 55 

to attend (Chen and Brown 2013). As such, these exams place considerable pressure on 56 

schools, parents, teachers, and students (Wu 2015). 57 

The Communist Party of China and State Council (CPC and State Council 2007) 58 

issued Opinions on Strengthening Youth Physical Education and Enhancing Physical 59 

Fitness of Young People. This document required each province to include physical 60 

education as part of the overall score in the Zhongkao. Importantly, each province (in 61 

some cases large cities) develops their own version of the Zhongkao. Given this, the 62 

exam may be different based on geographical location (João Pires 2019). Further, each 63 

province decides the ‘weight’ of the physical education component of the exam in 64 

relation to other subjects (e.g., Chinese Literacy, English, Maths) (Meng et al. 2021). 65 

Taking local context into account, the focus of this paper is on Shanghai Zhongkao.  66 

Shanghai Zhongkao: Physical Education Component 67 

The Shanghai Zhongkao is comprised of 7 subjects with a total of 750 points: Chinese 68 

Literacy (150 pts.), English (150 pts.), Ethics (60 pts.), History (60 pts.), Maths (150 69 

pts.), Physical Education (30 pts.), and Science (150 pts.). Students can earn points for 70 

each subject in two ways: (a) standardised exam and (b) grades/marks given by teachers 71 

(e.g., report cards). The total number of points across all subjects accumulates into a 72 

final score used to determine where students are admitted into Senior High School. The 73 

higher the score, the better chance of admission into a prestigious school.  74 

The physical education component of the Shanghai Zhongkao is worth 30 of the 75 

750 overall points. There are two parts to the physical education component: internal 76 

evaluation (15 pts.) and external evaluation (15 pts.). The internal evaluation (15 pts) is 77 
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assessed by local physical education teachers and is based on yearly class grades. The 78 

focus of this paper is on the external evaluation (15 pts), which is a standardised test 79 

implemented across the entire school system (Shanghai Municipal Education 80 

Committee 2019). The physical education test has four categories assessing fitness and 81 

sport skills: (a) endurance (6 points), (b) muscular strength (3 points), (c) lifetime sport 82 

skills (3 points), and (d) team sport skills (3 points). External examiners administer the 83 

test annually during an exam period in April. 84 

Despite only accounting for 30 of the 750 points, the physical education test has 85 

recently received greater attention amongst parents, students, and teachers. Further, the 86 

State Council has urged provinces to increase the point value of physical education to 87 

be equivalent with other subjects (Shuo 2020). This recommendation is based on 88 

government initiatives to improve public health outcomes and raise physical activity 89 

levels (Wang, Ha and Wen 2014). This is perhaps one reason why the physical 90 

education test does not assess all forms of student learning, but rather only physical 91 

performances. Given the ‘high-stakes’ nature of the Zhongkao, parents and students are 92 

taking physical education more seriously (Ni and Zhang 2021). Hu (2017) reported that 93 

some parents have even resorted to giving their children stimulants on exam days to 94 

improve performance. Thus, the high-stakes nature of the Zhongkao places considerable 95 

pressure on students to perform well on the physical education test.  96 

Assessment in Physical Education: Privileging Fitness Tests 97 

Generally, there have been three types of outcomes assessed in physical education: 98 

theoretical knowledge, motor skills, and fitness (López-Pastor et al. 2013). Theoretical 99 

knowledge usually includes topics like rules, tactics, cultural norms, and other cognitive 100 
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domain content. Motor skill assessments evaluate how well a student has mastered (or 101 

improved) specific sport or movement skills. Lastly, fitness tests attempt students’ level 102 

of fitness or if fitness has improved over the duration of a unit. This is not to say other 103 

assessments do not exist, however, these three have been the most popular.  104 

The debate about the usefulness of fitness testing in physical education has been 105 

polemical (Alfrey and Landi 2023). Some have argued fitness testing has benefits 106 

including increased student motivation under specific conditions (e.g., small groups, 107 

senior facilitators) amongst high-skilled students (Jaakkola et al. 2016; Simonton, 108 

Mercier and Garn 2019). Others claimed fitness testing can lead to educational benefits 109 

like teaching about goal setting and planning (McDonald and Trost 2015). There is also 110 

evidence of positive attitudes towards fitness testing amongst some students (Mercier 111 

and Silverman 2014; O’Keeffe, MacDonncha and Donnelly 2021). Proponents for 112 

fitness testing have maintained the test should be linked to educational aims (Keating 113 

2003; Silverman, Keating and Phillips 2008) and this could potentially lead to a 114 

reduction in negative health outcomes (Keating et al. 2020). Supporters of fitness 115 

testing have rebutted criticisms of fitness testing by claiming ‘the test is not the 116 

problem’ but ‘the teaching approach used for the test’ is problematic (Keating and 117 

Silverman 2009, our emphasis).   118 

On the other hand, fitness testing has many documented limitations. Within the 119 

previous literature, fitness testing was also linked to student a-motivation (Jaakkola et 120 

al. 2016) and low intrinsic motivation (Goudas, Biddle and Fox 1994). The studies 121 

above that showed positive attitudes toward fitness testing also documented statistically 122 

significant differences by gender – where boys overwhelmingly had influenced the 123 
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positive results (Mercier and Silverman 2014; O’Keeffe, MacDonncha and Donnelly 124 

2021). When considering diversity, fitness testing has produced negative experiences 125 

for girls (Wrench and Garrett 2008) as well as Black, Latina/o, and LGBTQ+ students 126 

(Safron and Landi 2022). Further research has documented students more broadly do 127 

not enjoy fitness testing in physical education (Alfrey and Gard 2014; Hopple and 128 

Graham 1995). These results led Landi (2023) to ask:  129 

A large question looms over the fitness testing debate: does the implementation of 130 

fitness tests in physical education place the potential benefits of the assessment 131 

above the empirically documented negative affects it has on (diverse) young 132 

people? (Landi 2023, 5, original emphasis) 133 

Other issues raised about fitness testing included: (a) questionable validity and 134 

reliability (Cale and Harris 2009); (b) lack of resources to conduct testing appropriately 135 

(Alfrey and Landi 2023); (c) ethical concerns around data privacy (Pluim and Gard 136 

2018); and (d) cultural relevance and narrow perspectives of ‘health’ (Safron and Landi 137 

2022). Further, policy research has documented there is no evidence that the use of 138 

fitness tests in physical education can improve health outcomes (Landi, Walton-Fisette 139 

and Sutherland 2021). Despite these acknowledged concerns and ongoing debates, there 140 

is limited research exploring students' experiences with high-stakes assessments. 141 

Juxtaposition between Chinese culture and physical education 142 

Another important aspect to consider is Chinese cultural traditions. Traditional Chinese 143 

perspectives of health are historically rooted in practices that have evolved and 144 

progressed over thousands of years. Traditional Chinese health takes a holistic and 145 

multi-dimensional view of the body that integrates the mind, body, and spirit to 146 
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maintain balance (Sun et al. 2013). With relation to human movement, Qigong is a key 147 

concept of Chinese health (Chen et al. 2019) that uses dynamic movements, breathing 148 

techniques, and mental focus to balance the body (Jiuzhang and Lei 2009). Importantly, 149 

the body is interconnected with internal and external factors that cut across emotional, 150 

spiritual, environmental, and social dimensions (Sun et al 2013). 151 

School-based physical education in China, however, has been shaped by 152 

Western perspectives of health that ‘train’ the (isolated) physical body (Jin 2013). Tsai 153 

and Zhou (2016) traced the history of Chinese physical education showing roots in 154 

gymnastics (1890-1911), with a shift to military preparation (1912-1949), and then a 155 

dominance of sport skills (1949 to present). This history reflects trends in Western 156 

physical education more broadly (Kirk, 2020). The 2000s, however, brought a curricular 157 

shift with the inclusion of health into physical education (Jin 2013) resulting in a shift 158 

away from behaviourist approaches of skill learning to constructivist student centred 159 

philosophies (Wang, Ha and Wen 2014). Assessment practices, however, still reflect the 160 

behaviourist tradition that measures physical outcomes (Whittle et al. 2017).  161 

The juxtaposition between Chinese culture and physical education is important. 162 

For example, Chinese physical educators often adopt teaching perspectives linked to 163 

apprenticeship and nurturing practices (Wang, Ha and Wen 2014). Yet, historical 164 

teaching and learning practices have been dominated by an instrumentalist view of 165 

training the body. This difference between beliefs and curriculum goals (Wang, Ha and 166 

Wen 2014) is just one reason why the juxtaposition between Chinese culture and 167 

physical education practices is important. Our interest is how this comes to matter for 168 

students’ and their experiences of high-stakes assessment in physical education.  169 
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Pragmatic Paradigm, Purpose and Research Questions 170 

This paper is situated within a pragmatic paradigm of research (Leavy, 2017). A main 171 

purpose of pragmatic research is to ground design and methods in a values-based 172 

approach that focuses on lived experiences (Landi, 2024) to address social problems 173 

(Kuhn, 1962). In so doing, pragmatic research does not adopt a specific theory or model 174 

(e.g., feminism, socioecological model) to frame the study but instead uses prior 175 

insights and research practices from their research community (Morgan, 2014). There is 176 

no doubt that fitness testing is considered one of the most debated physical education 177 

practices in the field (Alfrey & Landi 2023). The use of high-stakes testing in China is 178 

also highly controversial (Chen and Brown 2013). Our research was informed by the 179 

academic literature in high-stakes assessments and fitness testing in physical education. 180 

China is a unique place to study fitness testing for several reasons. One, there is 181 

little research (in Anglophone literature) on Chinese students’ experiences of fitness 182 

assessments. Further, testing in China is mandatory and high-stakes which has serious 183 

consequences. Additionally, there is a difference in Chinese perspectives of health and 184 

fitness testing practices. Given these considerations, the purpose of the paper was to 185 

explore Chinese students’ reflective experiences and perceptions of the physical 186 

education component of the Shanghai Zhongkao. The research questions that informed 187 

the study were: 188 

(1) What are the reflective experiences of Chinese students' engagement in the 189 

physical education component of the Shanghai Zhongkao? 190 

(2) How do Chinese students perceive the usefulness of the physical education test 191 

in the Shanghai Zhongkao? 192 
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Research Methods and Design 193 

The design of this research was a qualitative exploratory study using conversational 194 

inquiry (Leavy 2017). It was important for this work to be exploratory (Creswell 2014) 195 

because of the minimal research on Chinese students’ experiences in fitness testing. A 196 

conversational approach was adopted because it is best suited to understand reflective 197 

experiences and the meaning created because of them.  198 

Setting and Participants 199 

This study took place at Sheng Wang School (pseudonym), a prestigious private 200 

secondary school in Shanghai, China. Sheng Wang School is a co-educational school 201 

that combines Junior and Senior levels. Sheng Wang School was conveniently selected 202 

(Marshall & Rossman 2006) because Jing (pseudonym, first author) was a teacher at the 203 

school for five years and used professional relationships to enter the research site. The 204 

participants were 24 students between 16-17 years old enrolled in a Year 11 physical 205 

education class. Each student participated in the Zhongkao assessment two years prior at 206 

different schools. Given this, students’ accounts of experiences in testing were reflective 207 

(Kvale 1996) in nature. 208 

Data Generation 209 

Data were generated using four semi-structured group interviews (Kvale 1996) that 210 

comprised of six students each and lasted 40-50 minutes each. Jing and Gillian (second 211 

author), chose group interviews based on the reflective design. By reflective, we mean 212 

the interviews are meant to be about participants’ experiences, knowledge, and 213 

viewpoints on a particular topic (Kvale 1996). This is different than getting a ‘truthful’ 214 
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or ‘accurate’ account of a phenomenon (Randall and Phoenix, 2009) which aims to state 215 

what happened with as little bias as possible. Put differently, our focus was on how 216 

students made meaning of their previous experiences (Kvale 1996). 217 

Group interviews (Marshall and Rossman 2006) were useful here because they 218 

produce dialectic encounters (Rubin and Rubin 2005) where knowledge is constructed 219 

through engagement with multiple viewpoints. Therefore, young people generated 220 

knowledge about their experiences engaging in the Shanghai Zhongkao through 221 

conversations. Yet, this also led to questioning, challenging, and/or providing 222 

alternative experiences. All interviews were conducted via Teams, audio-recorded (in 223 

Mandarin) and transcribed verbatim (into written Chinese). They were translated from 224 

Chinese into English by Jing and reviewed by a second person with translation 225 

experience to ensure accuracy. All participants were given pseudonyms.  226 

Data Analysis 227 

Data analysis was an iterative process with multiple readings, coding and tagging, 228 

writing up, as well as revising. Jing first became familiar with the data by listening to 229 

audio-recordings, transcribing, and translating. Jing and Dillon (fourth author) sat with 230 

the transcripts and read them separately. Afterwards, they jointly used ‘concept coding’ 231 

(Saldaña 2013), where they read transcripts and tagged specific excerpts with a code 232 

(e.g., ‘dislikes fitness testing’) that represented broader meaning. Jing and Dillon then 233 

mapped the codes (Ringrose and Coleman 2013). Here, Jing and Dillon placed the 234 

tagged excerpts on sticky notes, compared them to each other, and re-constructed 235 

broader ‘categories’ into a visual map. The map changed through discussions where 236 

concepts were questioned, refined, and further developed. We settled on five ‘insights’ 237 
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(e.g., valuing PE, not enjoying tests, teachers changing pedagogy, tests are important, 238 

tests should be diverse). 239 

Jing and Dillon then co-wrote analytical memos (Marshall and Rossman 2006) 240 

on each ‘insight’ and sent them to Gillian and David (the third author), who provided 241 

critical feedback. Using feedback, Dillon and Jing revised the five ‘insights’ and 242 

collapsed them into three: (a) students value holistic PE; (b) students dislike test and 243 

teaching approach change; and (c) test needs updating. These themes were sent back to 244 

Gillian and David for additional feedback. This led to a revision of findings: (a) Test not 245 

aligned to goals of physical education; (b) Pedagogy changed for (fitness) test; and (c) 246 

Assessment lacks diversity. After peer review, we integrated the suggestions from 247 

reviewers, and had multiple discussions and revisions. This led to three finalised results: 248 

(a) Testing defeated the perceived value of physical education; (b) Teaching approach 249 

changed for (fitness) testing; and (c) The test lacks inclusivity of diverse activities and 250 

bodies.  251 

Ethics and Rigour 252 

Like Smith and McGannon (2018), we prefer to use the term ‘rigour’ instead of 253 

‘trustworthiness’. This is because trustworthiness is part of historical residue that judges 254 

qualitative research using fixed criteria (Smith, Sparkes and Caddick 2014) based on 255 

measures connected to quantitative perspectives of research (Smith and Pheonix 2019). 256 

Instead, we believe high-quality research follows a ‘rigorous’ process that includes: (a) 257 

transparency (Strom and Martin 2017), (b) reflexivity (Alvesson and Sköldberg 2000), 258 

and (c) acknowledgement/ awareness (Koro-Ljungberg et al 2009). 259 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2025.2449664


This is the author’s accepted manuscript of: Yang, J., Bartle, G., Kirk, D., & Landi, D. 

(2025). Chinese students' experiences of 'high-stakes' assessment: the role of fitness 

testing. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy . Advance online 

publication. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2025.2449664. For the purposes of open 

access, a CC BY 4.0 licence has been applied to this manuscript. 

 

13 

 

For transparency, this study was Jing’s master’s dissertation at Dundee 260 

University where it was approved by the ethics committee. We intentionally went to 261 

great lengths to detail the step-by-step process from design to write-up that illustrated 262 

the rigorous process we went through. We purposefully omitted traditional validation 263 

methods (i.e. member checking, triangulation) because of epistemological differences 264 

(Landi 2024). Yet, we hope our detailed explanation of the process (Strom and Martin 265 

2017) illustrates our ethical commitments to transparency and rigour. 266 

Reflexivity is important to qualitative inquiry because it states who we are and 267 

how we influenced the research process (Alvesson and Sköldberg 2000). Jing is 268 

originally from China and was a physical educator for five years at Sheng Wang School 269 

(2010-2015) before being a postgraduate researcher in the UK. She used her 270 

professional network to recruit the school and participants. Her experiences as a former 271 

teacher in the school gave her insider knowledge to frame the study with relevance to 272 

the school and Chinese culture. Thus, Jing brings insight and cultural knowledge and all 273 

those biases, and benefits, that comes with them. 274 

Gillian is a Lecturer and former physical educator in the UK. She is completing 275 

her PhD with a focus on young people’s embodied experiences in physical literacy. As 276 

Jing’s master’s supervisor, she shaped the project by maintaining a focus on students’ 277 

lived experiences during testing. David and Dillon are Jing’s PhD supervisors. David is 278 

a full professor and veteran scholar in physical education. With his extensive knowledge 279 

of curriculum, history, and pedagogy in physical education, he challenged the team to 280 

engage deeply with literature and make connections to prior insights. Dillon is 281 

originally from the USA but has worked in universities across the world. He has an 282 
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interest in health and physical education as well as advanced qualitative data analysis 283 

using contemporary methods. His work in this area influenced the data analysis process 284 

by working with Jing every step of the way. 285 

As a reflexive point, each step of this process was affected by the authors in 286 

different ways. This is due to our diversity in upbringing, cultures, genders, ages, 287 

interests, and theoretical traditions. Yet, we acknowledge and are aware this paper has 288 

limitations based on its epistemological positioning (Koro-Ljungberg et al 2009). The 289 

students are drawing on memories from two years previously and may forget or even 290 

mis-remember events. Further, three of us are not Chinese and it took extensive time to 291 

get a basic understanding of the cultural and curriculum context. Not to mention, none 292 

of us are young anymore and cannot truly understand students’ lived experiences. Thus, 293 

this paper is a (re-)presentation of data in a way we felt offered insight to the field and 294 

ethically aligned to (re-)present these young people’s experiences.  295 

Findings 296 

Below, we outlined three findings: (a) Testing defeated the perceived value of physical 297 

education; (b) Teaching approach changed for (fitness) testing; and (c) The test lacks 298 

inclusivity of diverse activities and bodies. 299 

Testing defeated the perceived value of physical education 300 

Most students had positive views about the value of physical education in schools. 301 

Unlike other subjects, the students believed physical education was able to address the 302 

range of diverse learning areas (not just intellectual) and aided in holistic development. 303 

For example, Wen Li (male) said: 304 
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After all, students should develop morally, intellectually, physically, aesthetically, 305 

and comprehensively. Physical education can do this and is a very important 306 

subject. 307 

Wen Li’s statement about physical education was reflective of students’ holistic beliefs 308 

regarding health and the body. To these students, physical education played a ‘very 309 

important’ role in developing the whole body that included physical, moral, intellectual, 310 

and other dimensions. The students stated that physical education was unique because it 311 

provided holistic learning experiences. Zhan Ping (male) stated: 312 

I think the ultimate goal of physical education was to have fun. For example, if you 313 

play and move, it is your whole body. If we just sit in the classroom and do mental 314 

work, it doesn’t include all the things that are involved in learning. It is more 315 

complex than that. 316 

Zhan Ping makes three important points. Firstly, Zhan stated physical education has an 317 

‘ultimate goal’ of addressing the enjoyment component of the affective domain (fun). 318 

Many of the students agreed with this sentiment and stated that they believed physical 319 

education should prioritise experiencing pleasure in and through movement. This did 320 

not mean that physical education was only about enjoyment. This is because Zhang’s 321 

stated learning was not just a ‘mental’ process but involved the ‘whole’ body (the 322 

second point worth reflecting on). Therefore, addressing the affective domain is 323 

important for these young people because it is a pre-requisite to engage in the multi-324 

dimensional aims of holistic learning in movement. Thus, Zhan’s final point was 325 

crucial: learning is complex and physical education is unique because it can address this 326 

complexity. These students valued physical education as not just ‘movement’ or 327 
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‘enjoyment’ but rather it was a holistic learning experience mediated through the body, 328 

self, and its environment.  329 

The students were adamant about the importance of holistic development of the 330 

body (e.g., physical, cognitive, social) in physical education. In particular, the affective 331 

domain was a dimension that kept coming up as crucial. There was a belief that physical 332 

education should provide enjoyable experiences because an important goal was to 333 

develop positive feelings toward movement. Fan Yahui (female) stated: 334 

I think the essence of physical education is to strengthen the body and, most 335 

importantly, to develop students’ interests in different forms of physical activity. 336 

Fan Yahui stated that physical education plays a role in developing the physical body 337 

(strengthening) as well as positive attitudes (interests) in order to engage in movement. 338 

Many of these statements, show how the students believed physical education is meant 339 

to be multi-dimensional and holistic experience as a way to foster interest in engaging 340 

in different forms of human movement.  341 

Despite students valuing the holistic nature of physical education, they believed 342 

high-stakes assessments went against this perspective of health. So, whilst the students 343 

believed the body and health should be considered holistic, the performance-based 344 

physical assessments contradicted their beliefs. Xian Huo (female) stated: 345 

The test was not about health. It was about achieving higher grades. Some people 346 

may not be able to achieve these grades and instead do damage to their bodies. I 347 

feel it’s a bit contradictory to the purpose of physical education. Not to mention, it 348 

makes students feel bad and exhausted both physically and mentally. 349 
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 Xian Huo raised several concerns about the high-stakes test. She stated the nature of 350 

the Zhongkao meant learning was not holistic but rather driven by performance scores. 351 

For Xian Huo, the test is not about health or learning, but only about physical ability 352 

and exertion. When students participated above their physical capacity, they did 353 

‘damage’ to their bodies. Not only does this foster negative experience but also went 354 

against what is considered healthy. Thus, the emphasis on performance-based testing, 355 

gave students negative experiences that went against their core beliefs about health and 356 

the purpose of physical education.  357 

The students were also critical of the test because it only focused on physical 358 

dimensions of the body and did not assess students in other learning areas of class. Tang 359 

Zhen (male) said: 360 

There was not much understanding of knowledge because the physical education 361 

test does not have a theoretical examination. It was too performance driven and 362 

defeated the original purpose of physical education and the Zhongkao. 363 

Tang Zhen criticised the test because it only focused on physical performances whereas 364 

he believed, with most students, there are other dimensions of knowledge to assess. By 365 

limiting the assessment to physical performances, Tang Zhen believed the Zhongkao 366 

went against the broader aim of physical education (to develop the body holistically) 367 

because it became unidimensional.  368 

One of the reasons why students felt the test defeated the purpose of physical 369 

education is because how it made them feel when taking it and even two years later. 370 

Below are examples: 371 
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Every time I trained for the test in physical education, I was nervous. I was even 372 

more nervous when I took the physical education test. My hands were shaking and 373 

I was very nervous. (Zou Shui, female) 374 

 375 

For students who are not so good at sports, this test is a burden. For me, the 376 

thought of running is still a mental burden. In fact, the test did not inspire me to 377 

participate in physical activity. If anything, it did the opposite. (Tian Lin, male) 378 

 379 

The presence of a scoring system led students to train and overexert themselves for 380 

the sake of getting a high score. Many students end up doing a lot of damage to 381 

their bodies because they believe the pain and injury is worth the cost.  382 

(Li Huo, male) 383 

 384 

The positive side of the test is I got the marks I needed to get into a good high 385 

school. The negative side is that I never plan on running ever again.  386 

(Mao Yi, female) 387 

Throughout the interviews it was evident that students held negative emotions and 388 

feelings about the test. The test brought about anxiety during movement and made the 389 

students feel discouraged to engage in movement. Many students stated they witnessed 390 

injuries, pain, and physical damage to their own and friends’ bodies. Yet, these students 391 

still participated because of the implications the test had on high school admissions. 392 

This combination of experiencing pressure, anxiety, and in some cases pain, brought 393 

about negative feelings and emotions of physical education.  394 

Teaching approach changed for (fitness) testing 395 

A key finding was that the students stated their teachers changed their teaching 396 

approach to prepare for the physical fitness portion of the test. Lei Su (female) stated: 397 
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The preparation for the physical education test is a very sudden feeling. In the first 398 

two years of physical education, everyone was quite happy and enjoyed physical 399 

education. There were no special requirements for running and students could 400 

develop at their own pace. But in the third year (Year 9), it felt as if all these test 401 

items were coming at you all at once and you had to do them very hard to achieve a 402 

good mark. 403 

Lei Su’s remarks provide insight into pedagogical changes in response to the high-404 

stakes test administration in their third year. Lei Su stated that students enjoyed physical 405 

education in their first two years of junior high and enjoyed the focus on individual 406 

development. In the third year, however, the teachers changed their approach to ‘teach 407 

to the test’ so students would achieve a good mark. Importantly, the students stated that 408 

teachers only focused on training for fitness testing items and not sport skills. One way 409 

to do this, according to Lei Su, was to provide students specific target scores in different 410 

exercises so they can achieve a high mark to increase their Zhongkao score Here, 411 

physical education was no longer about learning, enjoyment, or development. Rather, it 412 

became fitness training to achieve scores.  413 

An interesting point that students reported was the fitness training sessions were 414 

held during physical education class as well as other times. Due to an emphasis on 415 

achieving high scores, physical educators provided ‘fitness sessions’ outside of 416 

allocated class time. Gu Ming (male) explained: 417 

Intensive training starts two months before the physical education test. The 418 

teachers organised us to come to school in the morning and run and do morning 419 

exercises before class. Then they gave you additional items you can train for on 420 

your own later.  421 
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Many students expressed similar experiences to Gu Ming. That is, physical educators 422 

were focused on improving fitness scores, so they changed their pedagogy 2-3 months 423 

preceding the test. These new activities included training for the test items on the fitness 424 

section with a focus on strength, endurance, and speed training. Further, teachers 425 

organised before and after school sessions to do endurance training. These fitness 426 

sessions were not designed around student learning or development. Rather, they were 427 

‘exercise sessions’ aimed at achieving higher scores. 428 

Another point to highlight is that all students stated the training was centred on 429 

fitness. Despite the test including sport skills, teachers made the decision to focus solely 430 

on the fitness section. This is interesting because it was not any test that changed 431 

teachers’ teaching approach. Rather, it was the fitness test that the students were training 432 

for. Yet, the pedagogical approaches used (as well as the test itself) had negative effects 433 

on student experiences. With very few exceptions, most students said they disliked 434 

physical education in the period directly preceding the Zhongkao. They also expressed 435 

negative feelings about participating in the Zhongkao. Here are some statements made 436 

about student experiences: 437 

Two or three months before the physical education test, class turned into intensive 438 

training. Personally, I think it’s a bit of torture because there is no physical fitness 439 

training up until then. Just normal physical education where we learn and play 440 

different games. (Song Su, male) 441 

 442 

Physical education class directly before the physical education test was boring and 443 

painful. I really don’t think this kind of physical education class was my cup of tea. 444 

(Yu Hu, female) 445 
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Overall, students expressed a general dissatisfaction when teachers changed their 446 

pedagogy to fitness preparation for the Zhongkao. The students stated strong words 447 

about their experiences including ‘torture’, ‘painful’, ‘boring’, and overall disinterest. 448 

This was a change in tone from when students expressed their beliefs around the value 449 

of physical education. Thus, the changes that teachers made in pedagogy led to students 450 

disliking physical education. In this case, scoring high on the fitness test was more 451 

important than the students’ feelings during physical education.  452 

The test lacks inclusivity of diverse activities and bodies 453 

Students were adamant that the current test is not diverse enough and fails to meet the 454 

needs of all students. They stated the test needs to change to reflect the diversity of 455 

students’ bodies and forms of human movement. Some students stated: 456 

I feel the physical education test has very few sports items in their options. This 457 

results in some students’ skills not being fully explored. This is because everyone’s 458 

strengths are different because everyone participates in different sports. Some of 459 

the students’ sport skills may be overlooked. (Kong Fu, male) 460 

 461 

There could be more items on the test, and this would give students the option to 462 

pick their favourite form of physical activity rather than telling them what sports 463 

they have to participate in. (Wen Jie, female) 464 

The above comments about the Zhongkao were echoed by many students. Notably, the 465 

test has two categories of sport skills: ‘lifetime sport’ (table tennis, badminton, tennis, 466 

martial arts or gymnastics) and ‘team sport’ (football, basketball or volleyball). The 467 

students must choose one topic from each category. Despite having this choice, the 468 

students were disappointed in the range of choices and argued they participated in a 469 
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range of diverse activities. The lack of options made students feel disconnected to the 470 

test and felt they could score better if it were more inclusive.   471 

Another issue the students identified was the fitness portion of the test is unfair 472 

and does not consider individual differences. Further, the test assesses students by the 473 

same exercises, but the students felt there are a diverse range of bodies and there are 474 

multiple ways to be physically fit. Two students stated the following: 475 

The physical education test is unfair. It does not take into account our differences 476 

or the physical condition we were in before we started training to now. Also, there 477 

are other differences that aren’t included like some girls might get their period that 478 

day when they have to take the exam. It’s very unfair. (Gao Fen, female) 479 

 480 

It is not reasonable to include things in the exam like height and weight on your 481 

score. Overweight students like me, it discriminates against my size because I just 482 

have a different body type. (Mo Zhou, male) 483 

Young people have different lives, diverse bodies, and a range of interests and 484 

experiences. The fitness portion of the exam, however, treated all students the same and 485 

awarded points based on performances in specific exercises. As Gao Fen stated, the test 486 

does not consider where a student started and perhaps improved their fitness. Rather, the 487 

test focused on outcomes regardless of students’ circumstances. Further, the test is held 488 

once annually. This placed tremendous pressure on everyone but especially students 489 

who may not be able to perform well under pressure, who may have an injury, or 490 

different needs (e.g., menstruation). Another issue is that the test measures height and 491 

weight and includes this as part of the score. Here, the body itself is being judged not 492 

even for performance but instead uses flawed indicators that do not measure learning. 493 

Thus, students are not just judged on their performance but also on their bodies. 494 
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Therefore, the students believed the test was too narrow in focus, failed to address 495 

diversity, and was based on unfair measures. The students were also quick to highlight 496 

that their peers had a range of abilities that the test fails to capture. Thus, the students 497 

stated the test needs to change to be reflective of the needs of young people.  498 

Discussion 499 

Like research internationally, the Chinese students in this study maintained a positive 500 

perspective of physical education (Silverman 2017). The students valued physical 501 

education based on the belief that the subject is uniquely positioned to address the 502 

multidimensional and holistic aspects of health, the body, and learning (Quennerstedt, 503 

Landi and Casey 2024). This holistic view of health aligned with Chinese cultural 504 

beliefs that approach the body as balanced and interconnected (Sun et al. 2013). Thus, 505 

there is an ostensible synergy between Chinese culture and students’ perspectives of the 506 

value of physical education. The Zhongkao, however, focused only on physical 507 

performance and reduced the complexity of health and the body to a number based on a 508 

single test. This reduction defeated the holistic nature of health and the body (Jiuzhang 509 

and Lei 2009) and the main reason these students came to value physical education.  510 

The focus on physical performance in the Zhongkao presented a conflict of 511 

priorities between Chinese culture, the curriculum, physical education practices, and the 512 

assessment. The students overwhelmingly stated an important aspect of physical 513 

education being holistic was addressing affective outcomes, those components related to 514 

feelings and emotions (e.g., attitude, motivation, enjoyment) (Kirk 2020), to foster 515 

positive engagement in movement. They believed these outcomes were needed in the 516 
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school day to release stress but also a pre-requisite to develop the body holistically and 517 

show the multi-dimensional aspect of learning. By only focusing on physical 518 

performances, the test was not relevant to the holistic outcomes students valued.   519 

Notably, students reported they enjoyed physical education during non-testing 520 

years. This provided an indication that teachers may know how to structure lessons in 521 

ways that prioritise student learning across all five domains of learning (Quennerstedt, 522 

Landi, and Casey 2024). It was also in line with previous research that indicated 523 

Chinese teachers emphasize apprenticeship and a nurturing culture (Wang, Ha and Wen, 524 

2014). Directly preceding the test, however, students in our study reported drastic 525 

changes in teaching approach where the aim was to score well on the fitness test. 526 

Notably, this did not include the sport skills portion of the test.   527 

It has been previously argued that fitness tests are neutral tools and the teaching 528 

approach to fitness has been problematic (e.g., Keating and Silverman 2009). Our 529 

evidence, on the other hand, suggested that teachers changed their teaching practices in 530 

response to preparing for the test. As such, fitness tests were not a neutral tool but may 531 

be part of broader power relations around high-stakes testing that places pressure on 532 

teachers to ‘teach to the test’ (Wu 2015). From this perspective, assessments and 533 

teaching are interconnected and reciprocally affect one another in relation to student 534 

learning (Quennerstedt 2019). Thus, assessments are not neutral but instead shape the 535 

way that teachers can teach (to varying degrees) and influence what students can learn. 536 

As we reflect on this relationship (assessments, teaching, learning), we must 537 

consider which assessments produced pedagogical changes, what those pedagogical 538 

changes are doing, and how those pedagogical changes affect young people’s learning 539 
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experiences. Regarding which tests produced changes, our results suggested fitness 540 

testing (not sport skills tests) spurred the changes in pedagogy. This was because 541 

students reported a change in what activities they engaged in: fitness training (e.g., 542 

running, muscular strength). Importantly, how students responded to these changes were 543 

not positive. Like previous research, students reported physical education as non-544 

motivating (Jaakkola et al. 2016), unenjoyable (Alfrey and Gard 2014), painful (Wrench 545 

and Garrett 2008), and lacking cultural relevance (Safron and Landi 2022). Most 546 

importantly, fitness testing went against these young people’s cultural beliefs about 547 

health, the body, and learning as holistic and multi-dimensional.  548 

It is also important to mention the reactions these students described are unique 549 

(perhaps magnified) compared to previous research (outside China) because the results 550 

had serious consequences. As noted earlier, fitness testing literature has been equivocal, 551 

with studies exhibiting improved attitudes under specific conditions (Jaakkola et al. 552 

2016; Simonton, Mercier and Garn 2019), positive attitudes amongst boys (Mercier and 553 

Silverman 2014; O’Keeffe, MacDonncha, and Donnelly 2021), a-motivation and low 554 

intrinsic motivation (Jaakkola et al. 2016; Goudas, Biddle and Fox 1994), as well as 555 

numerous studies documenting negative experiences (e.g., Hopple and Graham 1995; 556 

Wrench and Garrett 2008; Safron and Landi 2022). In our study, the students (males 557 

and females) overwhelmingly felt fitness testing produced anxiety, led to injuries, and 558 

prompted negative responses. Therefore, there is evidence to caution the use of 559 

performance-based fitness tests to evaluate students in high-stakes environments. 560 

Alfrey’s (2023) recent argument around the need to re-consider teaching 561 

practices around fitness to include student voice and articulate better educational aims 562 
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comes to matter here. Based on our findings, it seems the field of physical education 563 

would benefit from a re-articulation of testing and pedagogy that emphasises a holistic 564 

and multi-dimensional view of learning about health and the body (e.g., Quennerstedt, 565 

Landi and Casey 2024) including a focus on the affective domain (Kirk 2020). Further, 566 

a re-articulation must be considered in the construction of physical education 567 

assessments more broadly to consider whose bodies are excluded when specific 568 

physical performances are valued (e.g., team sport skills, power). A re-articulation of 569 

assessment from this point of view would mean moving away from performance or 570 

fitness mastery. Instead, assessments could be pedagogical tools that encourages 571 

students to move and express themselves in diverse ways, and perhaps even develop 572 

new and divergent forms of movement (Quennerstedt 2019).  573 

Conclusion 574 

Our goal was to explore Chinese students’ reflective experiences of high-stakes 575 

assessment in physical education. We wanted to understand the perceived usefulness of 576 

these assessments for learning. What we found is that the high-stakes assessments 577 

focused solely on physical performance. The students reported that this singular 578 

emphasis stripped physical education of the holistic and multi-dimensional qualities that 579 

made it unique in schools. Thus, the tests often defeated what these students believed 580 

was the purpose of physical education. In so doing, they reported negative experiences, 581 

lack of student learning, and developing poor dispositions.  582 

What students particularly disliked is when teachers shifted their pedagogical 583 

approach directly preceding high-stakes assessments to improve scores. Despite the test 584 
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being comprised of different outcomes (e.g., team sports, individual sports, fitness), all 585 

students reported their teachers focused solely on physical fitness training. As such, we 586 

found that high-stakes fitness tests can influence teachers’ pedagogical decisions that 587 

centre movement around ‘training’ rather than learning. Notably, this had detrimental 588 

consequences for how students experienced physical education and did not align to 589 

what they valued about human movement.  590 

Finally, students reported the test lacked diversity and failed to account for 591 

different body types and forms of health. As such, the test items often privileged 592 

physically fit and athletic bodies from a narrow perspective. The students who 593 

participated in non-traditional forms of movement or did not have bodies that ‘fit’ into 594 

an expected norm, felt excluded and bad about themselves. Thus, we advocate for 595 

assessments to be constructed in a way that considers the holistic nature of the body.  596 
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