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Swedish PE teachers’ understandings of legitimate movement in a criterion-referenced 

grading system 

Abstract 

Background: Physical Education (PE) has been associated with a multi-activity model in which 

movement is related to sport discourses and sport techniques. However, as in many 

international contexts, the Swedish national PE syllabus calls for a wider and more inclusive 

concept of movement. Complex movement adapted to different settings is valued, and in the 

national grading criteria qualitative measures of movement are used. This research seeks to 

examine how the wider concept of movement is interpreted and graded. Drawing on 

Bernstein’s concept of the pedagogic device, the paper explores teachers’ roles as active 

mediators in the transformation of national grading criteria for movement and the kinds of 

movement that are valued in teachers’ grading practices.  

Purpose: The purpose of this study is to investigate what PE teachers consider legitimate 

movement in a criterion-referenced grading system and the factors that influence their grading 

practice. The Repertory Grid (RG) technique was employed in order to access their tacit 

knowledge. 

Methodology: Seven Swedish PE teachers were interviewed, all of whom teach and grade 

years seven to nine in different compulsory schools. Using the RG technique, the teachers 

were asked to reflect on the aspects they considered important for achieving a high grade. The 

national grading criteria for years seven to nine were then presented one at a time and the 

teachers were asked to describe how they assessed and graded each requirement. The teachers 

were also asked whether any specific factors had influenced their grading. In the content 

analysis, the second part of the interview was attended to first and the results were interpreted 

in light of Bernsteins’ concept of the pedagogic device 

Findings: Sport techniques and competitive sports influenced the teachers’ interpretations of 

what constitutes complex movement. The aspect of fitness also appeared to be valued by the 

teachers in that it facilitates the valued movement. In some cases the difficulty of describing 

movement qualities in words could reduce the concept of movement to something measurable 

and quantifiable. The teachers’ concerns about students’ unequal opportunities to develop and 

demonstrate their skills also influenced the teachers’ interpretation of complex movement.  

Conclusions: In the transformation of national grading criteria to grading practice, the 

pedagogic actions taken inform and limit the way in which legitimate movement in PE is 

conceptualised. Adopting a concept of movement that is wider than competitive sports allows 

the structures of inequality to be addressed and enables the movements performed by students 

with other moving experiences than competitive sports to be valued. The tension between the 

demands of transparency in a high stakes grading system and the inability to articulate the 

quality of complex movements is problematic. There is a need to verbalise teachers’ 

conceptions about physical education knowledge to be able to discuss and develop the 

concept of movement. In this process, the RG technique is a potentially useful tool. Having 



 

 

the language to discuss movement qualities also enables us to strengthen the interrelation 

between curriculum, pedagogy and assessment. 

Keywords: assessment, grading, movement, standards-based, teachers’ grading practice 

Introduction 

Physical Education (PE) has been associated with a multi-activity model and related sport 

discourses (Kirk 2010; Penney 2013). In Sweden, as in many other countries, competitive 

sports and sport federations have had a strong influence on the kind of movements performed 

in the school subject of PE (Lundvall and Meckbach 2008). The multi-activity model has been 

widely criticised and arguments presented for curriculum to be responsive to changing times 

and societies. Several scholars have discussed content and forms of knowledge. Larsson and 

Redelius (2008) differentiate between activities (what to do) and content (what to learn). 

Penney and Chandler (2000) suggest learning in and via activity contexts, as compared to 

learning of activities (p.71) and weaker frames of the subject to give more students a 

possibility to connect PE with their own lives and experiences.  

In the last two decades there has been a shift in the Swedish curriculum, away from a content-

driven curriculum towards ‘governing by output’ by using national grading criteria that all 

students should attain (Sundberg and Wahlström, 2012). The teachers have great freedom to 

choose content and methods adjusted to their local context as long as their students achieve 

the national goals and knowledge requirements. The national curriculum leaves room for a 

broader concept of knowledge and avoids specifying activities and sports. However, teachers 

and students have found it difficult to express what should actually be learned in PE (Larsson 

and Redelius 2008; Sandahl 2005) and in this context a gap between policy and practice has 

been identified (Annerstedt 2008; Lundvall and Meckbach 2008¸Quennerstedt, Öhman, and 

Eriksson, 2008). The curriculum recommends a broad range of activities, although at the 

practical level the content is much narrower and dominated by traditional sports (Annerstedt 

2008; Lundvall and Meckbach 2008). The kinds of movement teachers privilege and give 

value when grading students’ work is an indicator of the movements that they considered 

legitimate in a specific context. This is not always consistent with what is valued in the 

national grading criteria. Redelius, Fagrell, and Larsson (2009) have analysed Swedish PE 

teachers’ statements concerning how they grade their students in year eight and nine. Abilities 

valued for the highest grade are good performance levels in sport in terms of quantifiable and 



 

 

measurable results, not required in the grading criteria. This grading practice sends a different 

message to the students than the national grading criteria do.  

In 2011 a new curriculum was introduced by the Swedish Government to guide teachers in 

their interpretation of valid knowledge. The intention was to achieve better alignment between 

national grading criteria and teachers’ grading practice. The PE syllabus calls for a wide and 

inclusive concept of movement, which is emphasised in the national grading criteria by not 

using language related to competitive sports and quantitative measurements. Instead, students 

shall develop basic physical movements in the early years of compulsory school and build on 

combinations of basic forms of movement to be able to perform complex movements in the 

grading criteria for years seven to nine (SNAE 2011). Teachers have to consider the nature of 

movement, when not defined as sport techniques and competitive sport, and they are expected 

to assess qualitatively how well movement is adapted to different settings. The intention in 

this study is to investigate the kinds of movements that PE teachers consider legitimate in 

their grading of students’ work and discuss the factors that influence their grading practice in 

relation to the national grading criteria. In order to provide a context, the paper begins with a 

short summary of how movement in PE has been identified in the research literature and in 

the Swedish curriculum and how the present formulations in the national grading criteria have 

come about. Thereafter, the theoretical focus based on Bernstein’s work is presented.  

The meaning of Movement  

Different definitions of PE have in common that they presuppose some kind of movement or 

physical activity (Tinning 2010), but different outcomes are in focus. Health, cognitive 

processes and sport are some of the outcomes mentioned by Kirk (2010). The meaning that is 

given to the subject determines which kinds of movement are considered legitimate. This 

paper illuminates what Swedish PE teachers consider to be legitimate movement in a context 

in which health is an important aspect and where ‘[t]eaching in physical education and health 

should aim at pupils developing all-round movement capacity and an interest in being 

physically active’ (PE syllabus, SNAE, 2011). The concept of legitimate movement in PE has 

changed over time so let us first take a look at previous perceptions to better understand 

today’s context. 

Even though the idea of what constitutes PE has varied in different countries, there are more 

similarities than differences. Kirk (2010) identifies one paradigm shift in the mid-20th 



 

 

century: from PE as gymnastics to PE as sport techniques. Swedish PE is a typical example of 

this shift. In the first half of the century, Swedish PE was in the form of gymnastics inspired 

by Ling, with the aim of shaping the body and creating healthy citizens with respect for 

authorities (Lundvall and Meckbach 2008). During the latter half of the century concepts of 

training, fitness and acquiring skills began to dominate discussions about PE and competitive 

sports and activities that can be measured gained importance (Larsson and Redelius 2009). 

After the shift from gymnastics to sport there has been an uncertainty about the meaning of 

PE among Swedish PE teachers (Larsson and Redelius, 2008). Sport federations contributed 

in shaping the subject by providing literature, equipment and in-job training courses for PE 

teachers (Lundvall and Meckbach 2008). Different sports dominated the subject and the 

meaning of the subject was understood as developing skills in different sports and finding a 

suitable sport to continue to be active in outside school (Larsson and Redelius 2008). Over 80 

percent of young people in Sweden join a sport club at some stage during childhood and 

adolescence according to a national survey (Thedin et al. 2012). Swedish PE as sport 

techniques can be described as a ‘smorgasbord’ of activities, where ‘ball games, gymnastics, 

fitness training, and track and field dominate the subject’ (Annerstedt 2008, 303).  

In the context of PE as sport techniques, basic movement has been regarded as crucial to 

success in various sports. As success is considered necessary for lifelong participation, sport 

techniques have now become so central that they constitute the meaning of PE (Kirk, 2010). 

Activities are based on competitive sports, often with masculine values such as strength, 

speed and controlled aggression embedded (Hay and lisahunter 2006; Hay and Macdonald 

2010a; Kirk 2010; Redelius, Fagrell, and Larsson 2009). These masculine values, favouring 

the strong and fast students, in combination with a pedagogy in which everyone has an 

opportunity to develop in their own right, shape a contrarious image of ability which has 

made it difficult to formulate ability criteria in PE (cf. Kirk 2010).  

Following Bourdieu, several scholars suggest that ability is socially constructed and that it is 

related to how well students’ habitus and capital match the field that PE represents (Evans 

2004; Hay and lisahunter 2006; Hay and Macdonald 2008; Hay and Macdonald 2010a, 

2010b; Hunter 2004). PE as sport techniques does not always challenge the established 

knowledge structures and can prevent students with other moving experiences than 

competitive sports finding their place in the PE context. Since competitive sports often favour 

students that already are physically strong and fast, equality can be questioned. As Penney 



 

 

and lisahunter put it: ‘unless we understand PE to be about learning rather than innate 

physical talent, there is no justification for PE in the school curriculum’ (2006, 207).  

Pre-dating Penney’s and lisahunter’s critique (2006), since the mid-1990s Swedish steering 

documents have shown a tendency to downplay the importance of sport techniques and 

instead provide a broader conceptualisation of movement where the focus is on developing 

students’ knowledge rather than activating them (Larsson and Redelius 2008). A new 

curriculum was introduced in 2011 in order to further clarify valid knowledge. The previous 

grading criteria have now been replaced by progressive knowledge requirements. Instead of 

the idea of PE as sport techniques, different ideas now exist side by side. Three areas of 

knowledge are highlighted in the PE syllabus: movement, health and lifestyle and outdoor life 

and activity. They can be considered to have equal value in the sense that the knowledge 

requirements for all three areas have to be fulfilled on the same grade level to be awarded that 

grade.  

This paper investigates the knowledge area of movement. The idea of movement has changed 

and competitive sport is not the norm for what counts as valid movement in the national 

curriculum. An aim for PE is to give students the opportunity to develop their ability to ‘move 

without restrictions in different physical contexts’ (SNAE 2011). The quote below shows the 

knowledge requirements for movement in the lowest grade, E, in years seven to nine. For 

higher grades, C and A, the same formulation is used but the words to some extent are 

replaced by relatively well or well:  

Pupils can participate in games and sports involving complex movements in different settings, 

and vary and adapt their movements to some extent to activities and context. In dance, and 

movement and training programs to music, pupils adapt to some extent their movements to beat, 

rhythm and context. Pupils can also swim 200 metres, of which 50 metres are in the back 

position (SNAE, 2011, 54). 

The different grades depend on how well one adapts one’s movements to activities and 

context as well as beat and rhythm. Games and sports are considered contexts for learning 

complex movements rather than something to learn and participation is a requirement for all 

grades. The knowledge requirements above are dominated by qualitative measures of 

movement (to some extent, relatively well or well), while quantitative measures, such as 

running fast and jumping high, are traditionally preferred (Larsson and Redelius, 2008). 

Swimming is an exception from the qualitative measures. All students are supposed to swim 



 

 

200 metres to get a pass grade to ensure that all students graduating from compulsory school 

can swim. In the transformation of the knowledge requirements into grading practice, ‘PE 

teachers are active mediators of both progressive and regressive policy discourses’ (Penney 

2013, 8). Penney (2013) claims that collective or individual ‘pedagogic action’ can either 

challenge or legitimate the established order. In order to conceptualise the transformation 

from national knowledge requirements to teachers’ grading practice, Bernstein’s work on the 

pedagogic device is employed. This is described in more detail in the next section. 

Transformation of national grading criteria to grading practice - a theoretical 

perspective 

Bernstein (2003) regards curriculum, pedagogy and assessment as interrelated message 

systems. What is graded sends a message to the students about what is considered as 

legitimate knowledge (Hay and Penney 2013). Bernstein’s concept of the pedagogic device 

has highlighted the complexities of the processes of transformation and selective 

appropriation and is here applied to understand, teachers as agents in the transformation of the 

knowledge requirements of movement into pedagogic practice. Bernstein (1996) suggests that 

at least two transformations occur when knowledge produced in the primary field (i.e. 

universities and research institutes) moves to and is reproduced in the secondary field (i.e. 

primary and secondary school). The first transformation is the conversion of knowledge 

produced in the primary field to pedagogised knowledge in the recontextualising field, for 

instance in a national curriculum. The different interests of groups vying for power influence 

the selection of what is to be transmitted. Agents come from both the official 

recontextualising field (i.e. the state) and the pedagogic recontextualising field (i.e. 

universities and the media together with their readers and advisers) (Singh 2002). Tinning 

(2012) draws attention to how political and economic interests influence the idea of PE. Sport 

federations can also be considered agents in the Swedish context (cf. Lundvall and Meckbach, 

2008). Bernstein (1996) observed an increased influence of the official recontextualising field 

and Sweden is a typical example with a national curriculum decided by the state and national 

grading criteria that determine valid knowledge.  

The second transformation is the translation of pedagogised knowledge (for instance in the 

national curriculum) by teachers and students into pedagogic practice in the secondary field of 

reproduction in the classroom. In the secondary field, teachers make use of recontextualised 

knowledge for the content of particular lessons using different pedagogical strategies (Tinning 



 

 

2010). This paper’s primary focus is on the second transformation, where privileged 

knowledge appropriated by teachers is converted into common or shared classroom 

knowledge in interactions with students (Singh 2002) and used for assessment and grading 

purposes. According to Bernstein the pedagogic practice is regulated by evaluative rules that 

‘act selectively on contents, the form of transmission and their distribution to different groups 

of pupils in different contexts’ (1996, 118). The evaluative rules govern what is recognised as 

most valuable in the school context and help us to consider what counts as valid knowledge.  

The transformation of knowledge leaves room for a gap: ‘every time a discourse moves from 

one position to another, there is a space in which ideology can play. No discourse ever moves 

without ideology at play’ (Bernstein 1996, 47). This is crucial to curriculum and pedagogy, 

because if there is always a discursive gap, there will never be a curriculum or a pedagogic 

approach beyond ideology (Liljedahl 2015). We can thus assume that ideology is involved in 

the transformation of national grading criteria into grading practice.  

In order to understand teachers’ practices we need to consider the inner logic of the their 

intentions and the practical sense, traditions, perspectives and strategies that evolve in the 

profession and are passed on to novices (Lindblad, Linde, and Naeslund 1999). In several 

studies teachers’ beliefs and values have been shown to influence grading (McMillan and 

Nash 2000; McMillan 2003; Penney et al. 2009). Experiences, beliefs and values are 

sometimes articulated, but at other times described as ‘gut-feelings’ (Svennberg, Mechbach, 

and Redelius 2014). The Repertory Grid (RG) technique is employed to illuminate the 

teachers’ expressed and implicit interpretations of which movement is legitimate to grade 

after transforming the national knowledge requirement in the recontextualising field to the 

practical level of grading. In this paper I also want to illuminate and discuss the factors that 

influence teachers’ transformations, given that school is a regulated institution that rest upon 

frames and rules as well as agents (Lindblad, Linde, and Naeslund 1999). Influences, visible 

in the teachers’ statements, from curriculum as well as other agents and ideologies, are 

analysed and discussed. 

Methodology 

Seven PE teachers from two municipalities in central Sweden took part in the interviews. In 

order to participate, the teachers had to have a teacher education degree in PE, teach and 

grade students in secondary school (equivalent with years seven to nine in Swedish 



 

 

compulsory school). Grades are given from year six and in order to gather as much grading 

experience as possible, teachers in secondary school were selected. To increase the diversity 

of the sample the teachers were chosen in order to represent different schools of different 

sizes (working alone or with several PE colleagues) from different areas (small village, 

outskirts or centre of a small and middle-sized town, with different catchment areas). The 

teachers – four men and three women – had between three and 18 years of teaching 

experience at the time of the interview. They were informed that their participation was 

voluntary and that they could withdraw from the study at any time. Pseudonyms are used in 

order to protect their identity. The teachers chose the location for the interview themselves. 

The interviews lasted between 90 and 120 minutes and were performed in two steps in order 

to catch what the teachers expressed as valuable when grading movements and their implicit 

beliefs and values. In an attempt to have as little influence as possible on the teachers’ 

verbalisation of their implicit beliefs and values the two steps were performed in the 

following order: 

Step one involved a RG interview where the teachers reflected on the aspects they considered 

important for giving a high grade by using the RG technique. This technique can be used to 

verbalise people’s explicit and implicit perceptions of a phenomenon (Fransella, Bell, and 

Bannister 2004; Svennberg, Meckbach, and Redelius 2014). It also facilitates access to 

teachers’ tacit knowledge about grading criteria (Björklund 2008). Even though teachers 

sometimes find it difficult to specify and describe the characteristics of a student assessed as 

able in movement, they can often articulate the differences between one student and another if 

they know their own students well. Each teacher chose seven students who represented all the 

possible grades in a class they were teaching and grading (Fransella, Bell, and Bannister 

2004). In total 49 students were discussed by the teachers during the seven interviews. The 

names of the chosen students were written down on pieces of paper and presented to the 

teacher three at a time. The teacher was asked to explain how two of the students were similar 

and different from the third in those aspects regarded as significant for grading purposes. The 

similarities and differences are called constructs. For instance if two students are considered 

similar in the way that they both understand the principles of the game and get in position and 

the third student differs in that he remains standing, the construct is: understand the 

principles of the game and get in position – remains standing. The constructs were written 

down and new combinations of students were presented until the teacher could no longer 

come up with new similarities and differences. The two different poles of the constructs help 



 

 

us to understand the meaning of the construct in the specific context (Fransella, Bell, and 

Bannister 2004).  

Step two was a semi-structured interview where the national knowledge requirements for 

movement were presented one at a time and the teachers were asked to describe in their own 

words how they assessed and graded each requirement. The teachers were also asked whether 

any specific factors had influenced their grading of each requirement. Both the first and 

second step were recorded and transcribed.  

The teachers’ statements about how they graded the knowledge requirements for movement 

(step two) were attended to first in the content analysis. The Swedish transcriptions were read 

in order to identify the meaning units, label them and group them into categories. The 

categories were then compared and organised into themes that described the content of the 

data. As a result, two themes relating to the kind of movements that teachers valued when 

grading were identified and another two themes relating to factors that had influenced their 

grading practices. Throughout the analysis the data were constantly re-read, re-sorted and re-

labelled until an understanding of the content was reached. Thereafter, a summary reflecting 

the variation was written in English. A new content analysis was performed on the RG 

interviews and when new aspects emerged they were added to the summary. The results are 

discussed in relation to the national knowledge requirements and additional factors 

influencing teachers’ transformation of the knowledge requirement into grading practice. 

Results 

The teachers’ statements about what movement they look for when grading and thus find 

legitimate will be presented first. This is followed by a presentation of some factors, 

influencing the teachers’ interpretations of legitimate movement when applying the national 

grading criteria. 

What the teachers considered legitimate movement 

An important result of the study is that sport techniques and a multi-activity model still frames 

teachers' interpretations of what constitute legitimate movements. Another result is that the 

fitness of students also appears to be valued by the teachers. It is possible to trace influences 

from sport federations and competitive sport on the transformation described by Bernstein 



 

 

(1996) of the national grading criteria in the recontextualising field into what is valued 

movement in the secondary field as exemplified below. 

When the teachers were asked how they assess the knowledge requirement ‘Pupils can 

participate in games and sports involving complex movements in different settings, and vary 

and adapt their movements to some extent to activities and context’ (SNAE 2011), they said 

that they used the activities students perform in all their lessons to assess how the students 

manage complex movements. What was assessed was intimately related to the privileged 

content of the lessons. The teachers gave examples of activities such as ballgames, 

gymnastics, track and field, racket games, fitness training, dancing, swimming, skating, 

obstacle courses and movement games and also specific movements such as jumping and 

running. An outcome of the multi-activity model was: ‘you have to be an all-rounder to get 

grade A’ (Gloria).  

Many activities were specifically regarded as sport, and examples of complex movement were 

often described as sport techniques: ‘[…] take a clear stroke in badminton for example or take 

an instep shot in football or take a combination step in dance. These are the kinds of complex 

movements I imagine, that’s what you’re actually looking at’ (David). Four of the teachers 

interpreted how movements are adapted to activities and context as how movements are 

adapted to specific sports, possibly due to their dominant content (Annerstedt 2008; 

Quennerstedt, Öhman, and Eriksson 2008). Adapting well was expected to lead to measurable 

results in the sport. Adapting movements could be interpreted in terms of technique, 

understanding of the game and tactics. An example from badminton is given below:  

According to that activity you should in some way…you should start from the middle, move out to the 

sides and then back to the middle, that’s what the game is about, being able to get to the corners quickly 

to get all the balls. If you can do that, then you have adapted your movements to that activity. Also just 

the technique, it’s about being able to hit the ball as high as possible for example, that shows that you’ve 

adapted your movements to the game. That’s what I think it’s all about. (Bill)  

When the teachers reflected on what they considered important for specific students’ grades a 

new theme of fitness, which is not actually part of the knowledge requirements, emerged 

among four of the teachers. Movements that required or enhanced fitness were valued. Fitness 

was sometimes associated with the health discourse, but was also sometimes considered to be 

a prerequisite for movement. For example, in activities like fitness training and obstacle 



 

 

courses, being strong, fast, explosive, flexible and fit is an advantage. Gloria gave gymnastics 

on the bar as an example of when strength can compensate for technique:  

Of course a lot of it is to do with technique, but Sally would never, it would take a lot of training 

for her to be able…, these guys would probably be able to do it [the exercise] using the strength 

in their arms, so they wouldn’t need the same technique. Sally would have to struggle a lot with 

the technique in order to do it. (Gloria)  

She commented that even though strength is not graded, strong students are able to perform 

the exercises more easily. When the activities favour physically strong students, focus is 

moved to strength rather than the requirements in the policy documents, to ‘vary and adapt 

their movements’ (SNAE 2011). 

Factors influencing teachers’ interpretations of legitimate movement 

Two main themes appeared when the teachers talked about what they found problematic when 

applying the grading criteria for movement. The first theme was the difficulties in describing 

movement qualities, which sometimes resulted in teachers preferring movements possible to 

assess quantitatively. The second theme was a concern about students’ unequal possibilities, 

not acknowledged in the knowledge requirements. This concern sometimes resulted in 

compensatory interpretations of complex movements. Teachers’ struggle to achieve 

transparency, fairness and to give all students equal possibilities to learn can be interpreted as 

ideology at play (cf. Bernstein 1996) in the transformation of grading criteria in the 

recontextualising field to grading practice in the secondary field. As shown in the examples 

below the teachers had different solutions on how to achieve transparency, fairness and equal 

possibilities. These solutions were sometimes incongruent with the intentions of the national 

knowledge requirements. 

Qualities of movement are difficult to explain in words and teachers sometimes referred to a 

‘gut feeling’: 

I can’t put it into words, it’s impossible. Instead it’s my experience and my gut feeling that tells me what 

it is. It’s so incredibly complex and there are many parameters to take into account when you see a person 

in movement in terms of balance and coordination. (Adam) 

This difficulty to describe complex movement is problematic for the teachers in their 

communication with students and parents. The knowledge requirements are supposed to be 

transparent and the teachers had different solutions. Often the teachers’ tacit knowledge or 



 

 

‘gut feeling’ was the same as the students’ perception of their own ability. When the students 

questioned their grades the inability to communicate what adapting their movements to some 

extent, relatively well or well (SNAE 2011) means had in some cases resulted in the teacher 

preferring movements possible to quantify. One of the teachers described how he used a 

number of tests in different ball games. In gymnastics he assessed the number of exercises 

performed: ‘I use six exercises and if the students practice them all and do their best they’ll 

manage. The grade levels depend on how many exercises they can manage.’ (Eric). When 

communicating movement qualities the teachers used expressions like wag the body when 

running, jerky movements, coordination, timing, precision, body control and balance. When 

lacking words to describe the qualities of movement Cecilia compared one student’s running 

with that of her own three-year-old to make herself understood. Another teacher, Felicia, was 

considering video filming a boy’s performance to help her communicate why he has not 

reached the higher grade level.  

The limitations of the language also created uncertainty about what complex movement 

actually is. Even though the teachers conferred with their colleagues when discussing the 

same student, some were still troubled about the differences between schools and what the 

knowledge requirement really means: 

If you are motorically skilled and move in a good way you can show…what I consider to be a complex 

movement, but there again I don’t know whether it is a complex movement, someone has to tell me that. 

Or show me. I would like the people from SNAE, who have written this, to come and demonstrate five 

complex movements. (David) 

In the second theme, students unequal possibilities were sometimes considered genetically 

inherited and sometimes due to inequalities in society. Rhythm was sometimes described as 

something that is inherited; you either have it or you don’t. After observing individual 

students walking to a beat, Adam said: 

I use that as a base when we are going to dance. If it’s the foxtrot or jive I already know that these people, 

there aren’t many but they do exist, can’t follow a rhythm, they can’t feel it, and then I understand, then I 

know, that when we dance it will be very difficult for them. 

The teachers sometimes suspected that students can meet the knowledge requirements, but 

have little opportunity to practice and display them due to socio-economic factors, group 

dynamics and movement experience. They had pedagogic concerns about how to give all 

students the same opportunities to develop and occasionally the teachers compensated for 



 

 

students’ different possibilities by transforming the knowledge requirements of complex 

movements to basic movements or less, for instance by giving pass grades to students who 

had trouble performing basic movements such as running on uneven surface.  

A student’s socio-economic background can influence his or her possibilities of being 

assessed. Economically less privileged students occasionally lacked equipment and 

sometimes did not change for the reasons Eric describes in the quote: 

I’ve seen that more among the girls […] if they don’t have the kind of clothes or equipment that they feel 

comfortable with they don’t bring them to school and in that case cannot take part in PE. They might do 

some of things they can do [without changing], but they don’t get involved in the same way. (Eric) 

If they do not participate in PE the teacher cannot assess their knowledge. A second reason for 

not demonstrating their skills was the group dynamics in the class. If students did not feel safe 

in the group or were afraid of failing they were reluctant to get involved. Cecilia gave an 

example of how two boys were influenced by others. 

If he [Sven] thinks that gymnastics is sissy these boys won’t do it either. If we work in stations and he 

doesn’t think that somersaults or handstands should be done then they don’t do it either. When he isn’t 

there you can do things they haven’t done. […]She [Susanne] can inspire them. She can nag them into 

doing a somersault. If they were all in the same group she would probably force them to do these things. 

If he’s [Sven] not there. If he’s in another group I mean. […] He’ll [Sven] only does it if he knows he’ll 

be the best. (Cecilia) 

Movement experience was mentioned as an influencing factor by all the teachers except one. 

For students with a foreign background this could be problematic, especially if they have had 

little access to PE at school or sports in their leisure time in their home countries. A lack of 

physical movement can result in poor muscle tone, thus making it difficult to do certain 

activities like running or skiing. In many cases such students received a pass grade in PE even 

when having trouble with basic movement. On the other hand, experience of leisure time 

sport was an advantage for the higher grades. Students who are active in sport clubs in their 

leisure time often achieve higher grades in PE (cf. Quennerstedt, Öhman, and Eriksson 2008). 

The teachers explained that it is easier to meet the knowledge requirements if you have 

previous knowledge and experience of sports and as a result have confidence in your own 

ability. This enables students to assist peers, understand instructions, know what to practise 

and why and understand where they need to improve. Gloria gave an example from 

swimming: ‘He’s good at the crawl and can adapt his movements […] I think he may have 



 

 

learned this at home.’ She also acknowledged that all movement experience does not 

contribute to ability in legitimate movement.  

He is good at skateboarding so there he demonstrates that he has good balance. I watched him in 

the skate park, so I know he has […] in gymnastics I think that he [benefits from his 

experiences]... but when it comes to things like somersaults, it is clear that he has reached a 

certain level but probably won’t be as good as the more physical guys. (Gloria)  

Skateboarding was not recognised by the teacher as a sport that contributes to the legitimate 

movements necessary for grading purposes. Here, it is more important to be what Gloria 

called a physical guy. Previous discourses can be considered agents in the transformation of 

the broader content of the curriculum to the more narrow content in the secondary field (cf. 

Annerstedt 2008). The activities pursued in the lessons are often ballgames, gymnastics, 

games and track and field, which means that the masculine values embedded in the activities 

(Kirk 2010) favour the strong. A broader content where for instance skateboarding is equally 

important as a somersault, could make it possible for students with other backgrounds and 

different moving experiences than traditional sports to find their place in PE (cf. Penney and 

Chandler, 2000). 

Discussion and conclusions 

Policy texts are always open to interpretation and pedagogic actions taken by the teachers 

contribute to what can be regarded as legitimate knowledge and legitimate movement in PE:  

the creativity in the reading may be directed to either no change—a maintenance of status quo 

by accommodating new requirements within essentially unchanged programmes and 

pedagogies—or, in contrast, the pursuit of new pedagogical opportunities relating to physical 

education and sport within the curriculum and beyond it. (Penney 2011, 17) 

In this paper the specific pedagogic action of grading is investigated. In the transformation of 

national grading criteria to grading practice the pedagogic actions taken in the secondary field 

inform and limit the way in which legitimate movement in PE is conceptualised. Among the 

teachers taking part in the study, performance in a multi-activity model is a common 

perception of legitimate movement. The multi-activity model limits alternative discourses 

advocated in the national curriculum (see Penney 2013, 13). The persistence of established 

discourses frames assessment interpretations, practices and understandings. Movement in the 

higher grades is often associated with competitive sports. As a result, strength, speed, 

technique and tactics are often included in the assessment (see also Redelius, Fagrell, and 



 

 

Larsson 2009). Some teachers regard physical fitness as part of legitimate movement despite 

fitness not being part of the national curriculum. The choice of activities that favours strong 

students is in part favouring innate physical talent, criticised by Penney and lisahunter (2006) 

and students that are early in their physical development. 

For the lower grades, basic movements such as running and jumping are sometimes 

mentioned but do not seem to be necessary to get a pass grade, even if the national knowledge 

requirements expect a higher level of complex movement. The teachers often use grades to 

preserve the existing structures, rather than using the grading system to challenge traditional 

knowledge boundaries of movement (cf. Hunter 2004). Why the teachers choose to reaffirm 

rather than challenge the established order is discussed below.  

The curriculum provides an opportunity to challenge the content of PE lessons to allow 

students with experience of physical activities other than competitive sports to be considered 

able in movement. A teacher’s choice of activities should not be considered a neutral action: 

‘Possibilities for thought in and about education and physical education are always framed by 

a much wider web of policies, discourses and the discursive, resource and relational 

conditions that they generate’ (Penney 2013, 9). It is a complex web with many influences. 

Teachers’ understanding of the meaning of PE is one of them. If the purpose of PE is activity, 

then traditional activities like sport, fitness training, ball games and dance are well adapted to 

allow about 30 students to be active at the same limited time in a limited space. Consequently, 

students who are active in the teachers’ chosen sports benefit from the content since they are 

familiar with and support the prevailing sport discourse. When the goal of knowledge in 

movement is interpreted as knowledge in traditional sports there is little need to change the 

lesson content in any significant way. Moreover, the boundaries of what can be thought of as 

legitimate movement are not challenged.  

How might we understand the tension between past and possible futures (Bernstein 1996; 

Penney 2013) and between established structures and emerging structures that ‘seek to 

embrace new discourses’ (Penney 2013, 13)? The teachers are positive to the intentions of the 

national grading criteria and try to adjust to them, although in their own practices they still 

value traditional sports. They also find it difficult to interpret how students should ‘vary and 

adapt their movements to some extent to activities and context’ (SNAE, 2011) in other ways 

than to adapt them to different sports and thereby achieve good results. The difficulty to 

communicate what complex movement is and the teachers’ pedagogic concerns of how to 



 

 

motivate all students to participate and accept the sport discourse provide possible ways to 

understand teachers’ pedagogic actions when grading.  

Sweden has a high stakes grading system, where grades are used for selection to higher 

education. The grades are supposed to only reflect specified knowledge, regardless of context 

and students’ backgrounds. The national knowledge requirements used are intended to 

support valid and just grades and therefore have to be transparent and communicable. The 

demand for transparency in grading sometimes conflicts with the difficulty of verbalising 

what complex movement consists of. The difference between to some extent and well is often 

implicit and difficult to communicate to students and parents. The teachers deal with the 

problem in different ways. In some cases they make use of practical tests to rank movement 

according to degree of difficulty or to count the number of exercises that are satisfactorily 

carried out. One teacher, who has been challenged by both students and parents, is 

methodically trying to quantify movements in order to be able to communicate specific 

criteria for different activities. The demand for transparency has in this case limited legitimate 

movements to those that are measurable and communicable. This is an unexpected and 

undesired outcome in a high stakes, criteria-based grading system and is in direct opposition 

to the curriculum’s intention to expand the concept of movement beyond competitive sports 

and measurable results.  

High stakes assessment has been identified as a key driver in the interrelated message system 

of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment in secondary school (Penney 2013; Thorburn 2007). 

I acknowledge the advantages of such a system, but also point to the need to be aware of 

undesired consequences. The tension between the demands of transparency and the inability 

to articulate complex movements is related to the tension between high stakes grading and 

progressive curriculum, as suggested by Thornburn (2007) and Penney (2013). Similarly, 

Evans and Penney (2008) point to the tension between the desire to measure performance 

objectively and the possibility of educating people holistically. 

The results also expose the interrelation between curriculum, pedagogy and assessment 

(Bernstein, 1996). Performance-based assessment can be influenced by pedagogical concerns 

about students’ possibilities to learn and demonstrate their ability in movement. The teachers’ 

pedagogic ambitions to nurture values of equity and encourage every student to develop in 

their own right are sometimes in conflict with the expected grading practice. Socio-economic 

differences, experiences of movement and status in the class are all recognised as factors that 



 

 

influence which abilities in movement students can display. The teachers are sometimes 

unsure about students’ abilities and think that some students could perform better if they were 

given the opportunity to do so. The teachers try to compensate for unequal opportunities in 

different ways. The qualitative knowledge requirements are sometimes interpreted in a way 

that makes it possible for less privileged students to achieve a pass grade, for example by 

reducing complex movements to basic movements. The teachers also try to motivate students 

with less capital and less adherence to the sport discourse. However, as Evans (2004) points 

out, school alone cannot compensate for society, although it can make a difference to less 

privileged students’ chances by confronting structures of inequality. Compensatory education 

‘can direct attention away from internal organization and quality of the educational context of 

the school to focus attention on deficits of families and children’ (Evans 2004, 98, referring to 

Bernstein). 

Nyberg and Larsson (2014) have drawn attention to the need to articulate what there is to 

learn when moving. They suggest that one reason for the absence of assessment of the quality 

of movement could be that certain aspects of knowing in moving and body awareness include 

a tacit dimension that is not easily articulated. They argue that several aspects of knowing, 

including both mental and physical processes, should be taken into account when elaborating 

human movement. They use experts in moving to observe and communicate human 

movement. As has been shown in this study, the RG technique is one possible way of 

exploring teachers’ expert and tacit knowledge of legitimate movement in PE and helps to 

‘reveal embedded thinking about the physical education knowledge and learning, and [make it 

possible to] pose new, searching and potentially transformative questions about curriculum, 

pedagogy and assessment’ (Penney 2013, 18). The interviewed teachers appeared to have 

difficulties in finding ways of letting new discourses replace or add to the existing sport 

discourse and lacked the language to discuss movement qualities with students, other teachers 

and the authorities. The articulation of the tacit dimension of movement is essential in order to 

understand which movements are graded and therefore valued in PE and to initiate a 

discussion that could challenge present conceptions. A language that communicates complex 

movement might also facilitate the development of new discourses and allow movement in PE 

to be understood in terms other than competitive sports and measurable performance. This 

could enable the movements of students with other experiences than the privileged sports to 

be valued and assessed and at the same time strengthen the interrelation between curriculum, 

pedagogy and assessment. Better possibilities to communicate qualities in movement can also 



 

 

help further exploring movement as a knowledge area, using other conceptual tools or 

theoretical perspectives. 

References 

Annerstedt, Claes. 2008. "Physical Education in Scandinavia with a Focus on Sweden: a 

Comparative Perspective." Physical Education & Sport Pedagogy 13 (4): 303-318. 

Bernstein, Basil. 1996. Pedagogy, Symbolic Control and Identity: Theory, Research, Critique. 

London: Taylor and Francis. 

Bernstein, Basil. 2003. Class, Codes and Control. Vol. 3, Towards a Theory of Educational 

Transmission. London: Routledge. 

Björklund, L-E. 2008. "Från novis till expert: förtrogenhetskunskap i kognitiv och didaktisk 

belysning" [From Novice to Expert: Intuition in a Cognitive and Educational Perspective]. 

PhD Thesis. Linköping: Linköping University Electronic Press. 

Evans, John. 2004. "Making a Difference? Education and 'Ability' in Physical Education." 

European Physical Education Review 10 (1): 95-108. 

Evans, John, and Dawn Penney. 2008. "Levels on the Playing Field: the Social Construction 

of Physical 'Ability' in the Physical Education Curriculum." Physical Education & Sport 

Pedagogy 13 (1): 31-47. 

Fransella, Fay, Richard Bell, and Donald Bannister. 2004. A Manual for Repertory Grid 

Technique. 2nd. ed. Chichester, West Sussex: Wiley. 

Hay, Peter J., and Doune Macdonald. 2010a. "The Gendering of Abilities in Senior PE." 

Physical Education & Sport Pedagogy 15 (3): 271-285. 

Hay, Peter J., and Doune Macdonald. 2010b. "Evidence for the Social Construction of Ability 

in Physical Education." Sport, Education and Society 15 (1) : 1-18. 

Hay, Peter J., and Dawn Penney. 2013. Assessment in Physical Education: a Sociocultural 

Perspective. London: Routledge 

Hay, Peter J., and lisahunter. 2006. "'Please Mr. Hay, What Are My Poss(Abilities)?': 

Legitimation of Ability through Physical Education Practices." Sport, Education and Society 

11 (3): 293-310. 

Hunter, Lisa. 2004. "Bourdieu and the Social Space of the PE Class: Reproduction of Doxa 

through Practice." Sport, Education & Society 9 (2): 175-192.  

Kirk, David. 2010. Physical Education Futures. Oxon: Routledge. 

Larsson, Håkan, and Karin Redelius. 2008. "Swedish Physical Education Research 

Questioned: Current Situation and Future Directions". Physical Education & Sport Pedagogy 

13 (4): 381-398. 



 

 

Lilliedahl, Jonathan. 2015. "The Recontextualisation of Knowledge: Towards a Social Realist 

Approach to Curriculum and Didactics". Nordic Journal of Studies in Educational Policies. 1: 

27008. Available online at: http://dx.doi.org/10.3402/nstep.v1.27008. 

Lindblad, Sverker, Göran Linde, and Lars Naeslund. 1999. "Ramfaktorteori och praktiskt 

förnuft". Pedagogisk Forskning i Sverige 4 (1): 93–109. 

Lundvall, Suzanne, and Jane Meckbach. 2008. "Mind the Gap: Physical Education and Health 

and the Frame Factor Theory as a Tool for Analysing Educational Settings." Physical 

Education & Sport Pedagogy 13 (4): 345-364. 

McMillan, James H. 2003. "Understanding and Improving Teachers' Classroom Assessment 

Decision Making: Implications for Theory and Practice." Educational Measurement: Issues 

And Practice 22 (4): 34-43. 

McMillan, James H., and Suzanne Nash. 2000. "Teacher Classroom Assessment and Grading 

Practices Decision Making". Paper presented at the Annual meeting of the National Council 

on Measurement in Education. New Orleans, LA, April 25-27. 

Nyberg, Gunn, and Håkan Larsson. 2014. "Exploring ‘what’ to Learn in Physical Education." 

Physical Education & Sport Pedagogy 19 (2): 123-135.  

Penney, D. 2011. "Making a Difference: Policies, People and Pedagogy in Physical Education 

and Sport." Inaugural professorial lecture, University of Waikato, Aotearoa New Zealand, 

July 12. Available online at: 

http://www.waikato.ac.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/203018/dawn_penney_prof_lecture_W

EB.pdf. 

Penney, Dawn. 2013. "Points of Tension and Possibility: Boundaries in and of Physical 

Education. " Sport, Education And Society 18 (1): 6-20. 

Penney, Dawn, Ross Brooker, Peter Hay, and Lorna Gillespie. 2009. "Curriculum, Pedagogy 

and Assessment: Three Message Systems of Schooling and Dimensions of Quality Physical 

Education." Sport, Education & Society 14 (4): 421-442. 

Penney Dawn and Tim Chandler (2000) Physical Education: What Future(s)?, 

Sport, Education and Society, 5:1, 71-87, DOI: 10.1080/135733200114442 

Penney, Dawn, and lisahunter. 2006. "(Dis)Abling the (Health and) Physical in Education: 

Ability, Curriculum and Pedagogy." Sport, Education And Society 11 (3): 205-209. 

Quennerstedt, Mikael., Marie Öhman, and Charli Eriksson. 2008. "Physical education in 

Sweden—a national evaluation." Education-line 01. Available online at: 

http://www.researchgate.net/publication/260943516_Physical_Education_in_Sweden__a_nati

onal_evaluation.  

Redelius, Karin, Birgitta Fagrell, and Håkan Larsson. 2009. "Symbolic Capital in Physical 

Education and Health: "To Be, to Do or to Know? That is the Gendered Question." Sport, 

Education And Society 14 (2): 245-260. 

Sandahl, Björn. 2005. "Ett ämne för alla? Normer och praktik i grundskolans 

idrottsundervisning 1962–2002". PhD diss., Stockholm : Stockholm University, 2005. 



 

 

Singh, Parlo. 2002. "Pedagogising Knowledge: Bernstein's Theory of the Pedagogic Device." 

British Journal Of Sociology Of Education 23 (4): 571-582. 

SNAE (Swedish National Agency for Education). 2011. Curriculum for the Compulsory 

School system, the Pre-school Class and the Leisure-time Centre 2011. Stockholm: Swedish 

National Agency for Education. Available online at: 

http://www.skolverket.se/publikationer?id=2687.  

Sundberg, Daniel, and Ninni Wahlström. (2012). Standards-based curricula in a 

denationalised conception of education: the case of Sweden. European Educational Research 

Journal (Online) 11(3): 342-356. 

Svennberg, Lena, Jane Meckbach, and Karin Redelius. 2014. "Exploring PE Teachers’ ‘Gut 

Feelings’: An Attempt to Verbalise and Discuss Teachers’ Internalised Grading Criteria." 

European Physical Education Review 20 (2): 199-214. 

Jakobsson, Britta Thedin, Suzanne Lundvall, Karin Redelius, and Lars-Magnus Engstrom. 

2012. "Almost All Start but Who Continue? A Longitudinal Study of Youth Participation in 

Swedish Club Sports." European Physical Education Review 18 (1): 3-18. 

Thorburn, Malcom. 2007. "Achieving Conceptual and Curriculum Coherence in High-stakes 

School Examinations in Physical Education." Physical Education And Sport Pedagogy 12 (2): 

163-184. 

Tinning, Richard. 2010. Pedagogy and Human Movement: Theory, Practice, Research. 

London: Routledge. 

Tinning, Richard. 2012. "The Idea of Physical Education: a Memetic Perspective." Physical 

Education & Sport Pedagogy 17(2): 115-126.  

 

 

 


