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Abstract 

This paper will interrogate ways in which 'the body' and health have been represented and 
constructed through contemporary policies relating to physical education and health in 
schools. Focusing on England but drawing on comparable developments elsewhere, it will 
explore the discursive boundaries inherent in 'official' texts and in teachers' texts arising in 
implementation; the origins of the boundaries identified; and their implications for children's 
developing understanding of healthy activities and healthy bodies. In so doing it will highlight 
the key linkages between the texts and contemporary educational and sporting agendas. 
Finally it will consider the role of pedagogy in challenging current boundaries of legitimate 
knowledge and extending understandings amongst teachers and pupils about bodies, health 
and physical education. 

  

  

 



Policy, pedagogy and the politics of the body and health. 

Introduction 

What is the role and significance of policy in relation to concerns with how children feel 
about their bodies, about what bodies are 'healthy bodies', what bodies will be valued and 
are legitimate in their local, culturally specific but nevertheless globally influenced 
communities and lives? When faced with situations in which while all schools in a country, 
state or local authority are purportedly working to common legislative requirements or 
syllabi, we see schools offering curricula that vary in the activities that are included, the 
teaching approaches and grouping arrangements used, the types of assessment that pupils 
experience, we may well question whether central or local government policy matters at all 
in relation these issues. However, to dismiss policy in such a way is both to misrepresent the 
complex nature of policy in educational arenas and to deny arguably powerful and sustained 
influences on our own, teachers' and pupils' thinking about bodies, health and physical 
activity. Physical Education, or 'Health and Physical Education', as both 'policy' and 'practice' 
unavoidably and routinely makes connections, creates images and shapes understandings 
in relation to these issues. It either reinforces and perpetuates narrow visions and views, or 
will be critical in challenging taken for granted, often simplistic, stereotypical understandings 
('discursive truths') and moving us towards experiences of physical education and in wider 
society that are notably more inclusive and equitable than many today. Who can deny that 
labeling of certain body shapes and sizes remains an integral element of experiences of 
physical education and sport in schools? It is labeling that deems fellow pupils or 
participants in sport and activity settings as 'fit', 'healthy', as 'taking care of their bodies' or in 
contrast neglecting them. It identifies some pupils by virtue of their physique as having a 
legitimate place at all in those sport and activity settings, as worthy of a privileged place and 
status, or alternatively as to be denied this. We may well recognise much of this, but are 
probably less likely to see the issues as fundamentally linked to policy developments in 
physical education. 

In this paper we therefore seek to both explore and highlight the importance of policy as a 
powerful source of stability and ongoing inequity in schools and societies, or alternatively, of 
active resistance and challenge to that inequity. From the latter perspective policy becomes 
a force for both prompting and supporting conscious steps towards more socially critical 
practices and pedagogies in physical education that challenge and extend established 
'discursive truths' and the thinking and actions they give rise to. Our discussion links directly 
with the (re)conceptualisation of policy, as a process not a thing, featuring many and inter-
related 'texts', each of which needs to be viewed as consciously produced and as having the 
inherent potential to direct (and thus narrow or broaden) views and understandings (Penney 
& Evans, 1999). We focus particularly on physical education in England to relate some of the 
subtleties of the policy process and to thereby debate the opportunities and barriers to any 
broadening of the 'body' and 'health' images and understandings that can legitimately be 
expressed and promoted in and via physical education and sport in schools in England. We 
draw upon policy developments elsewhere for specific purposes; to make vividly explicit a 
narrowness in thinking about the body, health and physical activity that despite surrounding 
rhetoric of interest in and commitment to the development of lifelong learning and inclusion 
in education, remains largely unquestioned and uncritically accepted amongst policy makers 
and practitioners alike in England. We argue that embedded in policies and played out in 
current practices of physical education are incentives to pursue particular lives that are 
repeatedly being constructed as both healthy and desirable (for all) and that these lives 
presume the greater value and desirability of some bodies over others. They are therefore, 
inherently inequitable and excluding. The influence of performance and perfection codes, 
over and above competency codes (see Evans and Davies, 2002) is evident in both 
government and professional texts. 



Multiple texts; multiple opportunities? 

As discussed elsewhere, we remain to some extent, always hindered by language when 
talking of 'policies' and 'practices' in and of physical education. The complexities and 
dynamics of 'the policy process' that we stress as always relational, are in danger of being 
subsumed amidst portrayals of policy and practice as distinct albeit linked (Penney & Evans, 
1999). It is not until we re-focus on the linkages that we can advance understandings of the 
process and furthermore, how we may more actively engage with it in the pursuit of 
particular values and interests in and for education and societies. Commentaries prompting 
this re-conceptualisation of policy have drawn attention to the always present 'scope for 
slippage' in the policy process, as texts are repeatedly interpreted and thereby re-formed in 
various educational arenas and by the many individuals within them (Bowe et al., 1992; 
Penney & Evans, 1999). This 'scope for slippage' is central to any interest in creative 
interpretations of formal requirements for the curriculum and teaching in schools and 
specifically, interests in extending boundaries that these requirements may appear to set to 
pedagogical thinking and practices. However, it is naïve to assume that either the interest or 
potential for such extension will always or inevitably exist. There is the scope for slippage, 
but it will vary in both extent and direction; it can be inherently conservative or progressive. 
'Opportunities' for creative readings, interpretations and expressions need to be recognised 
as bounded by many factors, not least of which will be the extent to which the knowledge, 
understanding and interests of the readers extend beyond the boundaries of the 'official 
texts' that they receive; the perceived risks of deviation from the expected and clearly 'safe' 
readings and responses; and the support that may or may not be there (within and beyond 
schools) for particular 'creative readings' (Penney & Evans, 1997; 1999). The policy process 
is fundamentally shaped by, and continues to shape, legitimate relations between agents 
and agencies, between discourses, and the forms of communication that are deemed 
legitimate between particular agents / agencies (Bernstein, 1996, 2000, see also Evans & 
Davies, 2002). 

It is in this context that we take a critical look at the representation and expression of 'the 
body', 'health' and 'physical activity' in contemporary physical education and in particular, in 
physical education in England. We specifically explore not merely the discursive boundaries 
of 'official texts', but whether, in what ways and in what contexts, the 'scope for slippage' 
beyond those boundaries has been pursued and/or prompted in guidance materials 
produced to support implementation of requirements; in potentially influential commentaries 
upon implementation to date; in 'surrounding' policy developments; and in implementation 
itself. The forward to the latest National Curriculum Physical Education (NCPE) 
requirements captures something of the tension at play in relation to our interests in 
prospective and potential slippage. It is stated: 

Getting the National Curriculum right presents difficult choices and balances. It must 
be robust enough to define and defendthe core of knowledge and cultural 
experience which is the entitlement of every pupil, and at the same time flexible 
enough to give teachers the scope to build their teaching around it in ways which will 
enhance its delivery to their pupils. 

(DfEE/QCA, 1999, p.3, our emphasis) 

Revealed here are key underlying conceptualisations that have informed the development of 
the National Curriculum in England but that also have direct relevance to how we then see 
the body and health addressed within this development. Critically, it is a pre-defined body of 
knowledge that is being accorded the status of 'core'. It is access to this identified core that 
is the 'entitlement' and the flexibility presented to teachers is in how they are to 'deliver' the 



core. Below we see these static images of knowledge and uni-directional portrayal of 
learning relations played out in requirements for a National Curriculum Physical Education. 

An authoritative and narrow text? 

The National Curriculum for Physical Education in England 

Within the context of international interests and developments an issue that we immediately 
need to confront in considering Physical Education in England, is the extent to which the 
subject and furthermore, the professional identities of teachers associated with it, is and 
remains 'Physical Education', and not 'Health and Physical Education'. It is 'Physical 
Education' that is an established curriculum subject within the National Curriculum in 
England. The majority of readers in England may struggle to comprehend any alternative, 
while some from overseas may begin to appreciate the significance of this curriculum 
boundary. Undoubtedly, it has a direct influence upon the range of health discourses that will 
be recognised and engaged with by teachers and pupils in physical education and the ways 
in which both 'the body' and 'health' are conceptualised. Below we present a number of 
extracts from the most recent statutory requirements for the National Curriculum Physical 
Education (to be fulfilled by all state schools in England) that reveal the conceptualisations of 
the body and of health that are embedded in this 'official text', but that are also 
simultaneously legitimated and reinforced by it. For us the images presented by this NCPE 
text are: 

• of the Body: as something to be appropriately prepared for activity; to be tuned 
through structured and progressively more demanding activity; as the responsibility 
of the individual; 

• of Health: as an established and agreed (rather than socially, culturally or historically 
specific) entity; to be gained and maintained through participation in physical activity; 
to be understood and evidenced by changes in/to the body; to be particularly 
considered at the beginning and end of activity. 

In relation to both the body and health, the overwhelming focus is 'the physical' and 
furthermore, a 'physical' that is portrayed as socially and culturally neutral. Amidst an 
accompanying emphasis of a need for 'delivery' of the National Curriculum to address issues 
of inclusion*1, diversity in the form of different bodies and different values in relation to 
health and lifestyles, seems invariably denied and even actively challenged in the context of 
pursuit of the specific health, body and lifestyles that are accorded status in and by the text. 

'The importance of physical education' is described in the following terms in the NCPE: 

Physical education develops pupils' physical competence and confidence, and their 
ability to use these to perform in a range of activities. It promotes physical 
skillfulness, physical development and a knowledge of the body in action. Physical 
education provides opportunities for pupils to be creative, competitive and to face up 
to different challenges as individuals and in groups and teams. It promotes positive 
attitudes towards active and healthy lifestyles. 

Pupils learn how to think in different ways to suit a wide variety of creative, 
competitive and challenging activities. They learn how to plan, perform and evaluate 
actions, ideas and performances to improve their quality and effectiveness. Through 
this process pupils discover their aptitudes, abilities and preferences, and make 
choices about how to get involved in lifelong physical activity. 

(DfEE/QCA, 1999, p.15, our emphasis) 



The need for and desirability of positive attitudes towards 'active and healthy lifestyles' is 
unquestioned and unquestionable here. 'Active' and 'healthy' are uncritically linked. The 
choice to be made is how, not whether to become involved in physical activity. 

'Knowledge and understanding of fitness and health' is then identified as one of four aspects 
of knowledge, skills and understanding to be addressed in teaching, the other three being 
'acquiring and developing skills'; 'selecting and applying skills, tactics and compositional 
ideas'; and 'evaluating and improving performance'. For each of four 'key stages' of 
education (covering the primary (key stages 1 and 2) and secondary (key stages 3 and 4) 
phases of schooling), requirements are set out relating to each aspect and to be addressed 
through a stipulated range of activities applicable to the key stage (the statutory 'breadth of 
study'). The statutory requirements relating to the aspect 'Knowledge and understanding of 
fitness and health' are as follows: 

  

Key Stage 1: Pupils should be taught: 

a. how important it is to be active 
b. to recognise and describe how their bodies feel during different activities. 

Key Stage 2: Pupils should be taught: 

a. how exercise affects the body in the short term 
b. to warm up and prepare appropriately for different activities 
c. why physical activity is good for their health and well-being 
d. why wearing appropriate clothing and being hygenic is good for their health and 

safety. 

Key Stage 3: Pupils should be taught: 

a. how to prepare for and recover from specific activities 
b. how different types of activity affect specific aspects of their fitness 
c. the benefits of regular exercise and good hygiene 
d. how to go about getting involved in activities that are good for their personal and 

social health and well-being. 

Key Stage 4: Pupils should be taught: 

a. how preparation, training and fitness relate to and affect performance 
b. how to design and carry out activity and training programmes that have specific 

purposes 
c. the importance of exercise and activity to personal, social and mental health and 

well-being 
d. how to monitor and develop their own training, exercise and activity programmes in 

and out of school. 

(DfEE/QCA, 1999) 

Finally, through stated levels of attainment, the NCPE provides descriptions of the "types 
and range of performance" which pupils working at a given level "should characteristically 
demonstrate" (p.42). Essentially the levels give us an image of the types of learner and 
scope and nature of learning that the NCPE is directed towards. At the end of key stage 2, 



the expectation is that the majority of pupils will have reached level 4, and therefore, in 
relation to our particular interests, be able to: 

• explain and apply basic safety principles in preparing for exercise; and 
• describe what effects exercise has on their bodies, and how it is valuable to their 

fitness and health. 

By aged 14, at the end of key stage 3, they are expected to have advanced to: 

• explain how the body reacts during different types of exercise, and warm-up and 
cool-down in ways that suit the activity; and 

• explain why regular, safe exercise is good for their fitness and health. 

The progression from here is then towards increased depth of knowledge of 'fitness' and the 
contribution of exercise to specific elements of fitness. The anticipation is that this 
knowledge will be used to enhance performance in physical activity, but more specifically 
and by implication, in those activities that feature in the statutory breadth of study, and that 
are privileged in and by those requirements. Here we draw attention to the way in which the 
programmes of study setting out the requirements for teaching at each of the four key 
stages, detail the requirements in direct relation to the long established six areas of 
activity*2, not all of which have equal status or standing in the statutory order. The 
requirements relating to the teaching of 'knowledge and understanding of fitness and heath' 
are set alongside and are to be addressed within fulfillment of 'activity specific' requirements 
(expressing and promoting strong classification, Bernstein, 1990, 1996). We contend that 
this relationship and the extent to which performance codes are dominant in the 
requirements relating to specific areas (see Penney & Evans, 1997; Penney, 2000), play a 
key role in directing and limiting the range of discourses of health that will feature in readings 
of the text. The defining curriculum structure of areas of activity, is arguably exactly that, a 
defining structure, (re-)focusing thinking about the body, health, physical activity and their 
inter-relationships. 

A second and accompanying progression envisaged and articulated in the NCPE 'levels' is 
that pupils will take an increasing personal responsibility for developing and maintaining a 
structured programme of exercise and activity within their lives (DfEE/QCA, pp.43-44). 
Again, we suggest that the surrounding curriculum structure and content (specifically the 
dominance of discourses of elite performance within curricula conceived as a collection of 
'traditional' sports) is important here, influencing images and understandings of the types of 
exercise / activity that will feature in personal programmes and in addition, what those 
programmes will be primarily seen as directed towards. Green (2002) has observed that 
"policies that emphasise sport per se would mitigate against recent trends towards the 
broadening and deepening of participation amongst adults" (p.180). In the development of 
the NCPE there has been a repeated lack of recognition that "emphasis upon competitive 
sport (and particularly, traditional team games) within curricular and extra-curricular PE runs 
counter to developments in young people's situations and leisure patterns" (ibid., p.180). 
Furthermore we highlight that the images and understandings of activity, fitness and health 
that are embedded in and promoted by the focus and structure of the NCPE need to also be 
acknowledged as gendered, privileging steroetypically masculine conceptulisations of 
fitness, active and healthy lifestyles (Harris & Penney, 2002; Hargreaves, 2000). 

It is only with knowledge of alternative texts that the specificity of this official text, its very 
significant silences and very particular orientation, becomes apparent. Comparable extracts 
from the Health and Physical Education curriculum in New Zealand (Ministry of Education, 
1999) do the talking for us in this regard. We see social, cultural, environmental and most 
notably, critical discourses visible rather than excluded or subordinated from official texts. 



The four strands to the HPE curriculum include 'Personal Health and Physical Development' 
and 'Healthy Communities and Environments' alongside 'Movement Concepts and Motor 
Skills' and 'Relationships with Other People'. Notably the 'Personal Health and Physical 
Development' strand focuses attention on 'regular physical activity' but in addition, 'personal 
identity and self-worth'. The 'Healthy Communities and Environments' strand also engages 
with 'social attitudes and beliefs' and how these impact upon 'well-being'. Changing one's 
patterns of "life, work, relaxation and recreation" is promoted as a personal responsibility to 
be encouraged, but so too is the identification of inequities in relation to notions of 'healthy 
communities' and taking positive action to address these: 

Students identify physical and social influences in the classroom, the school, the 
family, and society that promote individual, group, and community well-
being....Students are encouraged to identify inequities, make changes, and 
contribute positively, through individual and collective action, to the development of 
healthy communities and environments. 

(Ministry of Education, 1999, p.11) 

The 'achievement objectives' outlined in the HPE text feature a breadth of engagement in 
terms of both issues and activities, that clearly go beyond the knowledge, skills and 
understanding set out in the NCPE. A broader view of health, as multi-dimensional but also 
socially constructed and culturally specific, is maintained in the detail of the objectives. The 
expectations of learning and learners display some similarities to those articulated in the 
NCPE but also some very obvious contrasts. At level 4 for the strand 'Personal Health and 
Physical Development', 'Students will': 

• demonstrate an increased sense of responsibility for participating in regular, 
enjoyable physical activity to maintain well-being; and 

• describe how social messages and stereotypes, including those in the media, can 
affect feelings of self-worth. 

At level 5 we see a subtle yet significant difference in the way in which participation in 
regular physical activity is portrayed and promoted in comparison to that within the NCPE. 
The positioning and contribution to be addressed is "to a balanced lifestyle". Elements of the 
'Healthy Communities and Environments' reinforce an exploration, rather than uncritical 
acceptance, of what it is to be 'healthy', of what a 'healthy lifestyle' will feature and of who 
has access to various lifestyles. For example, at level 4, it is stated that students will: 

• investigate and describe lifestyle factors and media influences that contribute to 
common health problems across the lifespan of people in New Zealand; and 

• access a range of health care agencies, recreational resources, and sporting 
resources and evaluate the contribution made by each to the well-being of 
community members. 

(Ministry of Education, 1999, p.65) 

As the NCPE, the New Zealand text has notable silences, but of a different nature. Absent 
are detailed requirements relating to 'areas of activity' (and the development of skills, 
knowledge and understanding specific to them) which so characterise the NCPE. 

  

 



Directing and equally authoritative texts: Official Guidance 

As we have emphasised, to view policy as a process is to acknowledge that official texts 
such as those considered above will never be the only, nor necessarily the most significant 
texts informing and shaping readings, responses and thus the expression of 'policies' 'in 
practice'. A notable feature of many statements of policy, or of statutory requirements for 
curricula, is that they are minimalist. Requirements are stated but not expanded upon. It is 
accompanying texts, produced by various agencies or individuals, that provide surrounding 
commentary; guidance and suggestions as to the ways in which requirements might be 
interpreted and approached in individual school contexts, in schools' own curriculum design 
and in individual acts of teaching. It is here that 'scope for slippage' takes on a real not 
merely abstract form. In guidance or support materials produced in conjunction with a policy 
initiative or new syllabus development, we will see either a conscious extension (from that in 
the official text) of the range of discourses that find expression in discussion of 
implementation, an uncritical acceptance of the range present in the official text, or some 
narrowing of that range. In the process of slippage there is the scope to add or remove; to 
bring new or marginalised discourses to the fore, or to 'drop' discourses privileged or present 
in the official text. 

But what credibility do accompanying and necessarily 'hybrid' texts (Bowe et al, 1992) have 
with teachers? Will they be influential in shaping understandings of and responses to policy? 
The observation has frequently been made that discourses are fundamentallyabout "who 
can speak where, when and with what authority" (Ball, 1990, p.17). Power-relations that 
provide the structural form of the policy process are thus maintained in and through the 
communications within the process. The credibility and influence of texts 
produced will depend at least in part upon who has written and/or endorsed them, 
particularly when we consider the wider policy context in which we need to locate support or 
guidance materials. In England, with the outcomes of school inspections critical to the 
futures of schools and teachers within them, texts issued by government agencies or 
endorsed by them are those that have authority. The interpretations of policy presented in 
these texts and any suggested responses in terms of curriculum and pedagogical 
development, will be deemed 'the right', or certainly 'the safe' reading. It is to these texts that 
teachers seeking clarification of meanings and of what constitute legitimate readings of 
policy, will turn. 

So what do 'official' support or guidance materials have to say in relation to the body, health 
and physical activity in the context of the NCPE? A document produced by the Qualifications 
and Curriculum Authority (QCA) during the revision of the NCPE sought to explicitly clarify a 
number of issues for teachers and others involved in 'delivery'. 'Terminology in physical 
education' was an apt title for a highly authoritative text, that set out the knowledge and 
understanding being associated with 'fitness and health'. It was stated: 

Knowledge and understanding of fitness and health 

This requires pupils to recognise and understand how their body reacts and works in 
different situations and activities, and increasingly to be able to use that information 
to help themselves. Pupils need to know and understand: 

• that physical activity affects growth, development, health and personal well-being; 
• how to prepare their body for activity safely and effectively; 
• that different types of activity require different types of preparation; 
• how different types of fitness impact upon activities and affect performance; 
• how different types of activity impact upon physical fitness, health and well-being; 
• that the body needs help to recover from activity; 



• that the relationship between energy input and energy output is close and that an 
imbalance affects body size, shape, weight and health. 

(QCA, 1999, p.7) 

Subsequently the QCA produced sample 'schemes of work' as guidance materials for 
schools to refer to when developing their own responses to the revised NCPE requirements. 
Far from encouraging the exploration of 'health issues' and/or a focus upon these in 
implementation, the schemes effectively position health quite clearly as both marginal to 
dominant discourses of motor skill acquisition and performance in sport, but also as entirely 
compatible with those discourses. The narrow conceptualisations inherent in the official 
NCPE text are reaffirmed and reinforced; the potential for wider or alternative views is 
denied by a sustained silence. The schemes of work comprise units ('link', 'development', 
'intermediate' or 'advanced') centring not on issues or particular aspects of learning, but 
instead, on one of the six areas of activity that make up the 'breadth of study' within the 
NCPE. The following learning objectives taken from units relating to dance activities, 
illustrate the particular way in which health is defined, portrayed and positioned, and how 
bodies are being viewed: 

Pupils should learn: 

• the basic principles of preparing for dance (link unit) 
• how performance is improved when preparation is carried out properly (link unit) 
• what they need to do improve their own standard of fitness in dance (development 

unit) 
• to take responsibility for warming up and cooling down safely (development unit) 
• to understand the principles used to prepare for, and recover from, dancing 

(development unit) 
• to recognise that different types of activity require different types of fitness 

(development unit) 
• how to continue to improve their personal fitness for dance and through dance 

(intermediate unit) 
• to recognise and describe how regular involvement in dance activity affects their 

fitness, health and wellbeing (intermediate unit) 
• to identify how and where they can get involved in dance activity (intermediate unit) 
• to monitor exercise and fitness levels for themselves and/or others related to their 

dances (advanced unit) 
• to devise, implement and monitor their own and/or others' exercise, conditioning and 

fitness programmes using principles of safe and effective exercising (advanced unit) 
• to recognise and evaluate the impact fitness has on performance in dance, and 

dancing on personal fitness (advanced unit). 

(QCA, 2000) 

Here we would argue, both established boundaries to thinking and action and the reference 
points for thinking and action (discourses of performance embedded in which are 
performance and perfection codes, see Evans & Davies, 2002) are reinforced rather than 
challenged. Attention is on 'recognition' and the development of a suitable response, rather 
than questioning, critique and exploration of potential responses. 'How' and 'where', not 
'whether' are the issues that it is legitimate to address. 

 

  



Some authority; some slippage? Other guidance 

But the QCA texts are not the only guidance materials that have been produced, not the only 
'hybrid texts' that may be utilised by teachers developing the NCPE in their schools. 
Confines of space prevent us considering the full array of commercial and other materials 
that have been produced by various agencies and organisations. Instead we consider one of 
these that in a similar way to the QCA materials, can, by virtue of its endorsement by the 
Teacher Training Agency*3, be deemed to have authority with readers in schools and 
perhaps even more significantly, providers of initial teacher training and continuing 
professional development for Physical Education. The text, authored by Jo Harris and 
entitled 'Health-Related Exercise in the National Curriculum' explicitly sought to 
simultaneously raise the status of health discourses in contexts of implementation of the 
NCPE and broaden the range of health discourses recognised and addressed in that 
implementation. Multiple dimensions to health are stressed; the message being that this is 
not merely a physical phenomenon. Health is also identified as a focus that should prompt 
engagement with a wide range of physical activities and furthermore, a range that goes 
beyond those dominating many physical education curricula and accorded a privileged 
position in the NCPE. But while broadening in these terms and thus to a degree challenging 
the interpretations explicit or encouraged by the official texts, in other respects Harris' text is 
firmly aligned with those. There is both a directive and celebratory tone in statements such 
as: 

To develop physically educated young people, the physical education programme 
must 

• develop in young people a desire to be active, 
• help young people to understand the importance of an active way of life, 
• encourage young people to be independently active, 
• assist young people in becoming informed consumers of health and fitness goods 

and services..., 
• promote involvement in a range of physical activities... 

(Harris, 2000, p.11) 

Activity and a desire to be active, are uncritically assumed to be desirable features of young 
people's lives. Once again, however, there is a need to see texts in context. Specifically, it is 
worth reflecting further upon the fact that Harris actively sought endorsement (from the TTA) 
to enhance the authority of the text. While we may identify areas in which opportunities to 
challenge conservatism or extend discursive boundaries seem to have been overlooked, we 
also need to acknowledge that Harris was undoubtedly confined to and by discursive 
boundaries if she was to achieve TTA endorsement for the text. Furthermore, it is somewhat 
inappropriate to portray this as a sole authored text. Rather, the text represented the 
culmination of extensive consultation with a working group of some 30 individuals holding 
various positions (and interests) within education, health and sport settings/organizations. 
Inevitably, the process of seeking agreement (and thus acceptance of the text) involved 
compromises. 

The authoritative voice of inspectors 

Above we pointed to the influential position of inspectors of schools and the status that their 
views command. It is they that will ultimately deem a particular interpretation of statutory 
requirements as either a legitimate reading or an illegitimate deviation. Clearly these are 
individuals with the potential to either actively encourage or obstruct extensions to the 
boundaries of knowledge, skills and understanding of physical education. So what are their 



expressed views in relation to the ways in which requirements relating to 'knowledge and 
understanding of fitness and health' are being addressed? Recently, Harris and Cale (2002) 
reported details of inspection commentaries that present a somewhat depressing picture, of 
inspectors not merely legitimating, but effectively accentuating the already narrow 
conceptualisations inherent in the official text, with comments such as: 

Pupils know the value of a warm-up activity, such as stretching, to prevent muscles 
tearing. Some pupils know and locate the muscles in their legs to be stretched, for 
example, the hamstrings and calf muscles. 

All pupils have a secure grasp of the need for appropriate warm-up before physical 
exercise. All pupils have a good knowledge and understanding of the principles and 
procedures of warm-up before physical activity and are able to suggest appropriate 
stretches for different muscle groups. In circuit training some have developed an 
understanding of how to evaluate their own fitness levels. Teachers pay due regard 
to safety and ensure that pupils are warmed up before taking part in physical activity 
but pupils are rarely given the opportunity to lead this themselves. 

(quotations from inspection reports, cited in Harris & Cale, 2002) 

However, other comments within OFSTED's annual 'subject report' on physical education 
(OFSTED, 2002) suggest support from this 'voice of authority' for some broadening of the 
curriculum activities included within curricula and the significance of this in relation to the 
appeal of physical education to pupils. Specifically, there is recognition that "the provision of 
more indoor activities such as aerobics, fitness, badminton, volleyball" have been successful 
in countering disaffection, particularly amongst girls (ibid., p.2). There seems the opportunity 
here for renewed debate about relationships between physical education and the health and 
lives of young people (see also Green, 2002). 

Texts in context: Past policies and parallel policies 

Thus far our discussion has been quite specific, focusing upon particular elements of a 
policy development, but at the same time pointing to the need for these to be located in 
wider policy contexts. However, readings of the NCPE can not be viewed as arising in 
vacuums. In interpretation boundaries between one policy development and others become 
blurred. Linkages are made with other developments and readings and responses (the 
direction and extent of slippage) are shaped by those linkages. Teachers' readings in 
particular need to be viewed not only in relation to the various texts that we have discussed 
above, but in the context of an educational arena dominated by performance league tables 
and an array of measures directed towards enhanced accountability and efficiency in 
education. It is an arena in which fixed views of knowledge and uni-directional pedagogical 
relations as the means of effectively and efficiently 'transmitting' this knowledge, return to the 
fore. Furthermore the context of teachers' readings and responses is one in which 
discourses of sport and more specifically elite performance in established 'traditional' sports 
retain a dominance that has been both embedded in and legitmated by the National 
Curriculum, and then reaffirmed and reinforced by parallel initiatives for sport development in 
England (see Penney & Evans, 1997; Gilroy & Clarke, 1997). Finally, it is a context in which 
initial teacher training has been progressively narrowed and focussed, openly restricting the 
scope for creative explorations of curriculum content and pedagogy (see Evans, 1995). We 
have seen significant changes in the agents and agencies involved in initial teacher training 
and continuing professional development for physical education, and in the structural and 
discursive relations between them. It is only with this view of the complexities of policy 
contexts that we can understand the limits to and possibilities for 'slippage'. 



How then are teachers interpreting requirements? What is the nature of their 'hybrid' texts? 
Do we see the scope for creative slippage finally being explored, or is it overlooked, 
obscured from view, absent from teachers' understanding of what is both possible and 
acceptable in their implementation of policy? 

  

Conclusion: Policies in practice: Slippage (self-)contained? 

The picture that we have presented is of scope for slippage remaining to a great degree 
merely that - scope - yet to be explored -certainly in terms of ways that consciously seek to 
challenge and broaden the boundaries to understandings and attitudes that we have 
identified in the official texts. Elsewhere we have drawn attention to the ways in which 
teachers have themselves actively (re)created notably narrow but also very clearly gendered 
understandings and images of fitness, health and participation in physical activity (Penney & 
Harris, 2002). We are left questioning why the ongoing conservatism and what part 
developments in pedagogy can play in beginning to challenge such a sustained status quo? 
In relation to these interests we draw attention to a number of contemporary policy agendas 
that physical education as a curriculum subject, and physical education teachers, are being 
encouraged to address in their ongoing development of the NCPE 'in practice'. They are 
agendas that certainly need to again be seen as open to varying interpretations and 
responses, and thus that signal possibilities for either renewed conservativism (and even 
restorationism) or notably progressive developments. Specifically, there are prompts are for: 

• increased use of Information Communication Technology in teaching and learning 
(see OFSTED, 2002); 

• increased attention to the development of leadership skills and recognition that 
physical education has a role to play in introducing children to a range of roles within 
sporting contexts*4; 

• 'innovation' and 'flexibility' in the 14-19 curriculum across all subject areas*5. 

Whether or not these prompts simultaneously prompt different and notably critical thinking 
about bodies, health, physical activity, and the ways in which these issues are explicitly and 
implicitly addressed in physical education. What messages will be generated by, for 
example, the adoption and development of Sport Education (see Kinchin et al, 2001; Penney 
et al, 2002)? In response and conclusion to our discussion we point to the ongoing 
dominance of discourses of skilled performance in sport in the curriculum, pedagogies and 
self-identities of physical education teachers in England (Armour and Jones, 1998; 
Keyworth, 2001; Brown & Rich, 2002). There is an important element of self- not merely 
externally imposed containment at play here. It is within this context but also the discursive 
boundaries and truths that it (re-)generates, that we have to consider likely future 
expressions of fitness and health in physical education. Those discursive boundaries and 
truths continue to be reinforced by politicians and in media portrayals of the issues with 
which we are concerned. The simplistic associations that continue to be made between 
participation in sport, physical activity and health, are captured in headlines such as 'Couch 
potatoes grow as games lose out' (Thornton, 1999) and 'Invest in School Sport and 
Tackle Obesity' (CCPR, 2002). 

  

 

 



Endnotes: 

*1 The latest revision of the National Curriculum set out three principles of inclusion to be 
addressed in planning and teaching the National Curriculum: Setting suitable learning 
challenges; Responding to pupils' diverse learning needs; and Overcoming barriers to 
learning and assessment for individuals and groups of pupils (DfEE/QCA, 1999). 

*2 The 'six areas' refers to the six areas of activity established within the National Curriculum 
for Physical Education in England: games activities, gymnastic activities, athletic activities, 
dance activities, outdoor and adventurous activities, and swimming activities and water 
safety. 

*3 The Teacher Training Agency is the central government agency establishing statutory 
requirements for Initial Teacher Training (including a framework of standards to be met by all 
trainees and addressed in all ITT course provision) and setting individual quotas of training 
places for all providers of Initial Teacher Training. 

*4 'Step into Sport' is a major new project focusing upon leadership and volunteering, being 
developed collaboratively by the British Sports Trust, Sport England and the Youth Sport 
Trust. 

*5 The government Green Paper '14-19: Extending Opportunities, Raising Standards' (DfES, 
2002) set out plans for major curriculum reform 14-19. 
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