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ABSTRACT 

Physical education teachers’ beliefs and values have been shown to be shaped by three 

types of socialization: acculturation, professional socialization, and organizational socialization. 

To our knowledge, there are no studies directly aimed at examining the relationships between 

physical education teacher socialization, teacher beliefs, and curriculum development. In 

addition, granting of waivers, exemptions, and substitutions (WESs) appears to be on the 

increase and impacting curriculum design. The present study investigated the influence of 

occupational socialization on both elementary and secondary physical education teachers’ beliefs 

and curricula as well as examining WES in physical education.  

Participants included 14 elementary physical education teachers and 16 secondary 

physical education teachers. Additional participants included one state Department of Education 

official, eight principals, two assistant principals, six students, and six parents from three school 

districts in which WES were permitted and prevalent. Data collection methods were comprised 

of formal and informal interviews, focus group interviews, observations, film snippets, fictional 

curriculum plans, and official documents. Data were reduced to key themes by employing 

standard interpretive methods. 

Using occupational socialization theory, three groups of teachers were identified: non-

teachers, conservatives, and progressives. Each teacher group was closely aligned to orientations 

for teaching and coaching. Orientations had been formed during their acculturation and were 

largely untouched or reinforced by their physical education teacher education (PETE) and the 

cultures in which they worked generally supported the non-teachers’ perspective.  
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Three forms of WES were identified: those that involved students participating in in-

school activities and out-of-school activities in lieu of physical education, and innovative 

waivers that gave administrators the power to curtail provision of the subject. WES were 

primarily favored by everyone, with the exception of most physical education teachers. WES 

evolved from marginalization of physical education in relation to academic subjects and 

competitive sport, as well as poor physical education.  

The findings provided clues as to how the cycle of poor and non-teaching produced by 

the current pattern of socialization into physical education might be broken. Practical 

implications focused on the need for careful selection of preservice teachers, ways in which to 

deliver PETE, and the need for increased accountability in schools.  
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CHAPTER I 

EFFECTS OF OCCUPATIONAL SOCIALIZATION ON SECONDARY 

PHYSICAL EDUCATION TEACHERS’ BELIEFS 

REGARDING CURRICULUM DESIGN 

Abstract 

To our knowledge, there are no studies directly aimed at examining the relationships 

between physical education teacher socialization, teacher beliefs, and school curriculum 

development. The purpose of this study, therefore, was to examine the effects of occupational 

socialization on the development of secondary physical education teachers’ beliefs and actions 

regarding curriculum design. Participants were 10 teachers. Data were collected with six 

qualitative techniques and analyzed using analytic induction and constant comparison. Three 

groups of teachers were identified: non-teachers, conservatives, and progressives. Key influences 

on the teachers’ beliefs and values were their orientations to teaching and coaching. These 

orientations had been formed during their acculturation and were untouched or reinforced by 

their physical education teacher education (PETE). The cultures in which they worked generally 

supported the non-teachers’ perspective. Practical implications of the study focused on the need 

for careful selection of preservice teachers, ways in which to deliver PETE, and the need for 

increased accountability in schools. 

Introduction 

In the not too distant past, scholars primarily working in the relatively new field of sport 

pedagogy suggested that secondary school physical educators should aim to realize psychomotor, 

cognitive, and affective goals by teaching a variety of sports, games, and physical activities 
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within units of a reasonable length (Jewett & Bain, 1985). Moreover, teachers should employ 

effective teaching behaviors derived from process-product research or Mosston and Ashworth’s 

(2008) theoretical continuum of teaching styles (Goldberger, 1991; Graham & Heimerer, 1981; 

Lawson, 1983a, 1983b). While many responsible for physical education teacher education 

(PETE) would still be happy to see their charges deliver such a high class version of the multi-

activity model, more recently the definition of what constitutes a “good” secondary school 

physical education curriculum has changed and expanded.  

Chief among these changes has been the advent of models-based instruction (Casey, 

2014; Metzler, 2011)—the idea that teachers use several very different approaches at different 

stages of students’ schooling, each with its own unique pedagogies, content, and differing goals. 

For example, scholars have championed sport education (Siedentop, Hastie & van der Mars, 

2011), sport for peace (Ennis, 1999), health-related fitness/exercise (Lonsdale et al., 2013), 

outdoor and adventurous education (Sutherland, Stuhr, & Ayvazo, 2014), cooperative learning 

(Dyson, Griffin, & Hastie, 2004), teaching for personal and social responsibility (TPSR) 

(Hellison, 2011), peer teaching (Cervantes, Lieberman, Magnesio, & Wood, 2013), personalized 

system for instruction (PSI) (Colquitt, Pritchard, & McCollum, 2011), human movement studies 

or academic physical education (Abels & Bridges, 2010), and several versions of game-centered 

instruction including teaching games for understanding (TGfU) (Bunker & Thorpe, 1982), game-

centered games (Waring & Almond, 1995), games concept approach (McNeill et al., 2004), 

game sense (Light & Robert, 2010), and play practice (Launder, 2001). In addition, some sport 

pedagogists have suggested teachers employ hybrids of these various curriculum models and 

instructional systems (Curtner-Smith, 2004; Hastie & Curtner-Smith, 2006).  
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Other trends and issues that have influenced ideas about the “goodness” and “badness” of 

physical education curricula include concerns about too much time being allocated for traditional 

sports, particularly team games (Faircloth, Stratton, & Baldwin, 2002; Ferry & McCaughtry, 

2013; Green, 2004); child obesity, inactivity, and related disease (Kohn, 2008; McKenzie & 

Kahan, 2008; Verstraete, Cardon, De Clercq, & De Bourdeaudhuij, 2007); gender bias (Napper-

Owen, Kovat, Ermler, & Mchrhof, 1999); negative messages conveyed by the hidden curriculum 

(Fernandez-Balboa, 1993; Kirk, 1992), and the notion that students will learn more if they are 

allowed and encouraged to participate in curriculum design, particularly if they are disengaged 

with normal school physical education offerings (Brooker & Macdonald, 2010; Enright & 

O’Sullivan, 2010). 

In the United States, the usual practice has been for official curriculum documents to be 

developed and written by a combination of state education officials, teachers, and academics 

(Asola & Curtner-Smith, 2010; Ennis, 2014). As well as being indirectly influenced by the trends 

and issues described in the preceding paragraphs, these state- level curriculum writers are 

swayed by documents produced by other government and private agencies including the United 

States Department for Health and Human Services and the Society of Health and Physical 

Education (SHAPE) America. State-level policy texts are then transferred and translated into 

school district policy texts which are, in turn, passed on to individual schools and teachers (Asola 

& Curtner-Smith, 2010; Ennis, 2014). 

When external accountability for following official policy is relatively loose, as it is in 

most American contexts, physical education teachers are given room to maneuver. How these 

texts are “read,” interpreted, and acted on by teachers depends to a considerable extent on their 

own beliefs and values about physical education (Behets & Vergauwen, 2004; Curtner-Smith, 
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1999, 2009; Ferry & McCaughtry, 2013; Zhu, Ennis, & Chen, 2011). These beliefs and values 

are formed by the various forces that socialize physical education teachers into thinking the way 

they do (Templin & Richards, 2014). To our knowledge, there are no studies directly aimed at 

examining the relationships between physical education teacher socialization, teacher beliefs, 

and school curriculum development. The purpose of this study, therefore, was to examine the 

effects of occupational socialization on the development of secondary physical education 

teachers’ beliefs and actions regarding curriculum design. The specific questions that we 

attempted to answer during the study were: (a) What were teachers’ beliefs about the physical 

education curriculum? (b) What actions did teachers take when designing and modifying their 

curricula? (c) How did teachers’ socialization influence their beliefs and actions concerning the 

physical education curriculum? 

Physical Education Teachers’ Socialization 

 Physical education teachers’ beliefs and values have been shown to be shaped by three 

types of socialization. These are acculturation or pre-teacher education biography, professional 

socialization (i.e., PETE), and organizational socialization or the influence of the school culture 

(Curtner-Smith, 2009; Lawson, 1983a, 1983b; Templin & Richards, 2014). Socialization, 

however, is a dialectical process and so during each of these stages teachers can push back 

against the various institutional and individual forces they encounter (Schempp & Graber, 1992).  

During the acculturation period, recruits into PETE first envision themselves as teachers 

(Bullough & Pinnegar, 2001) and develop a subjective warrant for the subject—a view of what 

physical education teaching involves coupled with their ability to do the job (Dewar & Lawson, 

1984). Moreover, recruits have been shown to develop one of two orientations to the subject 

(Richards & Templin, 2011). Coaching oriented individuals view curricular physical education 
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as a “career contingency,” and aim to focus on coaching extracurricular sports to more able 

children and youth. Conversely, teaching oriented individuals see coaching as a career 

contingency and intend to focus on teaching curricular physical education (Curtner-Smith, Hastie 

& Kinchin, 2008; Lawson, 1983a, 1983b). These orientations are shaped by parents, teachers, 

coaches, peers, and the institutions of sport and the school (Stran & Curtner-Smith, 2009).  

A love of sport and physical activity honed by individuals (Capel, Hayes, Katene, & 

Velija, 2011; Curtner-Smith et al., 2008) and the “apprenticeship of observation” (Lortie, 1975) 

prospective physical educators serve in schools are particularly potent influences during this 

stage of socialization. Coaching oriented recruits are more likely to have played high level 

traditional team sport inside and outside of school, experienced poor or non-teaching (Crum, 

1993) versions of the multi-activity model in curricular physical education, and intend to deliver 

this kind of curriculum themselves (Lawson, 1983a, 1983b). Teaching oriented recruits are more 

likely to have played a lower level of traditional sport or participated in non-competitive physical 

activity and experienced high class curricular physical education as students. They are also more 

likely to enter PETE already committed to designing good quality physical education programs 

on graduating (Lawson, 1983a). In addition, some recruits who experience poor physical 

education themselves enter PETE determined to “put things right” when they graduate (Curtner-

Smith et al., 2008; Stran & Curtner-Smith, 2009). 

PETE’s influence is relatively weak compared with the other two stages of socialization 

(Richards, Templin, & Graber, 2014). Indeed, poor programs can reinforce the mistaken ideas 

and views with which coaching oriented recruits enter (Doolittle, Dodds & Placek, 1993). PETE 

is more potent, however, when carried out by faculty with specialist qualifications in sport 

pedagogy that do not coach university teams and share a professional ideology, language, and 
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“technical culture” (Lortie, 1975). In addition, these faculty are more effective when they design 

early field experiences and student teaching internships themselves as well supervise them 

tightly. Finally, strong PETE programs are staffed by faculty who overtly tackle and attempt to 

change the misconceptions with which some of their charges enter and reinforce and cultivate 

teaching oriented students (Curtner-Smith, 1996; Graber, 1995). Unfortunately, the evidence is 

that even the strongest programs cannot change the views and beliefs of preservice teachers with 

“hard core” coaching orientations. Conversely, preservice teachers with “moderate” coaching 

orientations can be won over by this kind of program (Curtner-Smith, 1997; Lee & Curtner-

Smith, 2011; Sofo & Curtner-Smith, 2010).  

 The culture of the schools in which newly minted physical educators gain employment 

appears to have a profound influence on them (Stroot & Ko, 2006). This culture is created by 

administrators, department heads, and senior colleagues (Curtner-Smith, 1997; Curtner-Smith et 

al., 2008). In addition, students have a major impact on new teachers (Wahl-Alexander & 

Curtner-Smith, 2015).   

Innovative school cultures nurture teaching oriented beginning physical educators (Van 

Maanen & Schein, 1979). Conversely, schools with custodial or conservative cultures support 

the views of those new teachers who begin work with coaching orientations intact and can serve 

to “wash out” (Zeichner & Tabachnik, 1981) the ideas and values with which teaching oriented 

neophytes enter (Blankenship & Coleman, 2009; Curtner-Smith et al., 2008; Lawson, 1983b). 

Faced with conservative and hostile school cultures, teaching oriented young physical education 

teachers employ one of three strategies (Curtner-Smith, 1997; Curtner-Smith et al., 2008). First, 

they can “strategically comply” (Lacey, 1977) with the faulty beliefs and poor practice of their 

senior colleagues. Second, they can “strategically adjust” (Etheridge, 1989) to these lower 
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standards while waiting for conditions to change. A prolonged period of strategic compliance or 

adjustment, however, can lead to washout. This effect may be delayed by teachers who engage in 

“guerilla teaching,” which is the of use good practice when not observed (Curtner-Smith, 1997). 

Third, they can be bold and attempt to “strategically redefine” (Lacey, 1977) the curriculum.    

Method 

Participants and Setting  

 As shown in Table 1, 10 purposefully selected secondary school physical education 

teachers participated in this study. All of the schools in which the teachers were employed were 

situated within the southeastern United States. Four were in suburban locations and six were in 

rural locations. Four were middle schools and six high schools.  

Five of the teachers were female and five were male and all 10 were Caucasian. Their 

ages ranged from 28 to 49 years. They had taught for an average of 11.7 years (range 5 to 25 

years). All 10 teachers provided consent to act as participants prior to the beginning of the study 

and were allocated fictitious names (see Appendix A).   

Data Collection 

Six qualitative data collection techniques were used during the study. Formal interviews 

were conducted during which the teachers were asked about their beliefs concerning the physical 

education curriculum, how they designed or modified their curricula, and the socialization 

process that shaped their beliefs and actions regarding the physical education curriculum. Formal 

interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. The teachers were asked to supply copies of 

all written curriculum materials including yearly and unit plans and evaluation schemes. These 
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Table 1 

 

Participants’ Profiles  

 

 Participants 

 

Biographical 

Detail 

 

Kaitlyn Lauren Madison Britt Abby Trent Jacob Payton Seth Griffin 

Age   37 32 29 28 30 28 49 37 45 34 

(years)           

           

Teaching  14 9 5 6 8 6 25 13 21 12 

experience           

(years)           
           

Race/  Caucasian Caucasian Caucasian Caucasian Caucasian Caucasian Caucasian Caucasian Caucasian Caucasian 
ethnicity            

           

Location  Rural Suburban Suburban Rural Suburban Rural Rural Suburban Rural Rural 

of school           

           

Type of  Middle Middle High High High Middle High Middle High High 

school           

           

Teacher 

classification 

Conserva-

tive 

Progressive Conserva-

tive 

Non-

Teaching 

Non-

Teaching 

Progressive Non-

Teaching 

Progressive Non-

Teaching 

Conservative 

           

           

Coaching Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes 

Duties           
           

Orientations 

to teaching/ 

Moderate 

Coaching 

Teaching Moderate 

Coaching 

Hard 

Core 

Hard 

Core 

Teaching 

Coaching 

Hard 

Core 

Teaching  Hard 

Core 

Moderate 

coaching/    Coaching     Coaching  

           



9 

 

Table 1 (con’t) 
 

 Participants 

 

Biographical 

Detail 

 

Kaitlyn Lauren Madison Britt Abby Trent Jacob Payton Seth Griffin 

Apprenticeship 

of observation 

Conserva-

tive 

Non-

Teaching 

Conserva-

tive 

Non-

Teaching 

Non-

Teaching 

Teaching Non-

Teaching 

Teaching Non-

Teaching 

Conserva-

tive 

           

Impact of 

PETE 

Reinforced 

Current 

Positive 

Impact 

Reinforced 

Current 

No 

impact 

No 

impact 

Reinforced 

Current 

No 

impact 

Reinforced 

Current 

No 

Impact 

Reinforced 

Current 

 View  View   View  View  View 

           

School Culture Non-

Teaching 

Conserva-

tive 

Conserva-

tive 

Non-

Teaching 

Non-

Teaching 

Conserva-

tive 

Non-

Teaching 

Progressive Non-

Teaching 

Non-

Teaching 
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were subjected to a document analysis. Teachers were also asked to create a fictional curriculum 

plan for an imaginary school, which had all the facilities, resources, and conditions, they 

believed they needed for optimum effectiveness. Following the rational curriculum planning 

model (Tyler, 1949), within the fictional plan, they were asked to include aims and objectives, 

content, organization, and methods of evaluation. Non-participant observations were carried out 

to see the teachers’ existing curriculum “in action.” Teachers were also asked to supply short film 

snippets of their curricula in action. Field notes were taken during non-participant observation 

and written based on what was observed in the film snippets. Finally, follow-up informal 

interviews were conducted, the goals of which were to confirm and explore trends emerging 

from the other data sources. 

Data Analysis 

 Stage 1 involved sorting data into subsets pertaining to each of the three questions we 

tried to answer within the study: (a) beliefs about the physical education curriculum, (b) actions 

taken by teachers when designing and modifying their curricula, and (c) socialization influencing 

beliefs and actions concerning the curriculum. Stage 2 involved employing the techniques of 

analytic induction and constant comparison (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984) to code and categorize 

the data in these three subsets and to form larger meaningful themes. Trustworthiness and 

credibility were established through member checking and searches for negative cases as well as 

triangulation between the six data collection techniques (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984). 
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Results and Discussion  

Beliefs and Actions 

 As indicated in Table 1, three groups of teachers were identified during the study based 

on their beliefs and actions regarding the curriculum. These were non-teachers, conservatives, 

and progressives. 

 Non-Teachers. In congruence with Crum (1993), four of the teachers in the study were 

categorized as non-teachers (see Table 1). All of them taught in high schools. Two were men 

(Jacob and Seth) and two women (Britt and Abby). All of them coached extracurricular sport. 

Specifically, soccer, volleyball, basketball, softball, baseball, and football. Typically, they taught 

four to five lessons a day to classes of between 15 and 45 students. Lesson length for these 

teachers ranged from 50 to 90 minutes.  

The beliefs and actions of the non-teaching group regarding the physical education 

curriculum were the antithesis of what any formal policy document or reputable PETE program 

would espouse. For example, they did not believe that curriculum development was “part of 

[their] job,” did not “discuss or plan the curriculum” with colleagues, “gave little attention” to 

curriculum implementation, and had no “written lesson plans.” Furthermore, yearly plans merely 

consisted of “listing” a narrow range of sports which students would “play” each month and 

included basketball, football, wiffleball, softball, kickball, and dodge ball.  

Moreover, as illustrated by the following data extract, these teachers were often absent 

from their lessons creating “new drills and game plays” for their teams while leaving their 

“teaching aids” to monitor the boys playing unsupervised “street basketball or touch football 

games” and the majority of the girls spent their physical education time “sitting on the 
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bleachers,” “walking around the gym,” “talking or doing their homework,” and “doing each 

other’s hair:” 

There are three separate groups of girls sitting on the bleachers. Another set are walking 

around the gym and another group cheering on the boys. The boys are playing basketball 

. . . and . . . almost break into a fight. . . . Seth [the teacher] comes out of his office and 

blows his whistle, after he hears the commotion. (Seth, non-teacher, non-participant 

observation)  

 

Not surprisingly, this group of teachers did not espouse any educational objectives. 

Rather, they believed their goals were to be “the best coach” for the school, “have a winning 

record,” “win championships,” and limit “problems” while “keeping students out of the office.” 

The following response was typical of those given by this group when asked about the 

organization and content of their curricula: 

I give the students a sport a month and sometimes we will have some sports repeat if the 

kids want to. I am only good at two things: basketball and football. The other months, I 

just really let them play on their own. I’ll play sometimes, but not often. Really, it’s like 

free time but only with a certain sport.  (Jacob, non-teacher, formal interview)  

 

In addition, all of these teachers noted that they used curricular physical education time to 

“prep” some of their players for extracurricular sporting contests, or “find the up and coming star 

of the team.” For this reason, occasionally teachers were observed using their lessons to “teach 

the skills [of basketball or football] so, hopefully, [they could] get some new players in the mix:”  

About two-thirds of the class are on one side of the gym playing “horse” and shooting 

baskets. These are the “extras” in the class. They miss the majority of the shots, and some 

do not come close to scoring. On the other side, Abby is teaching eight strongly skilled 

athletes a new basketball play as well as reviewing other drills and plays. (Abby, non-

teacher, film snippet). 

  

Finally, all of the teachers in this group were required to “give a grade” for physical 

education at the end of each semester. Since they had no educational objectives or learning of 

any kind to measure, they explained that they “graded” based on their students’ ability to “dress 

out,” “participate” in the lesson, and “not cause any problems.”  
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 Conservatives. Three of the teachers in the study fell into the conservative category (see 

Table 1). One of these conservatives (Kaitlyn) taught in a middle school and two (Madison and 

Griffin) in high schools. One was male and two female. Like the non-teachers, they all worked 

with extracurricular teams. Conservative teachers coached basketball, baseball, volleyball and 

cheerleading. The workloads, class sizes, and lesson lengths of Madison and Griffin were similar 

to those of the non-teachers. Kaitlyn, the middle school teacher, taught six 45-minute lessons a 

day to classes of between 30 and 55 students.  

 Conservatives’ beliefs and actions regarding the physical education curriculum were 

limited but a marked improvement on those of the non-teachers. Goals and objectives focused on 

by this group were usually skill- and performance-related and reflected a disciplinary mastery 

value orientation (Jewett, 1994). They included “successfully demonstrating” various skills, 

“watching and correcting” other students, and “completing checklists” of skills: 

There will be a checklist for each sport I teach that will encompass the very basics and 

some extensions of the specific skills necessary for the sport unit. With this, I focus more 

on the process of developing the skill, and not completely on the outcome. (Madison, 

conservative, fictional curriculum plan)  

 

Moreover, as illustrated in the following extract, content the conservatives taught 

consisted of a slightly broader range of sports and games than those included in the curricula of 

the non-teachers and were chosen with the students’ “suggestions” in mind as opposed to 

convenience or teacher preference: 

I teach pickleball for two reasons. Most students have never played it and it is really fun. 

It is so similar to tennis, but more conducive to the gym we have. We do a lot of 

invasion-type games, so this is always a good change up. Plus the students get really 

competitive with it. And that’s huge bonus for me. (Kaitlyn, conservative, formal 

interview) 
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Furthermore, observational data revealed that the conservatives employed the traditional 

multi-activity model, included both genders in their lessons, and mainly employed direct 

teaching styles to realize their goals: 

The lesson is strictly teacher-led. Griffin models with “I do, you do, and we do.” The 

focus is on forehand and backhand striking with a paddle. Once all students are “checked 

off,” they move to striking a ball to a wall. During tomorrow’s lesson, the students are 

told, they will review and progress to partner toss and return, and then rally over a net. 

(Griffin, conservative, non-participant observation) 

 

In addition, conservatives provided more detailed yearly plans that consisted of more 

“specific goals and objectives,” “formal evaluations,” “informal evaluations,” and “special 

projects” as well as unit and lesson plans. Further, they assigned their end-of-semester grades 

based on “skills tests” and “knowledge tests.” Meetings with their colleagues to discuss 

collective philosophy and curricular objectives, content, pedagogy, and evaluation were, 

however, limited, superficial, or non-existent: 

We meet once a semester for our required professional development day. Sometimes we 

have someone leading it and we actually discuss issues or share ideas. But are they really 

beneficial? Not really. Honestly, we complain and talk about the bad stuff more than 

anything. Nothing comes from those meetings other than showing up and signing in. 

(Madison, conservative, formal interview) 

 

Progressives. The remaining three teachers in the study were categorized as being 

progressive (see Table 1). One of these progressives was female (Lauren) and two male (Trent 

and Payton). All three of them taught in middle schools. Only Trent was required to work with 

extracurricular sports teams, and he coached cross-country and track. The progressives’ 

workloads were similar to that of Kaitlyn in the conservative group.   

 Progressives had a more sophisticated conception of physical education and evidently 

thought more deeply about their subject. As well as the disciplinary mastery perspective, their 
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goals and objectives reflected the social reconstruction, social responsibility, and self-

actualization value orientation (Jewett, 1994). For example, Lauren explained that 

My goal is for my girls to leave this school with an understanding and know-how of 

fitness and physical activity. I guide them, but they take ownership in the end. I want to 

provide opportunities here that they can continue once they graduate and become adults.  

(Lauren, progressive, formal interview)  

 

Progressive teachers also included more content in their curricula in the form of an 

expanded range of games, sports, and physical activities through which they could realize this 

broader and deeper set of aims and objectives: 

Trent’s yearly scope and sequence chart indicates that he plans on teaching disc golf, 

ultimate Frisbee, lacrosse, field hockey, badminton and asking his students to participate 

in a fitness challenge. Time allocated for teaching “typical” sports and activities is 

relatively little. (Trent, progressive, document analysis) 

 

In addition, unlike the other two groups of teachers, progressive teachers were 

enthusiastic about health-related content such as “appropriate weight training,” creating a 

“personalized fitness plan,” and “variety of cardiovascular activities” that “make fitness fun.” 

This was often illustrated in their fictional curriculum plans: 

I’ll use my coaching strategies and knowledge in my classes. They have baselines for 

various workouts and exercises and I teach them proper progression. I’ll keep it 

interesting by adding some games that are fun and challenging without making it so 

obvious they are exercising. We’ll do a lot of relays and friendly fitness competitions. 

(Trent, progressive, fictional curriculum plan) 

 

The progressives also used an expanded range of curriculum models to achieve their 

objectives. Specifically, during the study they were observed or described using the multi-

activity, health-related fitness, sport education, games for understanding, personalized system of 

instruction, and peer tutoring models.  

Their employment of different curriculum models also meant that the progressives were 

both observed and espoused using indirect as well as direct teaching styles. For example, all of 
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the teachers in this group explained that they employed Mosston and Ashworth’s (2008) 

divergent production style to encourage their students to be “creative:”  

I have learned a trick in my many years of teaching. I use the girls! They love to dance, 

and I am so not a dancer. I have them create dances and perform for others. They love it! 

I try to have a little rubric or something, but really it is just do it and you are good. I have 

even had them make up games and teach to each other. They do well at that! (Lauren, 

progressive, informal interview) 

 

 Progressive teachers also noted that they spent a good deal of time planning for the year 

and preparing units of instruction and individual lessons. Rather than doing this in isolation they 

would “network” and “share” with like-minded colleagues and teachers at other schools. Unlike 

the conservative group of teachers, planning involved taking into consideration students’ views 

and beliefs about what they should learn: 

I spend a ton of time thinking and deciding what to teach. Middle schoolers are tough. 

You never know how they will be. They sometimes seem too cool for some things, yet 

still young enough for others. It can be challenging. I have found it best to get the input of 

the students. That is always my most successful unit. When you have the interest of the 

class, you can’t go wrong. (Trent, progressive, formal interview) 

 

Documents supplied by the teachers in the form of yearly scope and sequence charts, unit 

plans, and lesson plans confirmed the teachers’ claims. Furthermore, this data source also 

indicated that progressives employed a range of methods by which to assess and evaluate their 

students. These included “FIT notebooks,” “unit and semester tests,” “skill progression charts,” 

“teacher and group evaluations,” and “rubrics.”   

 Unlike the other two groups of teachers, progressives were also constantly evaluating 

their own teaching based largely on student responses and adapting, altering, and “masterfully 

creating” their pedagogies as a result: 

I use my students to help me become a better teacher. And I am upfront and honest. If I 

teach something I’m not very comfortable with, I let them know, “Hey y’all go easy on 

me today . . . I’m learning too.” Usually, they are pretty good [laughing]. But I think that 

makes me better. And most every day after a lesson, I have them give me feedback. 
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Yeah, sometimes I think it was great, but nope [laughing]. I think that’s why I get good 

participation in class, because they play such a role in the teaching and learning process 

too. (Lauren, progressive, formal interview)  

 

Influence of Socialization on Teachers’ Beliefs and Actions Concerning the Curriculum  

 

 Orientations to Teaching and Coaching. The key factors in deciding how this group of 

teachers thought about and designed their curricula were their orientations to teaching and 

coaching (see Table 1). These orientations acted as the filters through which all ideas about 

physical education were passed and judged. As illustrated in the following interview extracts, 

non-teachers possessed hard core coaching orientations, conservatives possessed moderate 

coaching orientations, and progressives were teaching oriented: 

All I want to do is coach football and baseball. Eventually, I want to be the head football 

coach and athletic director. That is my professional and end goal. Getting a degree in PE 

was the first step. (Seth, non-teacher, formal interview) 

 

I know that coaching is really what got me the job. And I want to coach, but I don’t really 

want my job to be based on that. As the PE teacher, I am required to coach two sports, 

fall and spring. I coach well, but I think I teach pretty well too. I try to have a balance for 

both. (Kaitlyn, conservative, formal interview) 

 

I don’t want to coach, but when I was hired six years ago, I had to agree to coach to get 

the teaching job. I hoped by now that I would be out of coaching, but I am still here. . . . I 

mean, I just feel like the athletes always get special treatment and it’s the [other students] 

that really need my attention. . . . I went into teaching because I wanted to make a 

difference to all, not just those with good athletic genes. (Trent, progressive, formal 

interview) 

 

Acculturation. Regardless of which group they belonged to, their apprenticeships of 

observation (see Table 1) had the biggest impact on the teachers’ orientations to teaching and 

coaching and, hence, their beliefs and actions regarding the curriculum. All of the non-teaching 

and conservative teachers in the current study had experienced curricula similar to the ones they 

now espoused and delivered. For example, the non-teachers were quick to recall that their 

programs “were for athletes” and involved a narrow range of “sports:” 
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I teach like I was taught: sports and sports. Not much other. In elementary school, we 

played three things: football, basketball, and baseball. Same in middle school. Then I 

played sports in high school so I didn’t have PE. I basically just teach what I know. 

(Jacob, non-teacher, formal interview) 

 

Similarly, conservatives who had experienced and enjoyed an expanded curriculum 

themselves were determined to replicate it:  

My favorite lessons are the ones that I learned in middle school. I loved PE and 

everything about it. I had a great teacher that taught us many new things. Volley tennis 

and Pennsylvania kickball are two of the things I learned and still teach today. I love to 

see my students loving it as much as I did way back when. Oh! And square dancing! It’s 

my favorite and the kids really enjoy it too! (Madison, conservative, formal interview) 

 

Progressives were also heavily influenced by their own physical education experiences. 

Trent and Payton had been taught by progressives at the middle school level and recalled 

receiving “quality physical education” from “excellent teachers” who “used a variety of teaching 

strategies,” “really cared” about their job, and “took it seriously.” By contrast, Lauren had been 

taught by non-teachers at the same stage of her education and, although she enjoyed this type of 

physical education herself, recalled how miserable it had made her less athletic peers. This 

experience, she indicated, had motivated her to expand who she catered to and what she taught: 

I was one of the best athletes. . . . Most of my friends danced and always felt out of place. 

They hated PE. I loved it and I couldn’t understand why they didn’t like it. But looking 

back, it’s because they never had the chance to be successful because of the sports we 

played. That’s why I try to look at all the students in my class . . . not just the athletes. I 

gotta teach more than just the basic three sports. (Lauren, progressive, formal interview) 

 

Professional Socialization. In line with previous research (Doolittle et al., 1993), non-

teachers’ faulty beliefs about the curriculum were totally untouched by their PETE (see Table 1). 

For example, they noted that throughout PETE coaching was their “main priority.” Further, they 

recalled not being pressed by supervising faculty who simply “wanted them done” with the 

program and “turned a blind eye” when they deliberately used what they knew to be poor 

practice during field experiences. In addition, regardless of what they were told during PETE, the 
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non-teachers indicated that they realized there was little “real” accountability for physical 

education in America’s schools. Consequently, once they graduated to the “real world” they 

believed that they could “do what they wanted” in the name of physical education.  

Again, in congruence with previous research (Graber, 1995), conservative teachers 

appeared to pick and choose what they took from their PETE in terms of curricular design. 

Specifically, those views, ideas, and pedagogies that were compatible with the conceptions of the 

curriculum with which they entered their programs were accepted. Conversely, those views that 

were incompatible with these initial conceptions were rejected. This selectivity served to 

reinforce and strengthen Kaitlyn, Madison, and Griffin’s current conceptions of the physical 

education curriculum. Views and ideas that were accepted included “strong management,” 

“teaching a variety of [traditional] sports” and “dance,” allowing limited “student choice,” 

focusing on the “process/product method” of skills, “good evaluation measures” for activities, 

and “keeping all busy and active.” Views, ideas, and pedagogies that were rejected included the 

teaching of “non-traditional” or “minor” sports, such as “swimming and gymnastics,” “camping 

and outdoor ed,” and giving students “full control” of lessons. As illustrated in the following data 

extract, “lack of input,” “choice,” and relevance to the “real world” of teaching physical 

education were often cited by conservatives as the reason for this kind of rejection: 

We had to make lesson plans for whatever we were teaching. [laughing]. Well, actually it 

was whatever the professors told us to teach. We had no choice. And, we were only 

planning for a few lessons, with only like 15 kids in a class. Oh, and we had another 

person teaching with us. Real life, huh? [laughing]. (Kaitlyn, conservative, formal 

interview)  

 

Progressives appeared to have received relatively high quality PETE, which reinforced 

the conceptions of the curriculum, held by Trent and Payton, and changed Lauren’s conception 
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for the better. All three progressives were quick to point out the continued influence it had on 

their curricula as practicing teachers: 

That game I got from one of my old interns. I wish I could take credit for it because the 

kids love it. Even though I’m the “teacher” I still learn from my old program. They 

constantly push out new games and innovative activities. That’s why I always love to get 

interns from my alma mater. . . . I never stop learning from them! (Payton, progressive, 

informal interview)  

 

Progressives also explained that the key influences from PETE on the curricula that they 

produced as teachers were “being held accountable” for “good teaching” during methods courses 

and early field experiences, “creating mock yearly curricula [they] would use and [having to] 

justify it,” and “soaking up a variety of curriculum models and teaching strategies.” Specifically, 

they recalled learning about “team building exercises,” “cooperative activities,” “dance,” “the 

focus on fitness,” the use of “technology,” and being provided with “detailed planning and 

evaluation tools.” Key to their embracing these “new ideas,” the progressives explained, was that 

they were presented in a manner that made them seem “relevant” and of “practical . . . 

usefulness.” Moreover, in contrast to the conservatives, during their PETE the progressives could 

see themselves being able to use these innovations in the “real world of teaching.”  

 Organizational Socialization. One of the most notable findings of the study was the 

absence of any real formal accountability for teachers to provide an “educational” physical 

education curriculum. Instead, teachers from all three groups believed that, in reality, the only 

thing that they were held accountable for was the “wins and losses” of their sports teams if they 

coached.  

  The kind of accountability the progressives and conservatives believed physical 

education teachers should be subjected to consisted of “being observed teaching” and having 

their long- and short-term plans scrutinized. While they valued the “freedom” to “experiment” 
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with different pedagogies or content, both progressives and conservatives were upset by the lack 

of this kind of accountability, particularly when they worked with non-teachers, noted how 

difficult it made their jobs, and blamed their principals: 

We have formal evaluations a few times a year. Classroom teachers are observed and 

given feedback in a formal meeting. I have heard it is brutal. For us, well, the principal 

comes in and watches for about twenty minutes. I’ve never been given any feedback. 

(Payton, progressive, formal interview)  

 

Furthermore, Lauren, who was “evaluated” on a more regular basis, lamented her 

principal’s lack of knowledge regarding physical education, noting that the “feedback” she 

received was usually unhelpful:  

My principal observes quite a bit. But her comments are so vague and I honestly don’t 

even think she knows what should be taught in PE. I’m pretty positive she couldn’t name 

one standard I teach. It is frustrating because the classroom teachers actually benefit from 

the observations. I want her to tell me that it was terrible lesson and how to fix it instead 

of the same old: “That was a great lesson. The kids seem to enjoy it.” (Lauren, 

progressive, informal interview) 

 

In contrast, non-teachers noted how the lack of accountability enabled them to perpetuate 

the kind of “curriculum” in which they believed: 

I just give my principal a list of what I plan to teach for the year for each week or so. He 

doesn’t look at it. It’s basically just to cover my butt. If I know someone is coming to 

observe or visit, I will stick to that plan. I have a few go-tos. But most days, I just wing it 

and go easy. (Britt, non-teacher, informal interview) 

 

I feel like we are pushed to the side. But honestly, I’m okay with that. I think being in my 

office and gym with little interruption—I can just do what I want. I don’t want them to 

come check on me. I didn’t go into math and science for a reason. (Jacob, non-teacher, 

informal interview) 

 

A second finding within the data gathered pertaining to the teachers’ organizational 

socialization was that, at both the state and national level, the influence of formal policy for the 

physical education curriculum was mostly conspicuous by its absence. None of the teachers were 

held accountable for aligning their curricula with state or national policy texts by their principals 
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and only two of the progressives (Lauren and Payton) chose to include “standards” from these 

texts (Alabama Department of Education, 2009; National Association of Sport and Physical 

Education, 2009) in their written plans. Moreover, the non-teachers and two of the conservatives 

(Madison and Griffin) could not list even one of these standards: 

I honestly didn’t know we had standards. I mean, I guess I knew that there were certain 

things we needed to cover and teach, but as far as actual standards and basing my lesson 

on that, no. That doesn’t happen. And I’m pretty sure most many PE teachers don’t do 

that.  (Madison, conservative, formal interview) 

 

The vacuum left by the lack of accountability and influence of formal policy allowed the 

teachers the freedom to deliver the kinds of curricula in which they believed, provided that they 

worked with other like-minded teachers or in isolation (see Table 1). In the case of Madison 

(conservative) and Payton (progressive), this was not necessarily a bad thing. The fact that it 

permitted the four non-teachers to do as they pleased, however, was disastrous.  

When conservatives were in the minority and worked mainly with non-teachers, or 

progressives were in the minority and worked mainly with non-teachers or conservatives, 

however, the kind of curriculum they delivered depended on the coping strategies they adopted. 

Specifically, two of the conservatives (Kaitlyn and Griffin) admitted that the curricula they 

delivered currently did not match their beliefs exactly and were clearly uncomfortable with this 

fact. This was because they had at least partially strategically complied and adjusted to their non-

teaching colleagues:   

I started my career so strong. But year after year, when I worked so hard to do so well 

and no-one seemed to care, and they constantly took students out of my classes to make 

up a test . . . and what-not, I gave up. I was up against a losing battle. It was easier for me 

to just concede than fight. (Kaitlyn, conservative, formal interview)  

 

Conversely, two of the progressives (Lauren and Trent) made every effort to strategically 

redefine their department’s conservative culture or in the very least ignore it: 
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I mean. What’s the point? No one cares what is going on in PE. Why do I spend time 

planning and preparing? I know why. It’s because I care too much and am a perfectionist. 

I just wish others cared as much as I do. The ones that do nothing get the same exact 

paycheck. Yet I’m busting my butt to bring new things and keep everyone involved. They 

don’t care. Sometimes I wish I didn’t care so much. (Trent, progressive, informal 

interview) 

 

Summary and Conclusions 

 During this study, our purpose was to answer three questions: (a) What were teachers’ 

beliefs about the secondary school physical education curriculum? (b) What actions did teachers 

take when designing and modifying their curricula? and (c) How did teachers’ socialization 

influence their beliefs and actions concerning the curriculum? Three groups of teachers were 

identified. The first group consisted of non-teachers who did not believe it was their job to 

design and plan the physical education curriculum, focused on their extracurricular sports teams, 

and consequently provided a lamentable experience for their students. The second group 

consisted of conservatives who had a limited set of beliefs about the curriculum that were 

centered on teaching sports and games through the multi-activity model and direct instruction. 

The third group consisted of progressives who valued a broader range of objectives, taught an 

expansive content, employed a variety of curriculum models, used a range of direct and indirect 

teaching styles, and were more reflective.  

 The key influences on the teachers’ beliefs and values were their orientations to teaching 

and coaching. Specifically, non-teachers invariably possessed hard core coaching orientations, 

conservatives had moderate coaching orientations, and progressives were teaching oriented. 

These orientations had been formed during their acculturation and, for all but one teacher, were 

untouched or reinforced by their PETE. The school cultures in which the teachers worked 

generally supported the non-teachers’ and conservatives’ perspectives. 
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 The main practical implications of the study are three-fold. First, and in line with the 

previous literature (e.g., Curtner-Smith, 2009; Sofo & Curtner-Smith, 2010), they indicate the 

need for PETE faculty working in the current system to recruit preservice teachers with teaching 

orientations or moderate coaching orientations and reject those with hard core coaching 

orientations.  

Second, and again as others have noted previously (e.g., Curtner-Smith, 2009; Schempp 

& Graber, 1989), the results of the study underline the need for faculty to take on the faulty 

beliefs of their charges directly and attempt to change them for the better. In addition, they 

suggest that this is best achieved by working with preservice teachers and through explanation, 

exploration, and discussion of a variety and range of sound curricular perspectives and options. 

Conversely, the study’s findings suggest that dictating a set of beliefs, values, dispositions, and 

models that preservice teachers should espouse and use is unlikely to be effective. Unfortunately, 

such action seems to fly in the face of current trends in formal teacher education accountability. 

The study’s findings also suggest that a models-based approach, layered on top of more basic 

pedagogies for instruction and management, might provide the most effective PETE possible, 

providing preservice teachers see the models as relevant and realistic.   

Finally, the findings of the study indicate the need for increased accountability for 

physical education in American schools. That we have good formal policy documents at the 

national and state level is undeniable. The current study, however, illustrates how large numbers 

of teachers and principals simply ignore them. Specifically, teachers need to be held accountable 

for designing, planning, delivering, and evaluating effective physical education curricula by their 

principals, and principals need to be trained to take this course of action and be held accountable 

for doing so. Relatively recent moves in this direction within some states, such as South Carolina 
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(Rink, 2013) and Ohio (Xenos, Oh, & Hovatter, 2011), might provide blueprints for other states 

to follow suit. Regardless of the model used for these accountability systems, to be effective they 

will need to strike a balance between eradicating non-teaching and allowing progressives to 

flourish. 
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CHAPTER II 

INFLUENCE OF OCCUPATIONAL SOCIALIZATION ON ELEMENTARY 

PHYSICAL EDUCATION TEACHERS’ BELIEFS AND CURRICULA 

Abstract 

Most of the research examining the effects of socialization on physical education 

teachers’ beliefs and curriculum design is dated, has been incidental, or has been conducted in 

secondary schools. The purpose of this study was to examine the influence of occupational 

socialization on the curricula delivered by elementary teachers. Participants were 10 purposefully 

selected teachers. Data were collected with six qualitative techniques. They were reduced to key 

themes by employing standard interpretive methods. Three groups of teachers were identified. 

These were non-teachers, conservatives, and progressives. The curricula they delivered varied 

greatly in terms of pedagogies and quality. Each teacher group was closely aligned to 

orientations for teaching and coaching and these orientations were forged by the teachers’ 

socialization profiles. The findings provided clues as to how the cycle of poor and non-teaching 

produced by the current pattern of socialization into physical education might be broken in 

America’s elementary schools. In addition, they served to potentially modify occupational 

socialization theory pertaining to physical education. 

Introduction 

Policy documents and rules and regulations produced by national and regional 

governments, private agencies, and professional support groups dictate, to a considerable extent, 

what is taught in the name of physical education in most Western countries (Asola & Curtner-
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Smith, 2010; Wirszyla, 2002). In many of these countries, however, teachers have considerable 

leeway as to how they interpret or “read” these documents and what they deliver in their name 

(Behets & Vergauwen, 2004; Ennis, 1994). This interpretation and reading is heavily influenced 

by individual and collective beliefs and values about the subject (Oh, You, Kim, & Craig, 2013; 

Zhu, Ennis, & Chen, 2011). Previous research and theory suggests that, in turn, how teachers are 

socialized has a major impact on these beliefs and values (Lawson, 1983a, 1983b; Richards, 

Templin & Graber, 2014; Templin & Richards, 2014).  

 During the acculturation phase of socialization, prior to physical education teacher 

education (PETE), for instance, prospective physical education teachers have been shown to 

develop one of two broad orientations to the subject—teaching and coaching (Curtner-Smith, 

Hastie, & Kinchin, 2008; Lawson, 1983a, 1983b; Stran & Curtner-Smith, 2009). Those with 

teaching orientations are more likely to support high class physical education programs in 

congruence with official policy texts (Curtner-Smith, 2009; Lawson, 1983b). They downplay the 

importance of extracurricular sport or see it as an extension of the physical education curriculum 

(Curtner-Smith et al., 2008). In contrast, those with coaching orientations are more likely to 

ignore official policy or find ways around it (Curtner-Smith, 1999, 2009; Ennis, 2014). Instead, 

their focus is on producing high-level teams during extracurricular sport (Curtner-Smith et al., 

2008). Key influences on the formation of these two orientations include parents and relatives, 

teachers, coaches, and the institutions of sport, schooling, and the media (Curtner-Smith, 1999, 

2009; Curtner-Smith et al., 2008; Lortie, 1975). Recruits who enter PETE with coaching 

orientations are more likely to have played relatively high level mainstream sport in schools that 

have weak curricular physical education programs taught by coaching oriented teachers. Recruits 

with teaching orientations are more likely to have participated in low level mainstream sport, 
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minority sport, or non-competitive physical activity, and attended schools staffed with teaching 

oriented physical educators who deliver high caliber physical education programs (Curtner-

Smith et al., 2008; Lawson, 1983a; Stran & Curtner-Smith, 2009). 

 During the professional socialization phase, research indicates that high level PETE 

programs hone and strengthen the beliefs and values of teaching oriented preservice teachers 

(Curtner-Smith et al., 2008; Templin & Richards, 2014). Such programs can also alter the beliefs 

of those with all but the most “hard core” of coaching orientations for the better (Sofo & 

Curtner-Smith, 2010). Conversely, weak PETE programs either have no impact on recruits, or 

can serve to support and enhance recruits with coaching orientations (Doolittle, Dodds, & 

Placek, 1993) and deter those with teaching orientations from staying in the profession (Smith, 

1993). High quality PETE programs are taught by specialist sport pedagogy faculty who share 

the same beliefs and values (Lortie, 1975) and work together to try and change any of their 

charges who possess coaching orientations (Schempp & Graber, 1992). Supervision and design 

of early field experiences and teaching internships are also crucial to success in this endeavor 

(Curtner-Smith, 1996; O’Sullivan & Tsangaridou, 1992). 

 During the organizational socialization phase, graduating physical educators move into 

their first positions and encounter the school culture. This culture is primarily created by school 

administrators and senior physical education teachers (Curtner-Smith, et al., 2008). The attitudes 

of teachers of other subjects (Curtner-Smith, 1997a), parents (Atan, Uysal, & Cicek, 2013), and 

pupils (Wahl-Alexander & Curtner-Smith, 2015) towards physical education also shape this 

culture. The culture can serve to support new physical education teachers’ views about the 

curriculum or erode them (Curtner-Smith et al., 2008; Lawson, 1983a, 1983b). Specifically, 

coaching orientated teachers are supported by schools with conservative cultures created by 
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administrators with a poor understanding of physical education and senior teachers with 

coaching orientations. These conservative cultures can also “wash out” the beliefs and values of 

teaching oriented beginning teachers (Blankenship & Coleman, 2009). Conversely, teaching 

oriented beginning teachers are supported by innovative school cultures created by progressive 

administrators and senior physical education teachers who possess teaching orientations 

(Curtner-Smith, 2001; Curtner-Smith et al., 2008; Lawson, 1983a, 1983b). Innovative cultures 

can also modify or washout the beliefs of those new teachers who begin work with coaching 

orientations (Lawson, 1983a, 1983b). Unfortunately, most school cultures are very conservative 

in nature (Zeichner & Tabachnik, 1983). 

Physical education teachers faced with school cultures that don’t support their current 

views and beliefs about their subject matter employ a number of different strategies in order to 

cope. Some attempt to “strategically redefine” (Lacey, 1977) the culture they encounter by 

overtly trying to change it. Others “strategically comply” with (Lacey, 1977) or “strategically 

adjust” (Etheridge, 1989) to the culture they enter. This involves them “impression managing” 

(Lawson, 1983b) and going along with the beliefs and views of those who hold power over them, 

while privately harboring reservations about doing so and waiting for more favorable conditions 

in which to operate. Some teachers who strategically comply or adjust may engage in “guerilla 

teaching” (Curtner-Smith, 1997b), that is teaching in line with their own beliefs and values when 

not being observed. Lengthy periods of strategic compliance or adjustment can lead to a 

permanent change in beliefs and values (Etheridge, 1989). 

The three phases of socialization described in the preceding paragraphs are not equal in 

strength and influence. Professional socialization has been shown to be considerably weaker than 

acculturation and organizational socialization (Curtner-Smith et al., 2008; Stroot & Ko, 2006). 
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Moreover, within each phase the socialization process is dialectical. Prospective, preservice, and 

inservice teachers can push back against the institutions and individuals they encounter and, in so 

doing change both the “system” and themselves (Schempp & Graber, 1992). 

Most of the prior research examining the effects of socialization on teachers’ beliefs and 

values and subsequent curriculum design is dated and has been incidental and carried out in the 

secondary setting. The purpose of this study, therefore, was to examine the influence of 

occupational socialization on the curricula delivered by elementary teachers. The specific 

questions we attempted to answer during the study were: (a) What beliefs do elementary physical 

education teachers have regarding the curriculum they deliver?, (b) How do elementary physical 

education teachers construct their curricula and what forms do these curricula take? and (c) How 

are elementary physical education teachers’ beliefs about and construction of their curricula 

shaped by their socialization? 

Method 

Participants and Setting  

 As shown in Table 2, 10 purposefully selected elementary physical education teachers 

working in public schools within one southeastern American state participated in this study. Five 

of the teachers were female and five male. Their ages ranged from 27 to 51 years and the number 

of years they had been teaching ranged from 5 to 26 years (mean = 14). Eight of the teachers 

were Caucasian and two were African American. Five worked in suburban schools and five in 

rural schools which catered to children aged 5 to 12 years. They taught between six and twelve 

30 to 45-minute lessons per day to classes ranging from 50 to 90 students. Three of the teachers 

were provided with unqualified teaching aids to help them cope with these large numbers. Five 

teachers co-taught with another certified teacher and two taught alone. The teachers formally 
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Table 2 

 

Participants’ Profiles 

 

 Participants 

 

Biographical 

Detail 

Sabrina Molly Kat Emma Kate Will Clay Joe Mack Eli 

Age   38 34 51 35 42 44 35 29 27 32 

(years)           

           

Teaching  16 10 26 12 20 21 15 7 5 8 

experience           

(years)           

           

Race/           

ethnicity Caucasian Caucasian African Caucasian Caucasian Caucasian Caucasian Caucasian Caucasian African  

   American       American 

           

Location  Rural Suburban Rural Suburban Suburban Rural Rural Suburban Suburban Rural 

of school           

           

Teacher 

classification 

Non-

Teacher 

Conserva-

tive 

Conserva-

tive 

Progress-

ive 

Progress-

ive 

Non-

Teacher 

Non-

Teacher 

Conserva-

tive 

Conserva-

tive 

Progress-

ive 

           

Coaching Yes Yes No Yes No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

duties           

           

Orientations 

to teaching/ 

coaching 

Hard 

Core 

Coaching 

Moderate 

Coaching 

Moderate 

Coaching  

Teaching  Teaching Hard 

Core 

Coaching 

Hard 

Core 

Coaching 

Moderate 

Coaching 

Moderate 

Coaching 

Teaching 
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Table 2 (con’t) 

 

 Participants 

 

Biographical 

Detail 

Sabrina Molly Kat Emma Kate Will Clay Joe Mack Eli 

Apprenticeship 

of observation 

Non-

Teaching 

Conserva-

tive 

Conserva-

tive 

Conserva-

tive  

Conserva-

tive 

Non-

Teaching 

Non-

Teaching 

Conserva-

tive 

Conserva-

tive 

Progress-

ive  

           

Impact of 

PETE 

No 

Impact 

Reinforced 

Current 

Reinforced 

Current 

No 

Impact  

Positive 

Impact 

No 

Impact 

No 

Impact 

Reinforced 

Current 

Reinforced 

Current 

No 

Impact 

  View View     View View  

           

School Culture Non-

Teaching  

Conserva-

tive 

Conserva-

tive 

Non-

Teaching  

Non-

Teaching 

Conserva-

tive 

Conserva-

tive 

Conserva-

tive 

Conserva-

tive 

Conserva-

tive 
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consented to participate in the study prior to data collection and were allocated fictitious names 

(see Appendix A).  

Data Collection 

Six qualitative techniques were employed to collect data. Initially, teachers were asked to 

supply copies of their yearly, unit, and lesson plans; evaluation tools; and any other curriculum 

materials that they had developed. They were also asked to supply copies of official policy 

documents that had influenced their planning. A document analysis was performed on these 

materials. In addition, teachers were asked to provide short film snippets that illustrated how they 

translated their curriculum plans into practice. Observations of the teachers in action were made 

when possible during which copious notes were taken. During formal interviews, teachers were 

asked to describe their beliefs and values about the elementary physical education curriculum, 

how they constructed their curricula, and the socialization that led to these beliefs and values and 

the types of curricula they delivered. Formal interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

Follow-up informal interviews were conducted with the goal of confirming, solidifying, and 

expanding on themes emerging from other data sources. Finally, teachers were asked to produce 

a fictional curriculum plan for an elementary school with ideal physical education facilities, 

equipment, and pupil-teacher ratios and supportive administrators. In line with the rational 

curriculum planners (Tyler, 1949), teachers were asked to include goals, subject matter, 

organization, and methods of assessment within these fictional curriculum plans.  

Data Analysis 

 Within phase 1 of the analysis process, data from all sources were sorted into three 

subsets concerned with (a) teachers’ beliefs regarding the curriculum they delivered, (b) 

teachers’ construction of their curricula, and (c) the socialization which shaped their beliefs 
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about the elementary physical education curriculum. Analytic induction and constant comparison 

(Goetz & LeCompte, 1984) were employed to code and categorize the data during phase 2. 

Categories were then collapsed into themes during phase 3. Extensive searches for negative 

cases, triangulation through the use of the six data collection techniques, member checking were 

employed to enhance credibility and trustworthiness (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984). 

Findings and Discussion 

Beliefs Regarding and Construction of the Curriculum 

 Table 2 reveals that three groups of teachers were identified during the study. In 

congruence with the findings of research on secondary teachers (Prior & Curtner-Smith, 2016) 

these were non-teachers, conservatives, and progressives.  

Non-Teachers. The non-teaching group consisted of two men (Clay and Will) and one 

woman (Sabrina) (see Table 2). As well as teaching, all three of them coached extracurricular 

sport (i.e., football, basketball, softball, and volleyball) at high schools in their school districts. 

They did not write, talk about, or teach in a fashion that suggested that they were interested in 

realizing any kind of educational objectives. Rather, they believed that their main role was to 

“babysit for classroom teachers” and, hence, they espoused the classic “busy, happy, good,” 

perspective described by Placek (1983).  

My main job is to be sure no kids are hurt, fighting or sent to the principal’s office. My 

principal doesn’t really care what I teach as long as I keep the kids busy and out of his 

office. So, I try to have something in place that will keep their attention, but not really 

anything that takes too much time to plan or set up. (Will, non-teacher, formal interview) 

 

Although it was difficult to see how they achieved it, the non-teachers also noted that a 

secondary goal of their curricula was to “highlight athletes” and “prepare them” for participation 

on middle and high school extracurricular sports teams: 
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I really cater to those kids with a natural athletic ability. I know it’s probably wrong, but 

it’s the truth. My attention goes to them and . . . I love when I can challenge them on a 

certain skill and they get it the first time easy. That’s a bright future right there. (Clay, 

non-teacher, formal interview)  

 

Non-teachers also indicated that they did not “spend too much time” thinking about or 

changing the curriculum because “no-one cares, so why would I.” Instead, they wrote skeleton 

yearly plans consisting of activities to be included in lessons. On the few occasions they were 

required to engage in more detailed unit and lesson planning, they reproduced documents that 

they had written during their PETE or left this task to junior colleagues: 

You couldn’t tell me to write a lesson plan. I wouldn’t know what all to put. I haven’t 

written one since I was in college and required to do it. And even then, I didn’t do it all 

by myself. I pretty much just have a calendar and write the topic of the day. If we have to 

turn something in, I let the other coach do that. She’s the newbie; I’m old. (Will, non-

teacher, formal interview) 

 

Not surprisingly, and as noted by Clay, lessons taught by non-teachers were generally a 

“free-for all” and consisted of disorganized and unstructured “free play”: 

It’s elementary school. They just want to run around and have fun. Many days, I just 

bring out equipment and let them pick and choose what they do. I have some girls fixing 

each other’s hair or playing with the hula-hoops or jump ropes. The boys will play pickup 

games like basketball or football. Then I have some that just sit and talk. I’m okay with 

that. (Clay, non-teacher, informal interview) 

 

Moreover, non-teachers noted that the format and content of their classes rarely changed 

over time or across grade levels. This content they explained included “parachute days” and 

“scooters,” a few conventional sports (e.g., “soccer, basketball, and football”), and “basic 

games,” some of which were of dubious worth, including “tag,” “kickball,” “dodge ball,” and 

“whiffle ball.” Selection of this content was based on teacher comfort as opposed its potential to 

benefit students:  

I pretty much teach the same thing over and over each year. It doesn’t really change. 

Ever. I mean, I teach what I like and what I’m good at. I’m not going to make a fool out 
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of myself to the kids and I’m not going to teach something I hate. They better enjoy what 

I teach them. If they don’t, Oh well. (Will, non-teacher, formal interview) 

 

Finally, this group of teachers noted that their non-teaching perspective was useful since 

it permitted them to spend time planning for their extracurricular coaching role: 

What I love best about teaching PE is that I can just give the kids a task or game to do 

that they already know and I can work on my plan for the upcoming game. Heck, 

sometimes I’ll even watch scouting videos. I know I probably shouldn’t admit I do this, 

but I do. It’s part of why I chose to go into PE. I knew it would be easy and doing it this 

way, I can actually spend time with my family when I get home. It’s a win for everyone 

involved. (Will, non-teacher, formal interview) 

 

Conservatives. Of the four conservative teachers two were men (Joe and Mack) and two 

were women (Molly and Kat) (see Table 2). With the exception of Kat, these teachers also 

coached extracurricular sports (volleyball, baseball, basketball, and tennis) at local high schools. 

Conservatives’ beliefs about the purpose of the elementary physical education curriculum 

primarily reflected the disciplinary mastery perspective (Jewett, 1994). Their main objective was 

to teach younger students fundamental motor skills though a conservative version of movement 

education and their older students sports skills within a traditional multi-activity framework. This 

focus was evident in their fairly detailed unit plans and the fictional curriculum plans they 

produced for the study:  

For each [fundamental] skill unit I use a checklist of tasks. . . . Each student will be 

required to successfully complete the tasks and earn a check before moving on to another, 

more difficult skill. Students have the ability to work at their own level. (Joe, 

conservative, fictional curriculum plan) 

 

In addition, conservatives thought it was important that they taught health-related fitness 

and were most often observed incorporating this material within lessons on sports and games for 

their older students: 

I really believe that what I am able to teach them day in and day out can really make a 

difference. . . . I choose to not focus [solely] on sports. They do that on their own at the 

park. But the fitness and health components, I may be the only source for that 
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information. If what I teach can be implemented in the home, I’ve done my job. That is 

my mission. I don’t care who is the best ball player. I want every kid to know fitness and 

love it. Be active. (Mack, conservative, formal interview) 

Moreover, conservatives were interested in realizing affective goals through physical 

education that reflected the social responsibility value orientation (Jewett, 1994) such as 

“working together” and “cooperation”:  

Cooperative games are imbedded in the different skill units. Typically, each game comes 

after three to four lessons of the skill. These games reinforce the focus of the week as 

well as requiring the students to work together. Some games will incorporate more than 

one skill so as to reinforce previous skills learned. (Kat, conservative, fictional 

curriculum plan) 

 

More negatively, conservatives noted that they were satisfied with their curricula as they 

were, or that they were not prepared to change them: “I honestly don’t have the time nor energy 

and patience to learn something new to teach. And to be completely honest, I am scared to try 

something new. What if I completely teach something wrong?” (Molly, conservative, informal 

interview) 

Progressives. The remaining three teachers in the study were categorized as progressive 

(see Table 2). Two were female (Emma and Kate) and one was male (Eli). Emma and Eli also 

coached cross-country, volleyball, and tennis at local secondary schools.   

Progressives’ main focus was also on the disciplinary mastery perspective. As a result of 

a “shift in paradigm” away from traditional sport, elements of their curricula, however, also 

reflected the learning process, self-actualization, and social responsibility value orientations 

(Jewett, 1994). For example, as well as emphasizing the learning of “skills” and “lifelong 

activities for health,” they stressed the importance of providing “success for all students,” “not 

just those that are naturally blessed with athleticism,” and the need for students to learn about 

“cooperation and teamwork.” In order to realize this broad range of goals, progressives 

employed a variety of curriculum models. Specifically, while their base models were movement 
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education for younger students and multi-activity for older children, they also wrote and talked 

about or were observed using the sport education, teaching games for understanding, cooperative 

learning, and health-related fitness models: 

It’s important to focus on health and fitness. On these days, we will do group exercise, 

run track, or something of the like. It’s always high energy and the kids are completely 

exhausted afterwards. Sometimes it is embedded and hidden in a fun game, and the kids 

don’t even realize they are exercising. I want my students to find fitness fun, not as a 

punishment. (Kate, progressive, formal interview) 

 

The cornerstone of the progressives’ work was meticulous planning, which they clearly 

relished and enjoyed: 

I love mapping out my yearly plan for my students. To me, well, it is almost a challenge 

because I only have so many days to teach all that I want to teach. It’s like a puzzle and I 

have to fit all the pieces together strategically to work best, and for the best outcome. I 

have to teach to the [state and national] standards, but then I also want to teach beyond 

that. I want to add my own spice to the curriculum. And then I have to decide how much 

time will be spent for each thing. Some have to take precedence over others. Ugh! It is so 

fun yet so hard sometimes. I feel like this plan is a do or die for my students . . . and I 

want them to have the best possible experience ever. That takes a lot of planning! (Kate, 

progressive, formal interview) 

 

Moreover, the progressives stressed that they were continually searching for “something 

different” in terms of content and methods so that they could hold their students’ attention and 

enhance their experience. These “new ideas” and methods were “picked up” from the Internet, 

other colleagues they “reached out to” in the school district and state, and workshops and 

conferences they attended: 

I am constantly reaching out to other professionals to bring something new and fun to my 

students. I don’t ever want them bored and I just really like to keep adding new stuff. I 

mean, I get bored doing the same thing over and over. So, yeah, I love to teach outside of 

the box and my kids deserve that. (Emma, progressive, informal interview) 

Progressives also emphasized the importance of employing indirect teaching styles 

because “it is imperative for kids to explore and use their imagination without . . . telling them 

exactly what to do.” Finally, as well as teaching a wide range of traditional sports and activities, 
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progressives noted that they felt “forced to teach beyond [their] favorite sports” for the good of 

their students and included “unusual” content in their curricula such as “fencing,” “lacrosse,” and 

“hockey” or taught content with which they had once been unfamiliar or uncomfortable:  

Yes, I even teach dance. [laughing]. I have gotten better over the years believe it or not. 

Nope, it’s not my favorite, but the kids love it and it’s not about me, right? I also have a 

gymnastics unit. It’s probably not the norm for male teachers to teach, but I do. This is 

part of the curriculum, not just basketball. (Eli, progressive, formal interview) 

 

Factors Influencing Teachers’ Beliefs About and Construction of Their Curricula 

Non-Teachers. The three non-teachers in the study had similar socialization profiles 

which shaped their beliefs about physical education and their current curricula (see Table 2). 

Crucially, they had formed hard core coaching orientations as a result of their acculturation, the 

main influences being the poor secondary physical education programs in which they had 

engaged and the non-teaching physical education teachers who had taught them: 

I don’t really remember much of elementary school. We had fun and I was always active, 

so I guess that’s a good thing. What I remember most is my football coach and what he 

did in class. He planned for practices and games. I wanted to be him. And I still want to 

be him. So I guess my teaching matches his teaching, even though I’m teaching 

elementary and he taught high school. I want to be the good coach he was. (Will, non-

teacher, formal interview) 

 

Moreover, this group’s PETE had not been strong enough to change the three teachers’ 

views and values: 

I planned more during undergrad than I do now. They didn’t tell me that I would actually 

have the opportunity to not do all that paperwork. I love it. I think we even had to have 

like a certain scheme of work and all that we turned in. One professor was a stickler on 

format and all. Too bad I don’t use any of that now. I don’t turn anything in. I was 

dreading that part of the job, but come to find out, I don’t even have to do it. (Sabrina, 

non-teacher, formal interview) 

 

Finally, most elements of the school cultures in which the non-teachers worked had also 

reinforced their views about the subject. Most importantly, the principals, generalist teachers, 

and other physical educators at their schools held similar views about the main purpose of 
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physical education as themselves—that it was to provide “a break for classroom teachers.” 

Moreover, non-teachers recognized that there was little or no accountability for teaching physical 

education in their schools and so they could “do as they pleased.” This was because their 

principals “looked the other way” when poor practice was employed and signaled their general 

disinterest in the subject by not helping with class sizes or limited equipment. By contrast, the 

non-teachers also perceived that they were being “held to a higher standard in the coaching 

world than the PE world,” and that keeping their teaching jobs depended “on the wins I bring to 

the [secondary] school, not what I teach in [elementary] PE”: 

I think they really just care about how I coach. Whenever someone comes into the gym, 

it’s mainly to talk about the previous game or the upcoming game. Definitely not 

teaching. Ever. I could be sitting in a chair looking at stats and wouldn’t even be 

questioned on what I was doing. It’s pretty nice. There is no accountability to my 

teaching. But boy, is there for my coaching. I better win on the court. (Clay, non-teacher, 

formal interview) 

 

Conservatives. The four conservatives also had similar socialization profiles which 

were responsible for shaping their beliefs and actions regarding their curricula (see Table 2). 

Most importantly, these teachers had formed moderate coaching orientations during their 

acculturation: 

I have to coach. If I didn’t coach, I wouldn’t have the job I have now. I don’t think you 

can teach PE without coaching. I take coaching seriously and I do love it, but I still try to 

do a good job teaching. It is a hard balance sometimes because I feel like there is more 

pressure on coaching than teaching. So, it can be hard to justify teaching over coaching. 

(Molly, conservative, formal interview) 

 

These moderate coaching orientations, as well as many of the teaching practices they supported, 

had been modeled by the conservatives who taught them: 

When I plan for the year, I always have some of my favorite games that I played growing 

up in school. It is a special thing when I can go back home and tell my former teachers 

that I am teaching what they taught me. And for my students to like the games as I did, I 

don’t know . . . it’s just special. (Joe, conservative, formal interview) 
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 The conservatives’ PETE included a focus on “three or four curriculum models and  . . . 

direct teaching.” It served, however, to reinforce their current beliefs, since positions and 

practices espoused in the program that supported their current perspectives were welcomed, and 

those that did not were rejected, mainly due to their resentment about “being forced to teach a 

certain way” and a lack of perceived “real-world” relevance: 

It’s easy to plan a [progressive] lesson for 6-8 students while also having a co-teacher. 

That is not reality. It’s not that I didn’t know that at the time, but I really did not feel that 

prepared to handle a lesson of 80 plus kids and all the modifications and safety things I 

needed to remember. Yeah, they taught me well for what I had at the time, but I have 

learned more just from my own teaching and experiences than I did in undergrad prep 

work. (Molly, conservative, formal interview) 

 

 Finally, all four conservatives held positions in schools with conservative cultures which 

also supported their existing views and washed out (Blankenship & Coleman, 2009) any 

semblance of progressivism they had picked up during their PETE. The key element of these 

cultures was like-minded colleagues. For example, Molly noted that she did not work with “the 

best co-teacher to help me out” and so was reluctant to try any new initiatives because it would 

be “all on [her],” and Joe relayed that he “planned . . . and discussed individual lessons” with his 

conservative colleague. In addition, Mack explained that he relied heavily on an “experienced” 

senior and conservative colleague who “helped [him] understand the realities of teaching.” As 

the following data extract illustrates, the conservative cultures in each of the teachers’ schools 

flourished and held sway due to a lack of formal accountability: 

I have to do lesson plans and put [state and national] standards in them. I do it [laughing], 

but it doesn’t match what I teach. Nor does it even make sense on paper. But you know 

what, no-one is going to check. I just make up one to put down. They don’t care and 

honestly, I don’t either really. It looks fine on paper, and that’s what I’m going for. If I 

knew they would actually check, I would try to get it right. (Mack, conservative, formal 

interview) 
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Progressives. All three progressives’ socialization profiles were slightly different and 

somewhat idiosyncratic (see Figure 1). Emma’s profile, however, was arguably the most 

dramatic. In congruence with most of the other teachers in the study she was attracted to the field 

by a “love of sport” and “being active” and, like the non-teachers and conservatives, was a fairly 

successful “high school athlete.” This part of her acculturation, coupled with experiencing a 

conservative form of secondary physical education and being a “collegiate athlete,” meant that 

she entered a “weak” and evidently ineffective PETE program with a moderate coaching 

orientation. On taking a job with this orientation intact, she set about constructing a curriculum 

based on her conservative philosophy. It was when she moved to a new school within a different 

school district and encountered colleagues with teaching orientations at other schools in the 

community that her thinking and practice changed: 

The turning point for me was being with teachers that graduated from universities with a 

strong physical education department . . . and taught PE like it should be taught. . . . I saw 

what PE could be and the potential we had in teaching these students. Until then, I was 

the coach that used PE to plan for practices and games. I am embarrassed to admit it, but 

so thankful I saw the light. (Emma, progressive, formal interview) 

 

Emma received little in the way of support from her principal and the classroom teachers 

in her school who regarded her subject matter as “not important.” The energy and influence of 

other progressive physical educators, however, “inspired” her and was the basis for her effort and 

determination to strategically redefine (Lacey, 1977) the physical education curriculum: 

He [i.e., the principal] doesn’t care what I teach. As long as kids aren’t in his office, he is 

fine. But that’s not good enough for me. I was hired to teach, and I’m going to do a good 

job. That’s instilled in me. As frustrating as it is, I’m going to do what I was hired to do. 

It’s about the kids anyway. If they are learning something new and building on prior 

success, I’m doing my job and I’m happy. (Emma, progressive, formal interview) 

 

Kate’s teaching orientation had its roots in her negative experiences of a conservative 

version of secondary physical education: 
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My middle and high school coaches inspired me to go into physical education. I thought I 

could do a better job at teaching than they did. I knew because of the favoritism they 

showed [to athletic students] so obviously in PE, that I never got, I wanted to do better. I 

wanted kids to have an opportunity to enjoy PE and knew it was more than just 

basketball. (Kate, progressive, formal interview) 

 

In addition, the fact that Kate had a number of “health issues” as a child and youth also 

influenced her to dedicate a significant component of her curriculum to health-related fitness: 

When I first started, I felt like it had to be all about sports. But it’s not. Sports is just part 

of the pie. The health and nutrition part that you can take beyond school and just being 

healthy for a lifetime is what I strive to teach now. I think it’s important to tell them it’s 

okay to do it sometimes, but sports cannot be all encompassing in a program for all 

students. . . . And you know, if I had gotten that kind of PE program [i.e., focused on 

health and nutrition] maybe I wouldn’t have had some of the health problems I have 

encountered. (Kate, progressive, formal interview) 

Further, Kate’s PETE “provided the necessary essentials” that enabled her to deliver a 

progressive curriculum. For example, she noted the “importance of using various curriculum 

models” and “allowing student choice” and explained that “management and organization was 

key.” The training she received together with the support of other progressives with whom she 

interacted also gave Kate the “confidence” to operate in a school culture that marginalized her 

subject matter: 

Sure, I do wish that others seemed to care a little more about what I do, but . . . I know I 

do a good job teaching and would love to show it off. But I get recognition from other PE 

teachers and they know I’m good at my job. So I guess that counts for something. (Kate, 

progressive, informal interview)  

 

 Eli’s profile was the most straightforward of the three progressives. The main influences 

on him during his acculturation were “quality” and “legit [middle and high school physical 

education] teachers” who “took pride in their job” and focused on helping “all students 

regardless of ability.” Although he entered PETE with a teaching orientation, the training he 

received had little impact on him since, he perceived it to be “unrealistic:” 

I feel like I got the book version of teaching—What to do, what not to do, how it should 

be done and what-not. Nothing prepared me for real-life teaching. I never would have 
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imagined I would experience what I have in teaching for real. I think they need to have a 

real-world class that lays it all on the line. It’s like they put teaching in a little bubble of 

perfect environment. Yeah right! It is nothing like they prepared us for. (Eli, progressive, 

formal interview) 

 

Largely untouched by his PETE and also working in a fairly unsupportive school culture, Eli 

built on the foundation his acculturation had given him by learning from teachers of a similar 

persuasion and attending multiple workshops and conferences:  

I love going to conferences because it gives me new ideas to bring to my classes. I am not 

the most creative person, but I’m all about trying new things if they are taught to me. If I 

see something, I can teach it. I just can’t make things up myself. So I’m always attending 

PD [i.e., professional development courses] to make my program better. And luckily I am 

able to attend most every year. (Eli, progressive, formal interview) 

 

Summary and Conclusions 

 To our knowledge, this study is the first to specifically trace the influences of 

occupational socialization on the beliefs and curricula of modern elementary physical education 

teachers in the United States. Three groups of teachers were identified. These were non-teachers, 

conservatives, and progressives. The teachers in each group delivered vastly different versions of 

physical education that ranged in quality from extremely low to extremely high. The group to 

which each teacher belonged depended on his or her orientations to teaching and coaching. 

These orientations were, in turn, shaped by the teachers’ socialization profiles. These profiles 

were fairly uniform for non-teachers and conservatives and more varied for progressives.  

These findings are practically useful in that they provide strong clues as to how the cycle 

of poor and non-teaching (Curtner-Smith, 2009) produced by the current pattern of socialization 

into physical education might be broken in America’s elementary schools. First, the findings 

suggest that divorcing physical education in elementary schools from extracurricular sport in 

secondary schools would certainly make elementary teaching jobs less attractive to non-teachers. 

Second, and in congruence with previous suggestions (Curtner-Smith, 2009), the study’s results 
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suggest that improved gatekeeping by PETE faculty, with the goal of denying those recruits with 

hard core coaching orientations entry into their programs, would also enhance the quality of 

inservice teachers.  

 In line with previous research (Curtner-Smith et al., 2008; Stroot & Ko, 2006), another 

key finding of the study was that PETE was revealed to be significantly less powerful than the 

acculturation phase of teachers’ socialization or the school cultures in which they worked. This 

was particularly troubling given current efforts to enhance the level of accountability for teacher 

education programs through the external imposition of ever-increasing numbers of standards and 

tighter rules for accreditation. Rather than take this course of action, the lack of oversight that the 

teachers in this study encountered on entering the workforce, coupled with the abject failure of 

their principals to oversee and support them, suggest that it is in the schools that state 

departments for education need to increase accountability for physical education if the chances 

of what is taught in PETE being transformed into practice are to be improved. 

 The study also suggested that we might have some important decisions to make about the 

focus of PETE in the near future if we are to retain any credibility in the eyes of preservice 

teachers. In contrast to the results of previous research (e.g., Curtner-Smith et al., 2008), even 

apparently high quality PETE was shown to be largely ineffective in this study because teachers 

in all three groups believed it to be incompatible with their workplace conditions. Do we, 

therefore, change focus and try and come up with new curricular models and pedagogies that will 

enable teachers to work with huge classes and limited equipment and facilities, or do we stay 

with the models we are currently espousing while stepping up the political fight to improve the 

conditions in which physical education teachers work, a fight that does not seem to have got us 

very far in the last 25 years? 
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Finally, if they transfer to other teachers, two findings within the study served to 

potentially modify occupational socialization theory pertaining to physical education. First, the 

teachers’ current beliefs and values about teaching elementary physical education were 

influenced to a much greater degree by their experiences of physical education at their secondary 

schools than they were by those at their elementary schools during the acculturation phase. 

Second, and most encouragingly, progressive colleagues exerted as powerful an influence on the 

teachers in the study as did colleagues who were non-teachers and conservatives. Indeed, support 

from progressive colleagues appeared to buffer the progressive teachers in this study from the 

more negative elements of their work cultures.  
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CHAPTER III 

WAIVERS, EXEMPTIONS, AND SUBSTITUTIONS 

IN PHYSICAL EDUCATION 

Abstract 

The granting of waivers, exemptions, and substitutions (WESs) for physical education appears to 

be on the increase in the United States. The purpose of this study was to investigate the rationale 

behind and process of granting WESs. Participants from three school districts included 1 state 

official, 10 physical education teachers, 8 school principals, 2 school assistant principals, 6 

students, and 6 parents. Data came from three types of interviewing and the collection of relevant 

documents. They were analyzed by employing analytic induction and constant comparison and 

reduced to key themes. Three forms of WES were identified: those that involved students 

participating in in-school activities in lieu of physical education, those that involved students 

participating in out-of-school activities in lieu of physical education, and innovative waivers that 

gave administrators the power to curtail provision of the subject. Policy regarding WESs varied 

resulting in a non-uniform and idiosyncratic system. The majority of principals, parents, 

students, and a minority of physical education teachers supported the granting of WESs. The 

space created for WESs to evolve was created by the marginalization of physical education in 

relation to academic subjects and competitive sport; privileging of participation in physical 

activity over other objectives of subject; and low quality physical education. These findings 

provided clues as to how the increase of WESs could be combatted. 
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Introduction 

During his keynote presentation at the National Physical Education Teacher Education 

(PETE) Conference in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, Dr. Russ Pate (2009), the eminent exercise 

physiologist of the University of South Carolina, summarized the research linking children’s and 

youths’ engagement in physical activity to their health and academic progress. He then reviewed 

the research which showed how little children and youth actually participated in physical activity 

and how this affected their health adversely. He went on to make some fairly conservative 

suggestions as to how schools could play a part in changing this state of affairs by providing high 

quality physical education, an expanded version of extracurricular sport, and by incorporating 

physical activity in other parts of the school day. Finally, Pate (2009) noted that educational 

policy makers have, to date, provided very limited support for implementation of the initiatives 

he had recommended.  

Sadly, Pate’s (2009) pessimism seems to have been well founded. Experts like him have 

suggested that schools should play an important role in battling inactivity (Brusseau, Kulinna, 

Tudor-Locke, van der Mars, & Darst, 2011; Fox, Cooper, & McKenna, 2004; Institute for 

Medicine, 2013; Payne & Morrow, 2009). In addition, they have given us a steady stream of dire 

warnings about the effects of inactivity and resulting obesity on the health (e.g., see Ogden, 

Carroll, Kit, & Flegal, 2012; Zimmermann-Sloutskis, Wanner, Zimmermann, & Martin, 2010) 

and academic progress (e.g., see Castelli, Hillman, Buck, & Erwin, 2007; Efrat, 2011) of 

America’s children and youth. Rather than work to help alleviate the problem, however, the 

action taken in schools appears to have exacerbated it. For example, there is much evidence 

suggesting that schools across the country are providing less rather than more physical education 

(Hardman, 2008; McKenzie & Lounsbery, 2009; World Health Organization, 2010), and there is 
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little evidence to indicate that schools are expanding their extracurricular offerings beyond 

traditional team games, or developing comprehensive school physical activity programs en 

masse as advocated by some sport pedagogists (Castelli, Carson, & Kulinna, 2014; Kelder, Goc 

Karp, Scruggs, & Brown, 2014). 

More worryingly, and despite official condemnations of such actions [e.g., National 

Association for Sport and Physical Education (NASPE), 2006a], the practice of allowing 

children and youth to opt out of physical education altogether through waivers, exemptions, and 

substitutions (WESs) appears to be on the increase within school systems and districts across the 

country (NASPE, 2002, 2006a; NASPE & American Heart Association, 2012). Sometimes the 

WESs for physical education are granted to children and youth who are participating in school 

sport or are thought to be physically active within other extracurricular options such as band, 

cheerleading, and Junior Reserve Officer Training Corps (JROTC) (Lounsbery, Holt, Monnat, 

Funk, & McKenzie, 2014; NASPE 2002, 2006b, 2011). Alternatively, some WESs are granted 

because children and youth are participating in physical activity outside school (Kirk, 2002). Not 

surprisingly, research suggests that the alternative activities in which exempted or waived 

students engage do not necessarily provide a level of physical activity that is health-enhancing 

(Lounsbery et al., 2014). In addition, the children in schools that allow WESs for physical 

education are more likely to be obese than those who attend schools that do not (Kim, 2012).  

The purpose of this study was to investigate the rationale behind and process of granting 

WESs for physical education. The specific questions we attempted to answer during the study 

were as follows: (a) What form(s) do WESs take?, (b) Which groups advocate for WESs and 

what are their reasons for doing so?, and (c) What factors have shaped the thinking of those who 

advocate for WESs? 



 

58 

 

 Although this study was mostly descriptive it was not entirely atheoretical. Rather, it 

focused on how key stakeholders were socialized to think about physical education by various 

institutions, groups, societal biases, and traditions and how this thinking created space for, 

enabled, and promoted the use of WESs.  

Method 

Participants and Setting  

 Participants came from three school districts in one state in which WESs for physical 

education were permitted and prevalent. They included 1 state department official responsible 

for overseeing physical education, 10 physical education teachers, 8 school principals, 2 school 

assistant principals, 6 students, and 6 parents. Principals and assistant principals were 

purposefully selected because they oversaw schools in which WESs for physical education were 

frequently granted. Physical education teachers were purposefully selected because they worked 

in schools that frequently granted WESs. Students were purposefully selected because they had 

been granted WESs or were eligible to request WESs and had chosen not to. Finally, parents 

were purposefully selected because they had requested WESs for their children or had 

specifically chosen not to make this request. Prior to participating in the study, all participants 

provided consent or assent and were given fictitious names to protect their identity (see 

Appendix B).  

Data Collection 

The main source of data came from three types of interviewing. Interviews included 

questions aimed at discovering the specific forms WESs took; the groups that advocated for 

WESs and their reasons for doing so; and the factors that shaped the thinking of those who 

advocated this course of action. Formal interviews were carried out with the state department 
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official, physical education teachers, principals, assistant principals, and parents. Shorter 

informal interviews were also carried out with the physical education teachers, principals, and 

parents. These took the form of conversations both in person and by telephone. Students were 

interviewed within two focus groups. Formal and focus group interviews were audio recorded 

and transcribed verbatim. Notes on the contents of informal interviews were made as soon after 

their completion as possible. Official documents on the subject of WESs for physical education 

at the state, district, and school level served as a fourth source of data. 

Data Analysis 

During the first phase of the analysis process, data were sorted into three subsets: (a) data 

that described the forms that WESs took, (b) data that indicated which groups advocated for 

WESs and their reasons for doing so, and (c) data that revealed the factors that shaped the 

thinking of those who advocated for WESs. During the second phase, the techniques of analytic 

induction and constant comparison (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984) were used to code the three 

subsets of data and emerging categories were collapsed into meaningful themes. Trustworthiness 

and credibility of the analysis were enhanced through member checking, triangulation among 

and across participants and data collection techniques, and the search for discrepant and negative 

cases (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984).  

Findings and Discussion 

Three main themes emerged from the data. These were forms of WESs, marginalization, 

and the privileging of physical activity.    
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Forms of WESs 

 Three broad types of WESs were found to operate within the school districts in which 

this study took place: participation in in-school activities in lieu of physical education, 

participation in out-of-school activities in lieu of physical education, and “innovative waivers.” 

Participation in in-school activities in lieu of physical education. This form of WES 

involved middle and high school students being exempted from participating in physical 

education because they were taking part in sport, physical activity, or “other approved activities” 

within their schools. Most of these activities were extracurricular in nature, although some, such 

as an apparently high class dance program run by an “outside instructor” in one middle school, 

took place during the school day: 

I just love [the dance program]. I wasn’t sure at first, but my girl loves to dance. I’m a 

teacher and I know state standards; and, to me, it is important that those are addressed. 

When I saw the layout and saw how the program would work, I knew it work for her with 

dance  . . . because of the quality of instruction. (Sharon, parent, formal interview) 

 

Emily, the state official for physical education, noted that this form of WES had been in 

place for “some 20 years” in her state and shared the state’s official list of activities for which 

students had been granted this type of WES. Table 3 reveals that 

Table 3 

In-School Activities Approved Across the State in Lieu of Physical Education  

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

Activity                      Number of participating schools 

_______________________________________________________________ 

Marching Band     135 

Football      62 

Basketball       59 

Softball      59 

Volleyball      58 

Baseball      54 

Soccer       50 

Cheerleading      46 
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Track       38 

Tennis       36 

Golf       35 

Wrestling      20 

Dance       13 

Show Choir      8 

Color Guard      6 

Swimming      4 

Other       3 

Majorette      2 

Flag Corp      0 

           

 

 

these activities were mostly traditional extracurricular sports such as football, basketball, and 

softball. The activity for which most schools were granted WESs, however, was “marching 

band” and other activities included in the list were “majorette” and “show choir.” 

In order to “provide” these WESs “for students,” schools or school districts applied 

directly to the state’s department for education for each in-school activity they wanted to “count” 

or requested that their entire extracurricular sports program be included. These applications were 

supposed to go to Emily and be renewed every 2 years. In reality, however, Emily noted that the 

process was “political,” that many schools failed to go through the renewal process, and she was 

often bypassed by principals and superintendents who were “connected” and went directly to the 

state superintendent. Moreover, once in-school activities were approved, the school was 

supposed to be responsible for insuring that students participating in them met state standards for 

physical education. Evidence indicated, however, that there was little or no effort made to verify 

that this was the case by school or district officials. For example, one high school principal, 

Mike, explained, “Let’s face it. I don’t have time to check in-depth” (formal interview). 

Participation in out-of-school activities in lieu of physical education. A second and 

more recent form of WES that had been in operation in some schools for approximately 3 years 
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was that which allowed parents to apply for the school physical education component to be 

waived for their children in lieu of their participating in activities outside school. Again, this 

mainly applied to secondary students, most of whom were from “middle class backgrounds.” 

This form of WES was less prevalent than those granted for in-school activities and involved 

approximately 20 children and youth throughout the state who attended seven schools. 

To be granted this form of WES, a “detailed application” was generally made directly to 

the school and a 1-year plan divided into two semesters was agreed on by parents, the student, 

physical education teacher, counselor, and principal. Once approved, the plan was forwarded to 

“curriculum and instruction” administrators at the school district for final approval. Activities for 

which this kind of WES was granted included “dance,” “music” “competitive swimming,” 

participating on an “equestrian team,” and “camp counselor.” Again, the theory was that students 

would meet the state’s goals for physical education through participating in these activities and 

that the school would verify this to be so. In one school, for example, this verification was to be 

achieved by both the principal and physical education teacher examining an “activity schedule” 

and “activity log” which had been supplied by the student and corroborated by the student’s 

parents. Sometimes this evaluation was completed by reference to a “rubric” which focused on 

agreed “performance evaluation criteria” such as “attendance,” “completing fitness testing,” 

“citizenship,” “ability and performance tasks,” “course of study standards,” and “being active for 

an hour each day.” More often, the evaluation simply involved “checking” that students had 

logged the “75 hours” of activity that equated to one credit and that these hours had been 

“confirmed” by the signature of an observing adult. State policy documents also revealed that as 

well as including activities in which students participated during the semester for which they 
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were exempted, this form of WES could be retroactive or proactive and apply to activities 

completed in the previous or following semester or summer. 

One principal in favor of this form of WES illustrated its impact by referring to the 

experiences of one of her students who “took advantage” and substituted equestrian activities for 

physical education:  

She has to turn in her papers with the hours spent at the barn. She is up well before 

anyone else in her grade doing work. She practices before school and after. We know 

that. She is in competition many weekends and even misses school for them. We keep her 

documents for the sake of state reasons, but even without those, I know she is doing more 

than the required amount of time. She comes from a good family and they are going to do 

it right. (Kim, high school principal, informal interview) 

 

Innovative waivers. Innovative waivers were a much more recent option for individual 

schools or school districts and, at the time the study was completed, had been in operation for 2 

years. Reflecting the neoliberal focus on academic accountability, testing, and achievement (De 

Lissovoy, 2013), they were designed by the State Department for Education to give schools at all 

levels more “flexibility” in scheduling and budgeting than current policy permitted in order to 

achieve more advanced “academic standards” in English, mathematics, science and social 

studies. In addition, one school district’s official documentation suggested that the flexibility 

created by innovative waivers would provide “more opportunities [for high school students] to 

participate in career and technical education electives [and] advanced courses.”  

Schools opting into this system had to provide an approved “innovative plan” by which 

this could be achieved. Within this plan they could limit the amount of physical education 

offered to a level below “regular” state standards and could increase physical education class 

sizes above normal state standards. This course of action was frequently taken at the elementary 

level as a strategy to provide time and space for classroom teachers to hold “data meetings” with 

the principal. In secondary schools that had been granted innovative waivers, the main way in 
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which physical education was adversely affected was an increase in the number of in- and out-

of-school activities that could be substituted for the subject. For example, the innovative plan of 

one school district allowed students in two schools to take part in “athletics, marching band 

summer camps/programs, and intense athletic training efforts like Red Cross lifeguard 

certification” in lieu of physical education.  

As noted by Emily and some of the physical education teachers, this meant “that PE and 

other [non-academic] programs [got] the shaft and some [didn’t] even exist”: 

Our school is struggling right now. [As a result of the innovative plan] our classroom 

teachers have weekly data meetings which means we have larger and longer PE classes to 

accommodate all teachers meeting at once. But then we won’t see those kids for another 

day or two. They justify the hours based on a two-week increment, not daily physical 

activity. I’m fighting it. (Pam, elementary physical education teacher, formal interview) 

 

Moreover, the process for approval of innovative plans often relied on the “good ole boy 

system,” and, when these plans included cutting physical education, were “many times” 

approved without Emily’s knowledge or “consent.”  

Idiosyncratic nature of WESs. During the course of the study, it became apparent that 

each of the three forms of WESs existed in some schools and not others. For example, innovative 

waivers were more likely to be in operation in “academically struggling” schools primarily 

attended by students from relatively low socioeconomic backgrounds. Conversely, WESs that 

involved students participating in out-of-school activities in lieu of physical education were more 

likely to be granted to students from relatively high socioeconomic backgrounds. In addition, 

since WESs that sanctioned participation in out-of-school activities were granted on an 

individual basis, students in the same class were and were not exempt from physical education. 

Moreover, where WESs were utilized there were variations in policy from school to school or 
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within the same school district. Collectively, this meant that the system created was non-uniform 

and idiosyncratic.  

Marginalization 

Two ways in which physical education was marginalized facilitated the implementation 

of all three forms of WESs. These were the privileging of academic subjects over practical 

subjects and the privileging of competitive sport over physical education. Key stakeholders had 

been socialized into accepting both these forms of marginalization as “normal” and “how it’s 

always been.”  

Privileging of academic subjects over practical subjects. Reflecting mind/body 

dualism (Descartes, 1984) in Western cultures and the consequent privileging of “academic” 

over “practical” subjects (Goodson, 1983), physical education was equated with “recess” and 

regarded as relatively unimportant compared with English, mathematics, science, and social 

studies by many parents, students, principals, and some physical education teachers. For 

example, several students explained that being exempted from physical education was 

advantageous as it enabled them to take more academic classes: 

I have heavy course load. I have doubled up on some classes in order graduate with all 

the classes I want. Sure, I could just take it easy and do study hall or another elective. 

But, I need all the AP [i.e., advanced placement] classes, and without the extra block of 

time, it wouldn’t be possible. (Mac, high school student, focus group) 

 

This sentiment was shared by some of their principals: “Skipping PE for another AP [i.e., 

advanced placement] class looks good for us academically. The more successful students we 

have in AP, the better. Luckily the waiver allows us to do that” (Mike, high school principal, 

formal interview).  

I know kids should have PE every day. I know that. But right now, it isn’t a priority. I 

must meet with my [classroom] teachers together [to discuss academic data], and 

combining classes for a longer PE time is the only way I can make that happen. Until our 
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test scores improve, it will stay this way. I make my teachers take their kids to recess for 

15-20 minutes. That makes up for the days they miss PE. (Paul, elementary school 

principal, formal interview) 

 

Moreover, although the State Department for Education clearly intended innovative plans 

and waivers to be used by schools in which students’ scores on standardized academic tests were 

relatively low, this line of thinking meant that they were also adopted by some schools in which 

students were successful in “academic” subjects: 

I don’t know why we do the [innovative] waiver. It’s not like our kids are bad. Honestly, 

we are one of the better schools [academically] in the system. I think it’s because Mr. 

Peterson just does what the other principals do. (Mark, elementary physical education 

teacher, informal interview) 

 

 Where physical education was obviously of low quality, this effect was amplified, the 

support for WESs was stronger, and the number of WESs appeared to be greater: 

I’m ashamed to admit it because it is partially my fault, I guess. The PE . . . program is 

basically non-existent. So really, those students that substitute extracurricular activities 

for school PE are better off and really not missing anything too important. (Devin, 

assistant high school principal, formal interview) 

 

I want to be doing something. That is me. I hate sitting down, just being lazy and waiting 

for the time to pass. That is what my friends do in PE. They may walk around the gym. I 

would be miserable. They literally do nothing in PE. (Abby, high school student, focus 

group) 

 

Conversely, where physical education was perceived to be of a higher quality and students 

thought they were “learning something useful,” the effect was reduced, there appeared to be 

fewer WESs, and support for such programs was considerably weaker: 

Sally swims. She has been doing it since she was three. She excels in swimming. 

However, I feel like she needs the [physical education] program to enrich her and allow 

her to explore other options beyond her specialty. If for some reason she stops swimming, 

I want her to have been exposed to other things. (Sandra, parent, formal interview) 
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 Not surprisingly, some physical education teachers with a strong belief in the importance 

of their subject fought against the implementation of WESs by trying to “strategically redefine” 

(Lacey, 1977) or overtly change their “situations”:  

I’m fighting and trying to make them realize how it could work well for all. I even have a 

mock schedule made up to show how data meetings could still be run with daily PE. It 

may be a lost cause, but I’m not giving up just yet. (Pam, elementary physical education 

teacher, informal interview) 

 

Other physical education teachers who were similarly appalled by the implementation of WESs 

in their schools, “strategically complied” (Etheridge, 1989) with their principals because they felt 

powerless and threatened while covertly hoping for change: 

I don’t like it one bit. But, I’m new here and I won’t complain. I want my job and don’t 

want to jeopardize it. I just try to make it work. It’s a scheduling nightmare and some 

grades do get better instruction than others; but then, the next week, the other grades have 

the advantage. I often forget what has been taught if I don’t have it in front of me. (Betsy, 

elementary physical education teacher, formal interview) 

 

Privileging of competitive sport over physical education. The second form of 

marginalization which made it easier for stakeholders to accept and endorse WESs for physical 

education involved the privileging of competitive school sport over the subject. For example, 

parents were “fans” of WESs because they allowed their children to be “able to put extra hours 

into [sports] that [would] make [them] more successful.” Furthermore, they explained that this 

state of affairs was a tradition which they fully supported: 

I knew once Mac was in high school, his days of PE were over. It’s always like that. My 

oldest son never had PE. And I never had PE in high school either. His PE is specialized 

in his sport, just like everyone else that is an athlete. (John, parent, informal interview) 

 

In addition, six secondary principals argued that allowing students to participate in one or 

two extracurricular sports in lieu of physical education was advantageous in that it insured a 

“more focused PE” and greater “skill development.” These principals also noted that this 

arrangement had the positive side effect of “keeping the athletes together” so coaches had the 
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opportunity to make their teams more competitive. Since, in their view, the primary purpose of 

extracurricular sport was “to win,” allowing “the athletes to sub PE for varsity athletics to focus 

on a specific sport . . . [made] sense”: 

I think it’s a good thing. Serious athletes that play competitive team or individual sports 

can capitalize on the opportunity. Not all schools allow it and I think it makes us look 

better. To focus on just one activity and master it will pay off in the end. (Kim, high 

school principal, formal interview) 

 

I think it’s important to have [students] in varsity athletics. Off-season, they are working 

out. In-season, they are working on the game. The coaches do a good job. And they need 

the extra time together during the day. This time and the exemptions allow for 

uninterrupted practice time. (Scott, high school principal, formal interview) 

 

Some physical education teachers who also prioritized extracurricular sport over physical 

education held a similar view:  

Man, I like the new schedule [to accommodate the innovative plan]. Sure, those days 

[teaching elementary physical education] with long classes get a little crazy and hectic, 

but it’s worth it when I have extra time to work on my game stuff. I even finish those 

days earlier and am able to go on to the high school and start practice during their last 

class. I like it. (Russ, elementary physical education teacher/high school coach, informal 

interview) 

 

I don’t mind them missing the PE class. I have them for basketball. They’d rather be 

there and I’d rather teach basketball than the other curriculum. So I’m good with it. I 

never took PE either in high school. Just varsity athletics. So, it makes sense. (Andy, high 

school physical education teacher/coach, formal interview) 

 

Many exempted students who classed themselves as “athletes” were also supportive 

WESs because of the extra practice time it gave them and because they could not see a reason for 

participating in “general PE”: 

My focus is on football and baseball. I don’t feel like it is super important for me to be in 

PE. I want to play college ball so that’s really all I care about. I do football in the fall and 

baseball in the spring. I do both in the summer. (Jake, high school student, focus group) 

 

Although in the minority, two principals and three parents were not so certain that 

focusing on one or two sports was such a good idea and, in support of their physical education 
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teachers’ thinking, were concerned that students who did so were at “a disadvantage because 

they [were] missing state standards”: 

I like the fact that they can really focus on their sport, but I do know that they are missing 

components in . . . PE . . . that that one sport cannot teach. I don’t like that. It’s a catch 

22. (Jeff, high school principal, formal interview) 

 

I want Suzie to be exposed to as much as she can. I do feel as though she is missing out 

on some things [in physical education] because of her participation in varsity athletics. I 

had a hard time deciding, but it’s what all the other players were doing. I didn’t want her 

to be the odd one out. I hope I don’t regret it in a few years. If they win a state 

championship, it will be worth it, huh? (Ingrid, parent, formal interview)  

 

Privileging of Physical Activity 

 Another key factor that appeared to strengthen the argument in favor of WESs was the 

elevation of health-related fitness (i.e., being physically active) (McKenzie, 2007) over other 

more traditional objectives of physical education, such as skilled movement and affective and 

cognitive development (Beighle & Morrow, 2014; Pangrazi & Beighle, 2013). A large 

proportion of principals, students, and some physical education teachers seemed to reduce the 

goal of physical education to “getting enough exercise,” “spending time in activity,” and “getting 

the physical activity hours required.” With this being the only worthwhile goal of the subject in 

their eyes, little wonder that they did not regard the implementation of WESs as problematic:  

My coaches are responsible for their athletes. I trust them to do a good job. No, I don’t 

require or expect them to match the [state] standards [for physical education], but I do 

expect them to get the physical activity in. (Brett, high school principal, informal 

interview). 

 

We have kids that are lifeguards in the spring and summer. . . . They could use this as 

their [physical education] credit. But, they don’t. I’m not really sure why. It could be 

because they don’t really know they could do it, or it could just be because their friends 

take the class. I don’t know. But I do know several that could opt out because of outside 

of school activities listed in the waiver. (Kay, high school principal, informal interview) 

 

Most parents held similar views to their children’s principals on this topic: “I really don’t 

think Katie is missing much [by being exempt from physical education]. She is probably getting 
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more high-intensity activity than if she was in PE” (Gina, parent, informal interview). A minority 

of parents, however, espoused an opposing view, and, in congruence with the majority of 

physical education teachers, wanted their children to become “well rounded” and believed that 

there was much more to physical education than participating in health-enhancing activity: 

We had the chance to let Alex skip out of PE. My husband and I talked, but we felt she 

needed to stay in the . . . course. Sure, she does more physical activity in her [swimming] 

lessons than she would at school, but we didn’t want her to miss out on the lecture part of 

the [physical education] curriculum. I think it’s important. And I hope she is learning 

something. (Minda, parent, formal interview) 

 

Finally, in contrast to their parents, principals, and teachers, students who expressed 

opposition to the physical activity argument and WESs, did so on the basis that they were 

missing out on the socializing that occurred during physical education classes: 

I begged my mom to not sign the waiver. My friends above me don’t go to PE because of 

dance. I really wanted to stay in it because I could be with my friends. I dance every 

afternoon and night until like eight o’clock. Then I have to do my homework and study. 

So basically, PE is the only time I can hang out with my friends. I love it! (Lindsey, high 

school student, focus group) 

 

Summary and Conclusions 

 This study illustrated that the policy of granting students WESs for physical education 

was firmly established in the educational system of the state in which it took place. Three forms 

of WES were identified. These were WESs that involved students participating in in-school 

activities in lieu of physical education, those that involved students participating in out-of-school 

activities in lieu of physical education, and innovative waivers which incorporated the first two 

forms of WES and gave administrators the power to curtail provision of the subject in terms of 

class size, lesson length, and frequency. Policy regarding WESs varied across schools and school 

districts resulting in a non-uniform and idiosyncratic system. In congruence with past research 

(Lounsbery et al., 2014), the accountability for what replaced physical education both in and 
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outside schools was lax or non-existent and many of the activities in which students were 

permitted to participate in lieu of physical education were of dubious quality. Moreover, 

scheduling changes based on the granting of innovative waivers at the elementary level appeared 

to have an adverse effect on the quality of physical education provided. 

 The space created for WESs to evolve and thrive within the school system was created by 

several factors. These included the marginalization of physical education in relation to subjects 

labeled as “academic,” and relative to competitive sport; the privileging of participation in 

physical activity over other objectives of subject; and low quality physical education.  

 The majority of principals, parents, and pupils we spoke to in the study supported the 

granting of WESs for physical education. More worryingly, so did a minority of physical 

education teachers who, in Lawson’s (1983a, 1983b) terms, regarded curricular physical 

education as a “career contingency” and were mainly interested in coaching. More 

encouragingly, a minority of principals, parents, and pupils, and the majority of physical 

education teachers and the state official responsible for physical education were opposed to 

WESs for the subject or at least somewhat troubled by them. This suggested that it was not too 

late to turn the tide. 

 First and foremost, the study’s results suggest that this tide-turning could be 

accomplished through providing higher quality physical education in schools and showcasing 

these programs to parents. In addition, re-emphasizing a balanced set of objectives for the 

subject, providing improved training for principals and other school administrators in terms of 

physical education, and adding accountability measures which make it difficult for coaching-

focused teachers to remain in the profession would all help. Finally, a change of educational 
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philosophy which returns to the idea of educating the whole child would obviously improve 

matters. 
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