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Introduction 

From the middle to the end of August this year, millions of people all over the world have 

spent hours in front of the TV watching the Olympic games. Athletes with well shaped 

bodies, most of them men, in slim dresses, showing all their well-trained muscles, were 

competing in a huge number of different sports. Their bodies are prepared to perform on their 

maximum on this specific competition. Another four years of discipline and hard work is 

waiting for the athlete who wants to have a new chance to win an Olympic medal. Two men, 

in two different sports, have dominated the media interest, Mikael Phelps from USA in 

swimming and Usain Bolt from Jamaica in sprint. The dominance of Phelps and Bolt will 

make a large number of children interested in these two sports. The teachers in the school 

subject Physical Education and Health (PE) will get many requests from pupils that want to 

learn competitive swimming and sprint. And the PE teacher will say yes to sprint- and no to 

swimactivities on the PE-lessons, due to the access of a suitable arena. Most schools have 

track and field facilities but not indoor pools. Even if you not are interested in sports at all, it 

is hard to avoid information from a big event as the Olympic games. The media and the 

commercial interests in the Olympic games are to blame for all the information and it affects 

everybody positively or negatively. It also affects the subject PE in Swedish schools, for good 

and for bad. Good, because the public interest in sports is one reason why PE is one of the 

most popular subject in Swedish schools, bad because it limits the possibilities to make the 

10-15% of Swedish pupils that rejects the subject interested in physical activity. They feel 

clumsy on the PE lessons ((Nationella utvärderingen av idrott 2003, NU 2003) and can not 

identify themselves as athletes. 

 

Sweden is about to revise the national curriculum of the subject Physical Education and 

Health (PE) and during that work we will try to find an answer of the question “What is the 

core curriculum in the subject PE and Health?” In the current curriculum, Läroplan för det 

obligatoriska skolväsendet (Lpo 94) the overarching goal for the subject PE in Sweden is for 

the compulsory school (7-16year)  

-“…to develop the pupil’s physical, psycical and social talents as well as give them 

knowledge about the connection between the personal life style and the personal health. 

(www.skolverket.se/ kursplaner) “My translation. 

 

and for upper secondary school (16-19 year)  

-to deepen knowledge about the function of the body and how the physical, psycic and 

social well being can be affected. (www.skolverket.se/ kursplaner)” My translation. 

 

These curricula represented a paradigm shift from all the former curricula, when they were 

implemented in the 1990s’. They are goaloriented instead of subject-matter oriented and can 

be characterised  as decentralised, individualised and flexible. Instead of getting very detailed 

instructions on how and what to teach in PE the PE teachers together with parents and pupils 

shall have a big of influence over the didactic choices made to help the pupils to  reach the 

goals. I made the data collection in Swedish compulsory schools, for my dissertation 

http://www.skolverket.se/
http://www.skolverket.se/


(Karlefors 2002) during the shift between the old curricula, Lgr 80 and the new one Lpo 94. 

The point of departure for my dissertation was the crisis in PE that was said to be caused by 

proposed reducation of mandatory teaching hours in the new curriculum. I used the concepts 

collection and integrated code (Bernstein, 1977) to identify and define the paradigmshift and I 

be defined  it as a shift from a curriculum code under collection code towards an curriculum 

under integrated code (Karlefors, 2002). The collection code is characterised by top-down, 

detailed steering of what and how to teach. It includes a strong insulation between teachers, 

pupils and subjects, which means one teacher in one classroom with pupils of the same age, 

learning one subject identical with the most common ways to organise education in Europe. 

Integrated code is the opposite. Under integrated code decisions are decentralised from 

national to the local level, the insulation between teachers is weak giving opportunities for 

teamteaching, pupils shall have influence over the content and methods for their own learning, 

this individualised education means that the pupils often work by themselves, subject matter 

is learned under interdisciplinary themes and the teacher’s role is more as an advisor than a 

regular teacher. This was a short description of the changes the new curricula was 

implementing. My results showed however that the implementation was not so successful at 

all mandatory schools and it affected PE even less. PE teachers taught PE in the same way 

and with the same content as under the former curricula and they wanted it that way. My 

conclusion was that the reason for the protests against the decreased number of teaching hours 

in PE was caused by a misunderstanding of what the paradigm shift meant. I argued that the 

new curriculum gave the local schools the possibility to increase the number of teaching hours 

and strengthen the subject if they wanted. I could not see any reasons for a crisis, on the 

contrary, I could see that a crisis could occur, if PE was the only subject that was excluded 

from the changes towards the integrated code(Karlefors, 2002).  

 

Now the curricula is going to be revised and it is important to find out what has happened 

within the subject the last years. Does the recent studies show any indications of a change and 

if so, in what direction? This paper will discuss the subject PE and Health in the light of the 

latest Swedish studies of the subject. 

 

Method 
Taking my own dissertation Karlefors (2002) as a point of departure I have studied the recent 

research projects of the subject Physical Education and Health in Sweden focusing on changes 

towards or away from integrated code (Bernstein,1977).  

 

Results 
 

The results from my dissertation was that PE not participated in the changes that was going on 

in schools. PE-teachers wanted to keep PE unaffected of team teaching and interdisciplinary 

work and the content was not changed. But how and what the schools tried to implant from 

the new curricula differed.. The schools that successfully implemented the new curriculum 

had deliberately discussed the curriculum to reach a common understanding of “where to go“. 

This common understanding corresponded through the whole school system in these schools. 

There was no top-down steering, the teachers had a voice deciding how and what to change. 

These conclusions are confirmed by Sandahl (2005).He argues that the educational vision of 

Lpo 94 corresponds with the changes in society, sometimes defined as adaption to the 

postmodern times(Hargreaves 1998), but these changes have marginal influence on the daily 

activities in the school. Sandahl (ibid.)finds no important evidence that “the political level”, 

where the educational vision and the curricula is formulated, influences the practical level. 

The PE teachers didactic considerations are more influenced by the facilities designed for PE 



in the schools and what sports the teacher and the pupils prefers. The teachers favours to teach 

the sports they have experienced themselves or sports that is popular among the pupils.In that 

sense the teachers are more influenced by organised sports than by the curriculum (ibid) All 

Swedish gyms are equipped for ball games and ball games are the most popular activity 

among the pupils, so Sandahls discussion can point at one of the reasons why ballgames are 

the most common activity in PE. Decentralisation, the lack of detailed instructions of what 

and how to teach PE gives the teacher the opportunity to realize the pupils and their own 

preferences. In accordance with this “ball-games discourse” some pupils love PE, others 

rejects it deciding that “this content is not for me”. 

 

Öhman (2007) has analysed a number of videotaped PE lessons drawing on the French 

sociologist Foucault and governmentality research. She concludes that a common theme for 

the PE lessons in Sweden is “Top speed and work up a sweat (Öhman 2007:201)”.The 

vocabulary used during the PE lesson is characterised by words as “tough”, ”training, “tired”, 

”sweaty”, “exercise”, “keep going” and “don’t stop”. She means that the freedom for the 

pupils to choose content only gives the pupils a freedom of choice within the accepted norm, 

that is activities and behaviour characterised by the concepts: physical exertion, willingness, 

having fun with a “biological” body. There are no freedom to reflect, to be passive or to 

choose other activities than those introduced by the teacher. The self steering and 

individuality the curriculum demands, is a self steering within a specific but not outspoken 

frame. The self steering is also treacherous because the success the individual have in school 

depends on the capacity he or she have for self-steering. Pupils not feeling comfortable with 

the self steering can protest by not attending the lessons. Another way of protesting is the 

following behaviour observed during a lesson in fitness training in a project called Gender-

Sports-School (Kön- skola - Idrott). 

 

Sara collects her .protocol and writes down the date. The pencil doesn’t work. Checks 

with a friend that she is doing it right. Walks to Mats (the PE teacher my comment) and 

checks if she has understood everything. Walks to a machine. Returns to Mats to 

borrow a new pencil. Writes something in the protocol. Sits down at another machine. 

Looks around. Checks the friend beside her. Rises and walks to the mirror. Watches 

herself in the mirror. Talks to a boy using a rowing machine.Watches him working. 

Walks to another machine….. (Larsson, Redelius Fagrell 2005:20) 

 

This behaviour can not be defined as “top speed and work up a sweat”, but the girl is present 

and dressed in sportclothes so the teacher don’t take any notice of how active she is. Larsson, 

Fagrell and Redelius (2005) defines this behaviour as “active passivity” and the pupil will 

probably get the grade “pass” in contrast to the pupil who is not attending the PE lessons at 

all. 

 

The “top speed and work up a sweat” as well as the “biological body” discourse that Öhman 

has identified  is part of the medical/physiological heritage that Swedish PE have since the 

days of Ling gymnastics. The connection between physical education and the medical and 

natural sciences have been strong since the Linggymnastics was established in 1813 in this 

heritage also includes a view of  Man and movement where the body and soul are two 

separated units. The soul is considered superior to the body, that needs to be disciplined to 

suffocate dangerous feelings and experiences. Swartling Widerström (2006) in her work 

defines this view of the body and soul as two different units, the dualistic view, drawing on 

Descartes. The opposite view: that the body and soul is united and the body is involved in 



everything the individual experiences she calls the integrated view and for that definition she 

is drawing on Merleau -Ponty. 

 

The dualistic perspective rejects the importance of our senses for the development of 

movement and our experience of physical activity. She expresses this view by stating “I have 

a materialised not thinking body”. Within this perspective the world is explained through 

contradictions as: thought/action, theory/practice, sense/feeling, man/women, white/black, 

right/wrong etc. This perspective, has influenced western thinking since Descartes and it 

corresponds with the characteristics of sports and competition : winner/loser, boy/girl, 

success/failure A hierarchial perspective. The body is seen as an object that can be used to 

perform certain activities i.e the body of an athlete. The integrated perspective, on the 

contrary, experiences the body as a subject with an intention and a meaning of every 

movement involving both senses and feelings. The body in the integrated perspective is seen 

as a “lived body”, a body that is an inseparable unit with the soul- “There is no distance 

between body and soul between purpose and action …I am a body that creates meaning (ibid 

2006:4).” 

 

Swartling –Widerström (2006) analyses the national curriculum and articles from a journal for 

PE-teachers using the dualistic and the integrated perspective as a tool. Her conclusion is that 

the dualistic perspective is dominating at the politicians level, as in the national curriculum 

but on the local level, in the PE journals more of the integrated perspective is seen. Swartling 

Widerström argues that school PE shall hold activities that represents both the dualistic and 

the integrated view. 

 

Discussion 
 

Sandblads (2005) results corresponds with my own, the visions in the national curricula 

doesn’t affect the lessons in PE to any larger extent. On the other hand Öhmans (2007) results 

shows that physical education is steered by a hidden not outspoken curriculum (Broady,1981) 

of ballgames. Sandblad points at the importance the accessible facilities have for the content 

in PE. The Swedish facilities are designed for ballgames so as soon as you are entering a gym 

you realise that this is a place where you play ball games. This is one explanation why 

ballgames are so dominant. Another explanation is that the pupils like ballgames (NU 2003). 

Öhman also concludes that the active body is the focus on the PE lessons and the body shall 

be fit and willing to exercise. According to Swartling Widerström(2006) there are indications 

that a change towards the integrated view of the body and  movement is discussed among the 

PE teachers and that is a real change  from the time when I collected my data. However there 

are no signs of a shift of activities or content in PE, according in the recent evaluation of the 

subject (NU 2003). That fact makes Swartling Widerströms findings surprising. An 

explanation can be that there is a discrepancy between what is discussed and what is 

practically carried through in the gym. But the discussion itself is a sign of real change and a 

development of the subject. 

 

There are no evidence that a shift towards more movement in accordance with the integrated 

view, will increase the interest for physical activity for the 15% uninterested pupils, but it is 

an attempt to meet and change the current situation. There are also very little knowledge 

among the practitioners, the PE teachers on how to teach physical activity that takes the 

starting point from the pupils needs and not from sport activities. It is a challenge to educate 

the PE teachers. But the challenge is also to balance the different influential interests that are 

affecting the subject. We have the National Organisation for Competetive Sports (RF) that 



already work in schools with  “daily physical activity”, financed by the government. Another 

interest group are doctors and physical therapists and media. They all have their own interests 

to defend within the subject of  PE and their influence needs to be balanced 

 

There are also some obligations in the curriculum that PE doesn’t fullfill at this moment as 

democracy-, sustainable living- and equity education. We know that very little of democracy 

is practised in PE, the minutes available is used for activity. Very little time, if any,  is spent 

on sustainable living and it can be questioned if PE is handling the equity issues well, when 

10-15% avoids PE , more girls than boys. The self steering Öhman (2007) is pointing at, is an 

effect of the integrated code. But the integrated code suits middle-class children better than 

children from the working class according to Bernstein (1977). And as the middle-class 

children already have the advantage of the correspondence between the activities on the PE 

lessons and in the sport clubs where the middle class pupils spend their, leisure time PE can 

hardly be seen as a subject with equal chances for all pipuls. 

 

But the picture shows many contradictions and the traces of change since the last 10 years are 

not so many and not so radical. So the question remains: in what direction shall the new PE 

curriculum be developed? How can we  

 

organise a teaching in PE that leads to positive experiences of physical activity, a 

lifelong need to be physically active together with knowledge that supports the pupils 

possibilities to adapt a healthy lifestyle? (Larsson 2007:268.My translation). 

 

I have no answer to that question only more questions, that I hope to discuss here on the 

conference and during the work with the curriculum. Questions  as: is it possible to have PE 

without sport activities? How can PE meet different preferences and needs, when the facilities 

are limited? What does an education with the body ”as a subject” look like? What content can 

attract pupils that are passive due to the current content? What can we gain and learn from 

movement influences from the East? What knowledge is essential to have in order to make the 

right decisions about your lifestyle? Is it realistic to think that PE –education can change the 

pupils life-styles? Is the concept “physical literacy” of any help in this development? What 

does that mean? etc 

 

It is a huge challenge and many contradictory issues to handle. I think that the fact that the 

discussions have started and involves both practitioners interest groups and researchers is a 

good situation for developing Physical Education and Health for the future. I don’t think that 

PE education through a curriculum revision can meet the expectations from all pupils, can 

unite theory and practice, body and soul and accept different ways to enjoy movement, but he 

fact that these issues are raised are the best sign for the future. 

 

References: 

For complete references please contact the author. 

Fagrell, B,;Larsson,H, & Redelius,K.(2005). Kön, idrott , skola. www. Idrottsforum. org 

051214. 

Karlefors,I.(2002). Att samverka eller…? Om idrottsämnet och idrottslärare i den svenska 

grundskolan. Umeå: Umeå universitet, Pedagogiska institutionen. 

Larsson,H.(2007).Kropp och rörelse-kunskap och lärande i Larsson&Meckbach (red.) 

Idrottsdidaktiska utmaningar. Stockholm:Liber. 

Sandahl, B.(2005). Ett ämne för alla. Normer och praktik i grundskolans idrottsundervisning 

1962- 2002.Stockolm:Carlssons Förlag. 



Swartling-Widerström,K.(2006). Att ha eller vara kropp. Örebro:Örebro Studies in 

Education,11. 

Öhman,M. (2007). Kropp och makt i rörelse . Örebro: Örebro Studies in Sociology 9. 

 

 

 

 

 


