


‘An indispensable resource that will help prepare educators for a world 
where the promise of equitable movement is not just imagined but ful-
filled. This is a powerful and necessary articulation of purpose that 
inspires action’.

Professor Brian Culp, Physical Education 
and Health Promotion, Kennesaw State 

University, USA

‘Lynch, Walton-Fisette and Luguetti have written a must-read book 
for anyone interested in social justice issues and critical work in phys-
ical education (PE) and youth sport. Informative, easy-to-understand, 
and very relevant for students, academics, and practitioners. I regard 
this as essential reading for those in PE and youth sport’.

Dr Bonnie Pang, Lecturer, Department for 
Health, University of Bath, Adjunct Fellow, 

Institute for Culture and Society, Western Sydney 
University, Australia

‘This is a timely and much-needed resource for the physical education 
and coaching professions. Presenting complex intersectional concepts 
in accessible and context-meaningful language enables practitioners 
to genuinely see themselves as active enablers of social justice, rather 
than peripheral allies. It is Lynch, Luguetti and Walton-Fisette’s gift 
to their profession and one that offers an enduring legacy of change’.

Dr Sue Whatman, Senior Lecturer, School of 
Education and Professional Studies, Griffith 

 University, Queensland, Australia





Pedagogies of Social Justice  
in Physical Education and  
Youth Sport

This book offers an overview of contemporary debates in social justice and 
equity within Physical Education (PE) and Youth Sport (YS). It gives the 
reader clear direction on how to evaluate their current PE or YS program 
against current research and provides ideas for content, curriculum develop-
ment, implementation, and pedagogical impact.

The book addresses key contemporary issues including healthism, sexism, 
racism, classism, heterosexism, ableism, and colonialism, and it highlights the 
importance of positionality and critical awareness on the part of the teacher, 
coach, or researcher. Presenting an array of case studies, practical examples, 
and thought-provoking questions, the book discusses equitable pedagogies and 
how they might be implemented, including in curriculum design and assessment.

Concise, and avoiding academic jargon, this is an invaluable guide for 
pre-service and in-service teachers, teacher educators, coaches, and educa-
tors, helping them to ensure that all students and young people are included 
within the PE and YS settings for which they are responsible.

Shrehan Lynch is Senior Lecturer in Initial Teacher Education at the Uni-
versity of East London, UK. She works with trainee teachers on the PGCE, 
School Direct, and Apprenticeship programs. Her specialisms include 
 research on sociocultural issues in PE, social justice pedagogies in teacher 
education, and PE.

Jennifer L. Walton-Fisette is Professor of Physical Education Teacher Edu-
cation at Kent State University, USA. She has published in the areas of cur-
riculum, teaching, and learning, and social justice, equity, and policy issues 
within Physical Education.

Carla Luguetti is Lecturer in Health and Physical Education at Victoria Uni-
versity, Australia. Her overarching research and teaching focus is on sport 
pedagogy and social justice. Collaboratively and in partnership with commu-
nities, her research aims at co-designing curriculum and/or sport programs 
with diverse young people. The intent is to use sport as a vehicle for assisting 
young people to become critically aware of their communities’ social issues 
and creating spaces for social change.
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This book is about stopping. It’s about noticing, challenging, and mak-
ing no exceptions to our principles. It’s about knowing our standards 
and accepting no less. If, like me, your mind (and your reading) has 
increasingly turned to issues of social justice then this is the book to 
develop your thinking and enhance your understanding. If you haven’t 
yet started on that journey then I recommend that you don’t put this 
book down but, instead, read it from cover to cover. Why? Because I 
believe it will challenge your thinking not only around Pedagogies of 
Social Justice in Physical Education and Youth Sport but also around 
many aspects of your own daily lives.

Throughout the book Shrehan Lynch, Jennifer Walton-Fisette, and 
Carla Luguetti tackle, head on, issues of social injustice that have 
plagued our field for too long. They don’t shy away from these issues 
but ask you, the reader, to bring them into the cold light of day and 
weigh them against your own practices. Their use of challenging con-
cepts and, at times, unfamiliar language serves to remind us of the 
complexity of these issues and the imminent need to know more and 
understand better the issues of social justice that survive, and on some 
cases still thrive, in Physical Education and Youth Sport. But they 
don’t leave it there. What they set out to do, and in my reading of this 
work, succeed in doing, is provide pedagogical solutions. This is book 
with outcomes, and I hope you get as much out of it as I did and will 
continue to do so in years to come.

Ash Casey
16th September 2021

Series editor





The time for critical: It’s now or never
Criticality or being critical means questioning the status-quo, 

problem- posing and seeking to find a better way so that everyone is 
involved. Criticality also involves high levels of reflection and under-
standing our perspectives, assumptions, histories, and lived experi-
ences to unpack why we think and feel a certain way about situations, 
policies, and practices. Consequently, thinking and being critical is 
important political work; in our schools and youth settings, because 
children and young people are part of highly inequitable systems 
that mirror our society and modern culture. Our globalized society 
is plagued with racism, classism, sexism, genderism, ableism, xeno-
phobia, etc. and, as a result, has created a world that is precarious for 
many individuals. COVID-19 emerged and intensified and shouted to 
the world some of the social injustices that were not as exposed to the 
public at an intense media-level before COVID-19, for example, the 
extreme right-wing leaders and the devaluation of life and humanity. 
Remote learning, social disadvantage, racial injustice, gender-based 
violence, and refugees crossing borders at alarming rates have been 
pushed to the forefront of daily conversations within our societies. 
And, people have the time and access to listen or consume informa-
tion regarding these pressing issues.

There is hope though, we have global movements, such as the im-
portant work done by the Black Lives Matter movement, highlighting 
centuries of structural inequality and charities such as ‘Mermaids’ 
supporting gender-diverse children and their families. Within our 
teaching and coaching spaces, we have pockets where we are able 
to influence and make lasting change. Educating ourselves and oth-
ers on sociocultural issues such as racism and sexism and improving 
our/their social justice literacy is integral to the critical project. Don’t 
worry or panic if you do not fully understand what the ‘critical’ is in 
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these early pages of the book, our intention is that throughout you 
begin to understand the need for criticality in our disciplines.

Author introductions

All authors have a narrative to tell about why they adopt certain per-
spectives and take specific approaches to their practice. Pedagogies of 
Social Justice in Physical Education and Youth Sport is a book that re-
flects upon our journeys to those approaches and attempts to share our 
knowledge in the discipline so that others can reflectively engage. We 
have often fantasized about the book we needed entering the field as 
undergraduates, postgraduates, trainee teachers, and busy practition-
ers. We hope this book fulfils the objective of providing a practitioner 
friendly guide to support those wishing to pursue a more equitable 
Physical Education (PE) and Youth Sport (YS) program. This book is 
collaboratively written by three authors, Drs Shrehan Lynch, Jennifer 
Walton-Fisette, and Carla Luguetti. We offer a brief introduction to 
our autobiographies so that readers can understand our position and 
begin to understand the history behind our narratives.

Shrehan Lynch

Shrehan1 is a British-Palestinian queer woman living in England. In 
her professional position as a PE teacher educator, she recognizes she is 
transgressing the social class boundaries becoming a middle-class citizen. 
She is acutely aware of her passing as a White person and the structural 
advantages that brings her unlike her siblings and extended family. Her 
journey to critical awareness concerning oppression, power, and inequity 
has stemmed from an intense reflection of her lived experiences. She be-
lieves she sits within the ‘social justice’ camp of former PE teachers now 
critical researchers in teacher education fighting for a more equitable and 
diverse PE. Her activism is shown through her academic and professional 
writing, teaching, tweeting (@DrLynchEdu), and her volunteer work. 
Shrehan is a co-founder of PhysEquity (formerly BAMEPE), a social jus-
tice network that aims to advocate and share a mission of a more socially 
justice PE. She supports trans rights, disability rights, gender noncon-
formity, Palestinian rights, Black Lives Matter, and movements of social 
justice. Her main interest in writing this book is to knowledge-share with 
colleagues and support those interested in raising their awareness of in-
equality. If successful, there is a potential to move our profession to a 
different place, one that is ripe for possibilities for our students, whom we 
are all serving and have a professional, ethical, and moral duty to.
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Jennifer L. Walton-Fisette

Jen2 identifies as a privileged White, gay, middle-class woman with 
physical limitations. She grew up as a working-class youth playing 
baseball and basketball with the boys and holding her own as a ‘tom-
boy’. Of course, she did not understand the marginalization and injus-
tice she encountered until she was taking social justice workshops with 
Pat Griffin at the University of Massachusetts-Amherst many years 
later. Those workshops influenced her as a person, physical educator, 
and budding scholar. Jen’s initial research focused on adolescent girls’ 
embodiment in PE, which evolved into activist research where the girls 
co-constructed the curriculum and experiences with her. She found 
this research to be enlightening, engaging, meaningful, and unlike the 
research that was known or more valued in PE. Simultaneous to this, 
she taught many undergraduate courses at Kent State University in 
Ohio, United States of America (USA) where she focused on gender 
and sexuality issues with her students, though she was the only fac-
ulty member in the program to explicitly address such issues. As she 
gained more experience, had more voice, and engaged in a variety of 
scholarship, her work centered more on social justice and equity issues 
in PE. Over the past five years, she has researched and written with 
scholars across the globe on these issues to change the focus, purpose, 
and intent of how PE is taught at the K-12 and higher education levels. 
Without a focus on social justice and equity issues to contextualize 
and frame PE experiences within time and space, PE is lacking in the 
educational and embodied experiences young people may have in a 
PE or movement setting. To create such change, Jen argues it needs to 
happen at the policy and curriculum/program levels, as well as with 
the pedagogies we implement when teaching our students and players.

Carla Luguetti

Carla3 always considered herself as the ‘other’ or someone who repre-
sents diversity. She recognizes herself as a teacher educator, researcher, 
middle class, queer, Brazilian woman living in Australia. As a third 
world woman, she grew up in a community of low social economic 
status in her childhood and adolescence in Brazil, she played soc-
cer and flew kites with friends who lived in favelas.4 She saw a world 
divided by social class. She understood that the rich people around 
her, ‘the oppressors’ (see part I introduction), believed that having 
more is an absolute right, a right they acquired through their own ‘ef-
fort’ with their ‘courage to take risks’. In her infancy, she learned  
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the power of dominant structures that normalize disadvantages and re-
inforce inequalities. Carla also experienced democratic and caring spaces 
not only as a student but also in the position of a teacher/coach/teacher ed-
ucator and this experience impacted her worldview, making her believe in 
the power of education in the creation of spaces of social transformation.

Carla has been using Participatory Action Research (PAR) to 
co-create spaces of social transformation across diverse contexts 
(e.g., nonprofit organizations, PETE programs, and school context), 
countries (e.g., Brazil, the USA, and Australia), and with diverse pop-
ulations (e.g., young people from socially vulnerable backgrounds, 
refugee-backgrounds, young women, and pre-service teachers). Carla 
believes that her embodied experiences as a third world woman, create 
a space for her to see herself in the diverse population she is working 
with, reconnecting with her own identity as an act of solidarity.

As we have now offered our brief introductions, readers might have 
noticed that each of us has lived experiences of inequity, which sup-
ports in our understanding of teaching about social justice. Moreover, 
within our teaching, we each take a critical perspective, which aligns 
with the pedagogies we adopt, curriculum, and content we teach about. 
As researchers, we consider ourselves as scholar-activists and are com-
mitted to equity, democracy, and social justice. We see teaching as a 
unique and powerful space to be and become activists to challenge po-
tentially harmful and exclusionary practices in PE and YS. Addition-
ally, teaching upcoming generations gives us immense hope for the 
future. As former practitioners in PE and YS, we understand the need 
to share practical advice and examples to those working in the field 
in an accessible way that unpacks the academic jargon often used in 
the literature. These are just some of the reasons we came together to  
write this book, to explain sociocultural issues in PE and YS, and to 
provide concrete examples to those working within the disciplines  
to reflect on and improve their practice. Ultimately, we hope you will 
engage in this journey with us as activists as you ponder the pages of 
Pedagogies of Social Justice in Physical Education and Youth Sport.

PE & YS

We must share how we view PE and YS for readers. We understand 
PE as the planned, progressive learning that takes place as an inte-
gral part of the curriculum for all children and young people. PE is an 
opportunity to educate about all things: physical, mental, social, and 
affective. YS is understood as all sports for children and young people 
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in diverse settings (e.g., sports clubs or community sports contexts). 
It also includes school sport that takes place beyond the curriculum 
within school settings. School sport has the potential to develop and 
broaden the foundation of learning that takes place in PE as well as 
form a crucial link with community sport and sport clubs. Although 
we acknowledge the differences in the contexts in PE and YS, we ar-
gue that the pedagogies of social justice could be similar. For exam-
ple, practices enacted by PE teachers could be similarly applied by 
YS coaches. Consequently, throughout the book, we call teachers and 
coaches educators. We are not suggesting that teachers and coaches 
are synonymous, or the same occupational group and/or that PE and 
YS offer the same learning experiences for children and young people. 
We argue in this book that the pedagogies of social justice in diverse 
contexts share similarities and both contexts have a lot to learn from 
each other as they seek to provide a version of a learning experience 
for young people. Interdisciplinary work is vital to push forward the 
critical project, and educators can be leaders in this.

Who the book is for and how to use it?

You do not have to be an academic to use this book. Everyone in PE 
and YS can engage in critical work and social justice activism. This 
book will be of interest to those wanting to find out more about so-
ciocultural issues; the research around marginalizing issues in the 
field; and how to change curriculum setup, content, and delivery to be 
more equitable for all students and young people in PE and YS. The 
intended audience includes busy practitioners, undergraduates begin-
ning in PE and YS, trainee teachers and coaches, and postgraduates 
who have had little teaching on the topics. The design of the book 
includes chapters that each follow a similar format to contextualize 
topics supporting readers. Part I overviews the contemporary debates 
and sociocultural issues in both PE and YS settings, where an intro-
duction of each topic is shared, research in the area is summarized, 
and practice that can deconstruct the issue is explained. Without un-
derstanding the marginalizing issues within the discipline, readers 
will have little understanding of why their programs (including cur-
riculum, pedagogy, and assessment) may need to change. Lastly, each 
chapter provides examples of how you could implement the topic into 
your PE/YS program. Part II discusses and outlines socially just peda-
gogies and approaches to curriculum, content, and delivery. Through 
real-life practical examples, readers will be able to gain tips on how 
to use socially just pedagogies in PE and YS that might suit them. 
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Importantly, readers will be able to question their current practice in 
line with pedagogies shared and hopefully find answers to questions 
related to social justice education in PE and YS. The ordering of the 
book in two parts means that once readers gain an understanding of 
sociocultural issues, they then progress to part II, which is a call to 
action and reflection. However, readers can dip in and out of personal 
areas of interest that they align with or want to work on, because prac-
tice doesn’t change linearly or neutrally. We hope you enjoy the jour-
ney, no matter which route you take to getting there and feel inspired 
to take new approaches into your practice. Equally, we hope you pick 
this book up and do something novel and unforeseen with it.

Notes
 1 Shrehan works at the University of East London as a senior lecturer in 

initial teacher education. 
 2 Jen works at Kent State University, United States of America as a profes-

sor of physical education teacher education. 
 3 Carla works at Victoria University, Australia as a lecturer in health and 

physical education.
 4 Favelas is a Brazilian shack or shanty town; a slum. It is a unique, low 

and middle-income, and unregulated neighborhood that has experienced 
historical governmental neglect.
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Part I

Understanding the need 
for social justice in 
Physical Education and 
Youth Sport

Chapter summary

In this introduction to Part I, we invite you to consider the terms 
that we use throughout the book that make up the foundations of 
a socially just society, which are reflected in education and sport 
systems. Moreover, we share the theoretical lens in which the 
book is based upon, so that readers understand the perspective 
we take throughout the book and our rationale for transforming 
PE and YS in its current form in most Western countries.

Social justice terminology

Language is not static, and definitions and concepts change. However, at 
the time of writing this book, we are held to specific terms that support 
social justice in PE and YS. For a more in-depth and robust understand-
ing on social justice concepts broadly in education, we recommend Sen-
soy and DiAngelo’s (2017) book Is everyone really equal?’. Throughout 
your reading of the book, you may find it helpful to refer to this chapter 
to remind yourself of the terms we use throughout. As former educators 
of track/athletics, the best definitions and visual examples we can share 
are linked to the idea of a running track and a 100-meter race.

Inequality – the unequal access where some people get more, and 
some get less. Those that get less are often from minority groups and 
‘Others’ (e.g., women, gender non-conforming, disabled, people of 
color, etc.). Visual: The teacher has decided the content for the class 
and the teacher’s favorite student starts at the 50-meter line so he can 
finish the race first.

Equality – everyone gets the same distribution or assistance. Visual: 
The starting line in the 100m is the same for all, and everyone gets 
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2 The need for social justice in PE and YS

the same pair of trainers, in the same size to run it, despite the fact 
that some individuals are a different size and require different trainers 
entirely.

Equity – the funneling of resources to those that need it, some peo-
ple use their advantages to help others, no one goes without; instead, 
tools are designed to support inequitable situations/circumstances 
and fairness for all groups to be successful. Visual: The starting line 
is different based on people’s experiences/resources. Also, those that 
have had the least experience/resources to be successful can start on 
the inside running track (shortest distance in comparison to the out-
side of the track).

Justice – legally fixing a system so that all parties involved get equal 
opportunities/assistance. Visual: Ensuring that those with a disability 
can still take part in the race and are included within PE and YS set-
tings rather than segregated groups.

Liberation – replacing current systems of inequality that empower 
and give agency to people. Visual: Students decide where on the run-
ning track they want to go, or they do a different activity entirely and 
decide collectively as a class/group that they do not want to partake in 
track and instead engage in an invasion game or set up a charity walk 
to move and do social good.

Sociocultural issues – social and cultural issues, for example, gen-
der inequality, xenophobia, colonialism, racism, sexism, homophobia, 
classism, ableism, climate change, poverty, children in care services, 
access to health care, and the obesity discourse.

Intersectionality – our identities are complex and intertwined, we 
do not live single-self lives, we can be both Black and a woman, serv-
ing two minority groups which affect how we experience the world 
and multiple forms of oppression. Moreover, not all women will have 
the same experiences, or in this example, not all Black women are 
synonymous.

Hidden curriculum – the untold or unimplied consequences of our 
teaching/coaching. For example, in gendered classes, segregating stu-
dents by sex and gender can unintentionally tell students that they are 
not supposed to exercise together. Or, only celebrating Black history 
during one month of the year exemplifies that White history is taught 
all year round.

Critical consciousness – an in-depth understanding of how the world 
works, sociocultural issues, and injustices. Moreover, understanding 
the political and economic structures that make society up. Taking 
action and a sense of agency to such injustices are part of critical con-
sciousness work.
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Oppressed – the oppressed is dominated by the oppressor who re-
ceive inequitable resources/opportunities.

Oppressor – the oppressor is the agent that dominates and chooses 
the inequitable resources/opportunities for the oppressed.

Meritocracy – a deeply held belief that if you work hard, you deserve 
benefits and success, whereas if you do not or you make ‘poor’ life/
work choices you do not deserve benefits/success.

Neoliberalism – a political agenda that promotes the deregulation of 
the free-market economic system, favoring a reduction in governmen-
tal spending through free-markets becoming privatized.

Critical pedagogy – the philosophy and teaching of critical topics 
and actions derived from critical theory that advocate for challenging 
the status quo, oppression, and societal norms for a more equitable 
world.

Social justice – being able to live in an equitable liberatory society 
where people have justice, and people are critically conscious to soci-
ocultural issues and act against them.

Theoretical informants to the project

Our beliefs, scholarship, and pedagogical practices are inspired by 
critical pedagogy and feminist study scholars such as Paulo Freire 
(critical consciousness and praxis), bell hooks (dialogue and commu-
nity), and Michel Foucault (surveillance, discipline, and regulation). 
Throughout this book you will see that our arguments are informed 
by these voices and perspectives. We also draw upon an array of PE 
and YS scholars that have a critical perspective to inform our thesis. 
The next section explores our main theoretical contributors and ideas 
in more detail for those unfamiliar with critical and feminist studies.

Neoliberalism and inequity

For readers that are new to a critical perspective, it is important to 
understand the need for social justice, specifically how inequality is 
created. Critically orientated scholars often share the idea that our 
society is plagued with inequality – the have’s and have nots. While 
the focus of this book is our education and community system that 
supports PE and YS, we are not isolated from society, culture, and me-
dia. Instead, we adopt norms shared within each of these spaces and 
can perpetuate them within our disciplines. As an example, our soci-
ety surveils, disciplines, and regulates individuals based on ‘societal 
norms’. If you do not adhere to such norms, you are penalized by being 
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cast out in society or potentially being incarcerated (Foucault, 1980). 
In schools, the same ideas are supported through sanctions including 
detentions/suspensions, having students line up in rows, and wearing 
uniforms that create sameness and remove individuality. Moreover, 
schools often praise decorum, speaking and acting in specific ways 
and following rules. Both sanctions and praises seek to regulate stu-
dents to societies accepted standards.

Mass schooling is a microcosm of society as large class numbers cre-
ate an efficient and profitable business for policymakers and taxpayers, 
which support a neoliberal ideology. Neoliberalism is the notion that 
the free market should be privatized for maximum economic profit. 
As an example, in the UK, the National Health Service is a publicly 
funded health care system, which everyone is entitled to. Those sup-
porting a neoliberal agenda advocate for the National Health service 
to become privatized, which will increase profits, but decrease public 
regulations and access making it inequitable for minority groups as it 
is in the USA (among other issues not discussed here). Another exam-
ple related to education in the USA and England is where some schools 
have become Charter schools or Academies. These institutions largely 
(and we generalize here) receive less public funding and consequently 
are not required to follow the same regulations as local authority 
schools. Some of these schools have been set up as business models for 
education to make profit, making teachers work long hours. Many ed-
ucators in these schools cannot be unionized, moreover, student selec-
tion has known to be based on admission tests and interviews, which 
is viewed as a heavily biased and problematic process.

Because of increased privatization, societal norms include increased 
consumption and capitalism (the accumulation of wealth). As prod-
ucts of a system that promotes buying and consumption, the consumer 
buys into and creates items to be sold. This system creates a high level 
of inequality and it threatens democracy as we know it (Freire, 1987). 
The worker must provide for themselves and their family, but receives 
little in terms of remuneration, whereas the owner (ruling class) thrives 
in immense profit. Workers typically have little voice, choice, responsi-
bility, or participation in decisions at a higher level.

Schools and communities in education and YS are like the wider 
society. We can view the worker as the educator or student/partici-
pant who have little autonomy over the decisions that are democratic. 
Educators often enjoy very little voice over the outcomes for learners 
and instead leaders or policy makers decide their curriculum, time-
table, and schedule for learning. Systems are put in place to monitor 
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students, participants, teachers, and coaches to ensure they are held 
accountable to outcomes. For example, to test knowledge, standard-
ized tests show the efficiency of ‘learning’ and ‘teaching’ taken place. 
Whereas memory recall is the lowest form of learning and shows little 
understanding within subject areas. In YS, participants can be asked 
to perform specific skills to show their learning, whereas they might 
have cognitively learnt the skills, but may not be able to demonstrate 
it. Naturally, in both cases we will see learners resist by not bringing 
uniform, skive lessons/sessions or ‘misbehave’.

Along with critical scholars, we advocate for the use of pedagogies 
that forefront critical contents, which provide frameworks that ac-
tively challenge the status quo, but also bring together a holistic and 
humanized education and politics in opposition to domination and 
oppression. Specifically, the seminal work by Paulo Freire has illumi-
nated our minds and by teaching about the inequities of free-market 
capitalism through critical consciousness.

Critical consciousness focuses on achieving an in-depth under-
standing of the world, allowing for the perception and exposure of 
social and political flaws; it also includes praxis, in other words acting 
against oppressive social injustices (Freire, 1987; hooks, 1994). Freire’s 
work emphasizes that critical consciousness is the important initial 
stage of transformation: a moment when we begin to think critically 
about ourselves and our identities in relation to our political circum-
stances. For example, we recognize subtle forms of oppression in 
our classrooms such as racism, sexism, homophobia, classism, and 
ableism. In that sense, critical consciousness shall lead learners and 
educators to take action and transform or negotiate their oppressed 
condition (Freire, 1987).

When the oppressed find the oppressor and become involved in the 
organized struggle for their liberation they begin to believe in them-
selves. ‘This discovery cannot be purely intellectual but must involve 
action; nor can it be limited to mere activism but must include serious 
reflection: only then will it be a praxis’ (Freire, 1987, p. 65).

Critical consciousness and praxis (a reflective approach to taking 
action) are fundamentally opposed to the banking concept of educa-
tion, an authoritarian pedagogic practice whereby educators simply 
deposit information into their students, serving as an instrument of 
social reproduction (Darder, 2017; Freire, 1987). In the banking con-
cept, the teacher’s duty is to fill the students’ minds with deposits of 
information which is considered the ‘true knowledge’ (see Chapter 15). 
As such, students will never achieve the stage of critical consciousness; 
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they are empty minds passively open to the reception of deposits of 
reality. Hence, the banking concept reflects a deficit view of students 
as passive objects with little, if any, autonomy and ability to construct 
and conceptualize knowledge (Freire, 1987; hooks, 1994). The banking 
concept of education dehumanizes both the young person and the ed-
ucator. Traditional thinking kills ambition and innovation along with 
innate philosophies on how we should be teaching that align with our 
moral purposes. The alternative includes problem posing education 
and knowledge sharing with students through dialogue that is mutual, 
engaging, communicative, and critical (hooks, 1994).

While we do not claim that we can fix major societal issues that 
reinforce oppression and promote productivity and capitalism, we 
can help ‘see’ the social issues so that we can make change (Tin-
ning, 2019). Taking a feminist perspective; ending sexism, sexist 
exploitation, and oppression of all kinds can provide a more equal 
and  equitable society (hooks, 2015). We have the potential to create 
a more ethically and socially conscious society. To do that, we must 
recognize that educating is a political act and there are no such thing 
as politically neutral educator spaces (hooks, 1994). We hope to pro-
mote movement spaces in PE/YS that are equitable, democratic, ne-
gotiated, fair, self-affirming, focus on belonging, participation, and 
most importantly center students’ voices. Such democratic values al-
low us to see the world in different ways (Jones & Woglom, 2016). We 
hope you are receptive to making change and believe you must be for 
picking up this book.

The remainder of Part I highlights sociocultural issues so that edu-
cators can reflect on their programs. It might highlight parts of your 
curriculum that are hidden/inequitable and hopefully will raise your 
critical consciousness. Remember, refer to the social justice terminol-
ogy when needed.
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What is it?

Healthism is the belief and focus that health is solely the responsibility 
of the individual with particular emphasis placed on the physicality of 
one’s body (Crawford, 2019). Fatism is the prejudice or discrimination 
against people who are considered overweight or fat. Throughout their 
lives individuals receive many socially constructed messages that re-
inforce an emphasis on healthism such as what the body should look 
like. This discourse is primarily perpetuated on the gender binary of 
males and females, what you should/should not eat and the endless 
focus on fad diets, and how often and how hard you should exercise to 
burn calories. Fatism is the response to those that do not ‘fit’ into this 
socially constructed obsession with healthism and the way a person’s 
body should look. This narrow perspective on health is devoid of the 
mental, emotional, and social components of a person’s well-being.

What research is there in PE/YS on this topic?

The research on this topic in health, PE, and YS has been quite ex-
tensive since Kirk and Calquhoun’s seminal work in 1989. Much of 
the research over the past three decades has centered on the relation-
ship young people make between health and the body (e.g., Beltran- 
Carrillo et al., 2018; Lee & MacDonald, 2010; Petherick, 2013; Rich, 
2018). Specifically, young people have equated being healthy with ad-
equate exercise and diet so their body can ‘look’ a certain way and 
not become ‘fat’ – that is, that they have primary control of these de-
sired outcomes. Participants across many studies describe how one’s 
body should look based on the gendered ideals for girls and boys. That 
is, girls believe that their healthy bodies should be slim/slender and 
with some muscle tone, whereas the boys should develop a muscular 

1 Healthism and fatism
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physique. Within the YS context, young people have centered on per-
formative bodies (adhering and living out bodily norms), the ‘body as 
machine concept’ (the body should be trained and sculpted in specific 
ways), and the alignment of one’s physicality to gendered ideals. In 
sport spaces, there may be more acceptance for one’s body to ‘look’ 
different to gender ideals as long as they are successful performers, 
yet for some sport players, if their physical body did not align with the 
gender ideals (e.g., a girl getting too ‘muscular’ so may be viewed as 
masculine) they elected to stop playing the sport.

Educational spaces (e.g., health, PE, YS), social media, and digital 
technologies are the most relevant influencing factors that maintain 
healthism of young people. A continuous focus on fitness levels, fit-
ness testing, obesity issues, and body weight/shape is pervasive across 
many PE programs globally. Some argue that this foci in PE can help 
minimize the ‘obesity crisis or epidemic’. Heart rate monitors, mile 
run times, the Pacer test, cross country, and the many fitness tests and 
digital tracking technologies allow young people to survey themselves 
and determine whether they are ‘fit’, ‘healthy’, or not based solely on 
those outcomes, particularly in relation to the gendered body ideals. 
This phenomenon is exacerbated by social media that young people 
consume, particularly with girls. The collective message across the re-
search literature is the importance for educators to provide a critical 
approach to health and physical activity to change the discourse as 
to what it means to be healthy, which may include deconstructing the 
emphasis placed on the physicality of one’s body especially in relation 
to gendered ideals as well as offering the inclusion of the mental, emo-
tional, and social aspects of a person’s overall health and well-being.

How can I teach about healthism and fatism  
in my program?

The emphasis placed on healthism and fatism is a global phenomenon 
where a neoliberal market and economy benefit at the cost of a young 
person’s surveillance and perception of their body shape and size in re-
lation to the gendered ideal. Many PE teachers utilize this to argue for 
the importance of and need for PE. Fitness and fitness testing are cen-
tral to standards (e.g., USA) and curriculum content (e.g., in England, 
academic PE syllabi) that guide PE programming. Teaching against 
these dominant discourses can be challenging as you may receive re-
sistance from colleagues, students (PE), and players (YS). However, 
offering a critical approach to what it means to be healthy is crucial if 
we want young people to feel positive about their embodied identities. 
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Here are some examples using a critical approach that can be offered 
in a PE/YS program.

 1 Utilize pictures/images of sport figures, individuals partaking in 
physical activity, or any kind of picture or image of your choosing. 
Have young people review the images and discuss: who would you 
consider to be healthy, strong, and fit? Why have you made these 
decisions? In using the images, it opens the door to have conver-
sations about what it means to be healthy, the stigma associated 
with fatness (and the emphasis placed on obesity), and moving be-
yond the focus on the way a person looks and on the physicality of 
one’s body. Conversations on nutrition, fad diets, diet pills, or any 
kind of ‘quick fixes’ that will cause a person to look as expected 
according to the socially constructed gendered ideal.

 2 Assign readings and engage in discussion based on fitness test-
ing, fitness tracking devices, and digital technologies and social 
media related to healthism and fatism. Deconstruction of these 
all- consuming, never-ending messages emphasizes how important 
it is to offer a critical perspective when it comes to the notion of 
health. Pose questions about the purpose and importance or need 
of fitness testing, what does it tell us, and who benefits from it? 
Why are we in a culture that wants to keep us informed every min-
ute of how much or often we move and how many calories that 
we have burned? What messages do these send to all individuals 
within society as to who you are if you do/do not meet these ex-
pectations without any consideration of who you are, your context 
and circumstances, and every day lived experiences?

What is the impact on a young person’s social and 
emotional well-being?

According to Gard and Wright (2001), the ways in which PE and YS 
currently educate young people about health and fitness make the as-
sumption that young people are at risk of becoming overweight/obese 
and ultimately ‘being’ unhealthy. The prevention or solution to this 
is to exercise at particular fitness levels with proper nutrition. Easy 
enough. However, this solution does not take into consideration a 
person’s social identity and body type, the community and context 
in which they live, the opportunities and access to nutritious foods, 
and exercise opportunities to name a few. This results in many young 
people monitoring and surveilling their bodies at the detriment of 
their mental and emotional health. Thus, it is imperative as we are 
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deconstructing socially constructed messages and constructs that em-
phasize the physicality of one’s body. In short, we need to prepare and 
educate young people about the negative ramifications associated with 
not meeting societal expectations surrounding what their body looks 
like and how their body is able to perform. As the usage of social me-
dia continues to increase across the globe, so have the levels of young 
people’s anxiety and inability to regulate themselves based on the 
never- ending messages they receive through these outlets of how they 
are supposed to be. As educators we have the ability to teach our youth 
with the emphasis placed on the whole person and with the hope that 
we will be able to minimize their anxiety and the negativity toward 
how they feel about themselves (see Chapter 16 for ideas).

Intersectionality/Concluding thoughts

Throughout this chapter, we have identified how healthism and fatism 
go beyond a person’s physicality of one’s body. A focus on performa-
tivity and surveillance places emphasis on ableism – to those that are 
capable and able to engage in such activity (see Chapter 2). Numerous 
connections have been made with the socially constructed gender ide-
als based on the gender binary of male and female. Class or socioec-
onomic status was highlighted regarding the young person’s context 
and their opportunities and access to resources related to health. One 
area not identified in this chapter thus far has been the relationship 
between health and race, particularly the disparities as to whether a 
person is privileged (e.g., USA/Australia = White) or marginalized 
(e.g., USA = Person of Color, Australia = Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders). Our hope is that you have come to understand the impor-
tance of having a critical perspective when it comes to health; that it 
is complex and that a ‘simple solution’ to exercise and eating well is 
not so simple for many, resulting in harm to their embodiment and 
well-being. It really is an educator’s responsibility to encourage young 
people to love their own bodies rather than have them tracking and 
disciplining them.
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What is it?

Ableism is the idea that disabled individuals1 are oppressed by people 
who are considered as ‘normal’ because they do not fit the thinking 
and ideas of a ‘productive citizen’ or performance of a ‘livable life’. 
Ableism is an ideology detrimental to those with a disability, as disa-
bled people are constantly compared to societies expected standards 
of living, performing, and thinking in specific ways. Linked to ableism 
is elitism, the existence of hierarchically dominant groups in society. 
Within this book, dominant groups include those bodies that perform 
or act in specific ways (able-bodied individuals). How bodies are per-
ceived, and cultural assumptions are important in movement spaces 
and educators should be aware of biases, normative assumptions, and 
ways in which they inflict their knowledge of specific bodies on young 
people. For example, holding certain bodies to higher standards and 
giving certain meanings to specific bodies.

What research is there in PE/YS on this topic?

Critical scholars have advocated that the body has been a site of con-
tention for power relations and competing discourses in PE/YS since 
its beginnings. Movement spaces lend themselves to visibility, where 
disabilities are noticeable and less easily disguised as other subjects/
programs. The PE literature surrounding people with disabilities has 
largely shared negative experiences. PE has been a space where norma-
tive views of the bodies are promoted and celebrated. The emphasis on 
the ‘physical’ aspect of PE is still central to many PE programs, result-
ing in students with disabilities feeling like an inconvenience, margin-
alized, abnormal, and on the peripheral of the space (Fitzgerald, 2005; 
Svendby & Dowling, 2013). Such negative experiences have meant that 

2 Ableism and elitism
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students with disabilities have painful, troublesome memories of being 
excluded in PE (Bredahl, 2013). Thus, PE spaces privilege able-bodied 
individuals.

YS has been no different as there continues to be large health in-
equities and opportunities for people with disabilities in sporting 
spaces. Jay Coakley (2017), a Professor Emeritus of Sport Sociology, 
has recognized over several decades in his tenure in the profession that 
sport is the observed measurement of physical inequality. Social forces 
resting on the body highlight disadvantages, for example, a person’s 
bodily capabilities or opportunities to show wealth (having the best 
football boots/trainers in class). Whereas, opportunity disadvantages 
highlight the omnipresent shortcomings that people with disabilities 
or people that are not ‘sporty’ are offered in PE/YS programs. The 
notorious term/phrase ‘level the playing field’ assumes that in sports 
you equalize the environment in order to test the inherent difference 
in the ability of people's bodies. However, there is no such thing as 
leveling a playing field, because individuals are unique and come from 
an array of backgrounds and social groups (e.g., disabled, low socio-
economic status, transpeople). Whereby, oppressed groups have not 
always had the same opportunities and continue to be excluded from 
certain spaces (e.g., opportunities for clubs, compete at a high level). 
Access to YS programs can be expensive; parents/guardians from 
middle- upper-class backgrounds have used YS spaces as a form of so-
cial mobility, reproducing privilege and meritocratic ideas. Thus, not 
all sport is ‘pure and good’ or creates upstanding moral characters as 
so commonly insinuated (Coakley, 2017).

How could I teach about ableism and elitism  
in my program?

It is a known commonality among educators that they have had pos-
itive PE/sport experiences and consequently want to share their cho-
sen sports/activities and passions with young people. However, not all 
young people will want to excel in those chosen activities, nor will they 
have the same admiration for them. Instead, educators should seek 
to create inclusive environments where all can thrive and experience 
success. Therefore, ego-orientated climates where individuals are con-
stantly competing against each other or attempting to progress their 
physical skills need to be addressed to challenge ableism and elitism. 
Instead, spaces that encourage collaboration, creativity, discussion, 
and enjoyment should be a priority. Here are some curriculum level 
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examples that can be offered in PE and YS, see Chapters 11 and 13 for 
more in-depth ideas.

1  Using the sport/activity that you are teaching/coaching to un-
cover inequities people have historically faced. Ask students to 
complete an in-class project or homework on: who has/continues 
to be excluded [in the chosen sport/activity]? Why? What is the 
sport’s history? Why is it important to know? Ensure young peo-
ple are encouraged to consider why excluding certain individuals 
is unfair and challenge their assumptions. If you are in a school 
setting, you could ask a history teacher to support this unit and 
make cross-curricular links. Attempt to encourage students to 
think critically about the history of sports so they can realize the 
issues within sport and that movement spaces are not inherently 
positive spaces for all individuals. Also, so that young people un-
derstand what exclusion looks like, share scenarios, if they are in 
a PE lesson and a student with a disability is not participating, ask 
them to consider would that be inclusion?

2  Implementing disabled sports in your curriculum can be useful, 
but it can become tokenistic so should be done with great thought 
and consideration. By implementing disabled sports (e.g., goal-
ball, seated volleyball, blind running, boccia, table cricket), you 
can challenge young people’s thinking of what sport is, who it is 
offered to, why certain people take part in some sports and others 
are excluded. Disability sports can enhance students’ knowledge 
of different games, which they can enjoy or excel at. Consider if 
you currently offer any disability sports and if not, what could 
that mean about your curriculum offer? For example, if you are 
a football coach and the young people you are working with have 
never tried goalball or even know it is played by visually impaired 
athletes then engage in discourse as to why this is problematic. 
Such normative ideas about sports can be deeply rooted in our 
practices. Additionally, add seated volleyball alongside all volley-
ball units if you have limited opportunity to change your program 
offer. 

What is the impact on a young person’s social and 
emotional well-being?

In both PE and YS, curriculum and assessment have been designed to 
encourage skill progression, judging everyone by the same standards/
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normative data points for age and ability. As educators, this is common 
practice, encouraging fighting for medals in sport and/or a hyper- focus 
on competition, which can be uninspiring for some young people. Of-
ten, promoting young people who are ‘best’ to demonstrate and contin-
ually praising the most physically gifted are ways of promoting ableist 
and elitist ideas. These practices send a very clear signal to those that 
cannot perform physically regarding their bodily capabilities. More-
over, in schools, setting students by ability is an ancient and highly 
damaging practice in PE, which can inadvertently tell students what 
‘level’ they should be performing at. Furthermore, sports teams such 
as football and rugby are often given higher priority over table cricket 
and seated volleyball creating a sports team hierarchy within schools 
and YS programs. Movement spaces have been notorious spaces for 
seeing parents/guardian/coaches shouting at young people from the 
side-lines. All of these issues can affect young people’s engagement, 
motivation, social groupings, status and have long-lasting social and 
emotional effects. Panic attacks, deep fear of social embarrassment, 
feeling like a failure, immense pressure, and stress will be the result of 
such ableist and elitist practices on young people’s well-being.

Intersectionality/Concluding thoughts

In this chapter, we have discussed the standards of normality/being 
‘normal’ and how bodies are perceived in PE/YS. Ability and elitism 
are not simple fixes. Sport and competition to build character is a 
colonial approach to movement (see Chapter 9), and judging every-
one by the same standards creates an inequitable PE/YS space. Our 
bodies’ abilities are never independent of race, class, gender, etc., 
and not all young people have the same opportunities because of 
their social identifiers. It is an educator’s responsibility to ensure that 
cultural ideas regarding ability and elitism are challenged. Recog-
nizing that different abilities are based on a wide range of sports or 
tasks that we are asked to complete; we all have tasks in which we 
can be successful or unsuccessful in – both are important learning 
moments, but being unsuccessful repeatedly will not aid or support 
our learning. Reorienting our programs to allow students’ learning 
experiences in social, emotional, creative, and cognitive areas rather 
than emphasizing the physical can create more equitable experiences 
for all young people despite their size, ability, disability, and hierar-
chical status.
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Note
 1 We alternate between identity-first language and person-first language. 

This dialectical interchange is a continued debate within the disabled 
community, and it depends on personal preference as to which is cor-
rect. To acknowledge and respect both camps, we used both terms 
interchangeably.
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What is it?

Genderism, or gender binarism, is the belief that there are two dis-
tinct genders, male and female, that are directly linked to the sex 
assigned at birth. This ideology is harmful to individuals that do 
not identify as male or female as one’s gender identity goes well 
beyond the gender binary, which includes transgender and gender 
non-conforming people. When discussing gender, it is also impor-
tant to address sexism. Sexism primarily affects women/girls, has 
been linked to stereotypes and gender roles, and may include the 
belief that one sex or gender is intrinsically superior to another. In-
dividuals across the world are privileged or oppressed because of 
their gender identity, particularly for people who do not live within 
the traditional gender binary. Politics, education, sport, and digital 
culture, among many other spaces, are exceedingly gendered, send-
ing messages to young people whether they are acceptable or not. 
This leads to many young people’s inability to accept themselves for 
who they are or force themselves to be someone they are not because 
of their gender identity, in turn causes mental, social, and emotional 
harm to them.

What research is there in PE/YS on this topic?

Gender(ism) has been a highly researched topic in our history over 
the past four to five decades, particularly since PE and YS have been 
male-dominated professions and spaces across that time. In 1990, 
Judith Butler’s book, Gender Trouble, focused on the performativity 
of gender, sex, and sexuality and turned many people’s heads upside 
down as she questioned and critiqued genderism like no other scholar 
before. Specific to PE, Sheila Scraton published her pivotal book, 

3 Genderism and sexism
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Shaping Up to Womanhood: Gender and Girls’ Physical Education 
(1992), which focused on hegemonic masculinity and the power rela-
tions based on one’s gender in PE, YS, and physical activity spaces. 
Scraton’s book paved the way for many scholars, such as Jan Wright, 
Robyne Garrett, Annette Stride, Kim Oliver, and Karen Lambert (see 
Chapter 13 for a case study from Karen Lambert), to critically exam-
ine gender in PE and physical activity. Many of these scholars have 
listened to marginalized students, particularly girls (Garrett, 2004; 
Lambert, 2018), and created an activist approach which seeks to work 
with young people to construct movement spaces that are meaningful 
to them (Oliver & Kirk, 2015). Specific to the YS setting, gender and 
sport is a highly researched area within the sociology of sport. Some 
of the research topics include (a) opportunities and access to play, (b) 
media representations and sexualization, (c) violence and abuse, and 
(d) coaching. Collectively, for many decades despite laws that focus 
on gender equality (e.g., Title IX, USA), PE and YS continue to be 
male-dominated spaces that have repeatedly perpetuated genderism 
in a wide variety of ways.

The aforementioned research has primarily focused on the gender 
binaries of male and female, though the essence of some of the re-
search was on embodied identities. However, it is important to explic-
itly focus on research that has been conducted on trans and gender 
non-conforming young people in PE and YS settings, which as of 2021 
has been rather limited. Devis-Devis et al. (2018) have investigated stu-
dents’ and teachers’ understanding and perspectives of trans persons 
as well as explored the experiences of trans students in PE and YS 
environments. Their findings reinforce the importance of disrupting 
genderism and educating young people about all gender identities so 
we, as educators, can create safer, more inclusive movement spaces for 
all young people.

How can I teach about genderism and sexism  
in my program?

Genderism and sexism are pervasive across PE and YS programs. For 
years, there has been a debate to hold single vs. mixed-sex PE classes, 
which sadly continues today, as single or same-sex PE classes perpet-
uate genderism and leave young people who do not identify based on 
the gender binary without a safe space where they are welcomed or 
accepted. This gendered curriculum varies across countries but can be 
seen with the clear division of male and female classes or by offering 
‘choice’ such as American football (or rugby) and dance – two very 
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gendered movement activities – which most often divides students 
based on the gender stereotype associated with that sport or activity. 
Across the globe, young people engage in fitness tests where the scores 
align with the gender binary. Locker rooms are a difficult and chal-
lenging space for many young people, but particularly for trans and 
gender non-conforming students, since many schools do not have uni-
sex or gender-neutral spaces that are inviting to all gender identities. 
This means they are exposed, which may include their chest bindings 
or how they are ‘hiding’ their sex organs since they do not align with 
their gender identity (see PhysEquity resources – formerly BAMEPE 
for more information: https://physequity.wordpress.com/). Educators 
make decisions daily that deconstruct or perpetuate genderism. These 
may include the language they use (e.g., guys, sportsmanship, don’t 
throw like a girl), dividing teams by males and females, the movement 
activities they select, who they pick to demonstrate, or who they pro-
vide feedback. Even without overtly teaching about gender identity in 
PE and YS, there are many ways educators can choose to be inclusive 
of young people of all gender identities. Here are some examples in us-
ing a critical approach in teaching gender identity that can be offered 
in PE and YS programs.

1  Be the leader. Share your social identities when introducing your-
self and include your pronouns (e.g., they/them, ze/zir, she/her, he/
him). This can inform young people that you are supportive and 
inclusive and may begin to start trusting you as an ally. Go over 
appropriate and inclusive language to be used in your space. Have 
students learn terms such as sex, gender identity, gender expres-
sion, binary, non-binary, trans, among other key terms related to 
gender. Then get them to explore different sports and movement 
activities – discuss how they may be associated with one’s sex or 
gender. Why? How come? Does it matter what your sex or gender 
is to play a particular sport? How can we be more inclusive of all 
gender identities across all PE and YS activities?

2  Deconstructing a gendered curriculum that has been around for 
decades may be rather difficult, which is why it is so important to 
include young people’s voices in the process to create a more in-
clusive environment (see Chapters 11 and 14). As Oliver and Kirk 
(2015) have argued, allow young people to co-create a curriculum 
that is inclusive and meaningful for all participants. Specific to 
this chapter, question and critique their decision-making to chal-
lenge any choices that perpetuates the gender binary.
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What is the impact on a young person’s social and 
emotional well-being?

PE and YS can be traumatic for many young people when they engage 
in spaces that are not welcoming or supportive of their gender identity. 
Operating in hegemonic masculinity and gender binary spaces is not 
only exhausting, and often humiliating, but it continuously sends the 
message that they ‘do not fit’, that they are ‘bad’, that ultimately who 
they are is ‘not acceptable’. Sadly, the rate of suicide for trans and gen-
der non-binary students is exceedingly high for teenagers and young 
adults. When they live in a world where they are repeatedly told you do 
not exist or at least you do not based on how you identify, what is the 
will to live? Never mind carrying on being physically active. It is not 
surprising that many trans and gender non-binary young people stop 
being active at an early age. PE and YS educators have the opportunity 
to create spaces where they can feel welcomed, included and do not 
harm. Where they do not have to defend who they are, advocate for 
themselves, or pretend to be someone they are not.

Intersectionality/concluding thoughts

The intersectionality with gender and sexuality is critical when teach-
ing about genderism. When speaking of trans people, they are a part 
of the LGBTQI+ acronym that stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, 
queer, questioning, intersex, and plus. It is important to know that 
gender and sexuality are not the same, yet they both need to be ex-
plored together to have a greater understanding of a person’s overall 
social identity. Assumptions are often made about gender and sexu-
ality by the way you dress, how you speak, how you style your hair, 
whether you wear make-up, among others. People get mislabeled and 
judged all the time because you cannot ‘see’ one’s sex, gender, or sexu-
ality. Assumptions are made; thus, educators must create spaces where 
young people can share their social identities themselves so that others 
know who they are and to be respectful of such differences.

References

Butler, J. (1990). Gender trouble. Feminism and the subversion of identity. New 
York: Routledge.

Devis-Devis, J., Pereira-Garcia, S., Lopez-Canada, E., Perez-Samaniego, 
V., & Fuentes-Miguel, J. (2018). Looking back into trans persons’ experi-
ences in heteronormative secondary physical education contexts. Physical 
Education and Sport Pedagogy, 23(1), 103–116.



22 The need for social justice in PE and YS

Garrett, R. 2004. Negotiating a physical identity: Girls, bodies and physical 
education. Sport, Education and Society, 9(2), 223–237.

Lambert, K. (2018). Girls on fire: Alternative movement pedagogies to pro-
mote engagement of young women in physical activity. Sport, Education 
and Society, 23(7), 720–735.

Oliver, K., & Kirk, D. (2015). Girls, gender and physical education. An activist 
approach. London: Routledge.

PhysEquity. (2021). https://physequity.wordpress.com/.
Scraton, S. (1992). Shaping up to womanhood: Gender and girls’ physical educa-

tion. Buckingham: Open University Press. 



What is it?

Heterosexism is the assumption that heterosexuality is the social and 
cultural norm as well as the prejudiced belief that heterosexuals, or 
“straight” people, are socially and culturally superior to lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender, queer, questioning, intersex, and plus (LG-
BTQI+) people. Because of this prejudiced belief, we have seen homo-
phobia, biphobia. transphobia, and overall LGBTQI+ phobia, which 
refers to the irrational fear, dislike, hatred, intolerance, and ignorance 
of individuals who do not identify as heterosexual and cisgender male 
or female. Like gender identity, this demonstrates a sexual binary that 
places one sexuality as superior over another. Thus, we recommend 
that the focus be placed on one’s sexual identity, that is, however a per-
son identifies related to their sexuality. This is particularly important 
when working with young people who are starting to learn about their 
own sexuality.

What research is there in PE/YS on this topic?

Heterosexism and heteronormativity (i.e., heterosexuality is the privi-
leged sexuality) have been pervasive across PE/YS spaces for decades. 
Yet, there has been limited research conducted on the LGBTQI+ com-
munity in PE and physical activity settings until very recently (c.f. Landi 
et al., 2020), which is not a surprise due to an increased global empha-
sis on social justice issues. In 2011, Heather Sykes published her book, 
Queering Bodies, where she explored how students in PE experienced 
and negotiated heterosexism, transphobia, and fat phobia.  Larson 
et al. (2014) and Landi (2018) researched teachers and students and have 
been working toward a queer and inclusive PE. Larson and colleagues 
demonstrated how students challenged the heteronormative ideology  

4 Heterosexism
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of their teacher, whereas Landi exposed the difficulties and challenges 
of queer teachers, particularly queer men. Fitzpatrick and McGlashan 
(2016) challenged us to rethink ‘straight pedagogy’. Specifically, they 
argue that the word “straight” can be used to describe heterosexual 
identity, but ‘straight’ can also be a colloquial term for the ‘straight 
and narrow’, the well-trodden, and expected pathway, which does not 
serve any student well, even those that are privileged with a heteronor-
mative identity. Collectively, the scholarship conducted on heterosex-
ism and heteronormativity has identified how harmful PE has been for 
many educators and young people.

YS espouses heterosexism and heteronormativity as much as PE 
spaces. An abundance of research has been conducted on heterosex-
ism and homophobia in sport (e.g., Griffin, 1998); however, there is 
much less research focused on the YS level. Two recent studies by Storr 
et al. (2021) and Valkova (2021) highlighted that YS spaces tend to 
result in bullying, exclusionary, and alienating experiences for indi-
viduals who identify as LGBTQI+, where hegemonic masculinity and 
heterosexuality reign supreme. Future research needs to consider LG-
BTQI+ young people's voices of their lived experiences in PE/YS.

How can I teach about heterosexism in my program?

Heterosexism has been central to the identities of educators in PE/
YS programs. The stereotypical male PE teacher espouses hegem-
onic masculinity with a chiseled musculature and is an exceptional 
able-bodied performer. Whereas the visual representation of the fe-
male PE teacher is also athletic, but contrary to her male counterparts 
where his athleticism is associated with heterosexuality, her athleti-
cism is correlated with being a lesbian. Numerous issues result from 
these stereotypes and strongly influence YS. Quite often, LGBTQI+ 
educators ‘hide’ who they are in fear of facing LGBTQI+ phobia from 
other colleagues or young people. This reinforces stereotypes when 
young people do not see educators with underrepresented sexual 
identities. When heterosexism and homophobia are not explicitly ad-
dressed, potential issues arise in the locker rooms (e.g., ‘I don’t want 
to change next to them because they are gay!i’), with the language used 
(e.g., ‘He can’t play because he is a fag’.1), and with the sport and ac-
tivities in which they partake in PE/YS programs. For example, quite 
often dance is stereotypically perceived to be a female activity and if 
male, trans, or gender non-conforming young people engage in such 
activities, then they must be ‘gay’. The same is true for females who are 
athletic and can compete with the males, especially in stereotypical 
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male sports such as American football or rugby. Deconstructing these 
socially constructed ideologies is imperative so young people can be 
comfortable and true to their own identities and be accepting of all 
people regardless of who they are or what movement activity they find 
of interest to them. Engage in the activities below (as well as those in 
Chapter 3) to help guide you in addressing  heterosexism in PE/YS 
spaces.

1  The first step in educating young people is for them to understand 
key terminology that they may say or use but might not under-
stand (this can be combined with activity 1 in Chapter 3). These 
terms can include heterosexism, homosexuality, heterosexuality, 
lesbian, queer, gay, bisexual, etc. Have them reflect on what they 
know about such terms and what thoughts come to mind when 
they think of these words or identities. What does society say 
about such individuals? Who has the power? Who is oppressed? 
Why? How can we create inclusive queer PE and YS spaces for 
all young people? Wearing a rainbow lanyard is one way to show 
young people that you see who they are and that, as an educator, 
you respect all sexual identities. It can also create a useful talking 
object for discussion around what the colors of the flag mean. We 
have also seen PE teachers wear pride trainers/sneakers/shoelaces, 
which bode nicely as a conversation starter.

2  Have young people view, analyze, and deconstruct mediated im-
ages, sources, and experiences in which they encounter daily. This 
can include gathering a wide variety of images of athletes and dis-
cussing how they perceive their sexuality (this can also be done re-
lated to gender). Have them attend or watch sporting events, sport 
shows or media, or anything related to sport and physical activity. 
What is the language used and assumptions made on one’s sex-
uality in relation to that sport? How did you feel in these spaces 
and why? Would all young people feel safe and included in these 
spaces? You can create an assignment where young people can 
record such content and reflections, have them maintain a jour-
nal, and/or engage in critical discourse as a group. There are key 
components that must be considered: young people need to gather 
current representations, they need the space to reflect and discuss, 
and there needs to be a critical analysis of this, which is where 
your own understanding and acceptance needs to come into play.

3  Engage in role play. This can be done with dance or other gender/
sexuality stereotypical sports. With dance, have young people per-
form a partner dance where there are typical male/female roles. 
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What dynamics are normally associated with these roles and what 
messages does that send to everyone? Assign students into these 
gender binary roles regardless of their gender or sexual identity. 
Regarding sport, have all young people participate in American 
football, rugby, fitness, or netball. Discuss who traditionally par-
ticipates in these sports and what is expected about such individu-
als? What is assumed of people who are not expected to play that 
sport, but do?

What is the impact on a young person’s social and 
emotional well-being?

The pre-teen/young adult years are challenging for most young people 
as they are exploring and discovering who they are and how they ‘fit’ 
in the world that surrounds them. Sexual identity is at the forefront 
of this exploration and discovery as hormones increase and a sense 
of connectedness and attraction to others occurs. Across the globe, 
heterosexism dominates sexual culture – thus, informing young peo-
ple that if they do not love the ‘correct’ person, then they ‘do not fit’, 
‘are wrong’, or even ‘sinful’ depending on a person’s religious identity. 
Whether a young person, who identifies as LGBTQI+, ‘comes out’ or 
stays in the heteronormative ‘closet’, it affects their social and emo-
tional well-being. Coming out tends to happen repeatedly, which can 
be exhausting and feel like a million papercuts (i.e., microaggressions) 
that can certainly take a toll on a person. Whereas being closeted in-
creases the anxiety of being found out and enhances the amount of 
pressure they put on themselves to pass as another identity and to 
meet the expectations by society or their families. When LGBTQI+ 
youth are not surrounded by anyone that has a similar identity or the 
movement spaces are not inviting or inclusive of who they are, it may 
certainly have a negative and even harmful effect on a young person’s 
overall well-being.

Intersectionality/concluding thoughts

Throughout this chapter, numerous intersectionality’s were identified 
and discussed. The most salient is the intersection of gender and sexu-
ality, which is why we suggest reading both chapters consecutively to 
gain a greater understanding of these two identities as connected, not 
separate. As a matter of fact, Fitzpatrick and Enright (2017) refer to 
this intersection as ‘gender sexuality’. Sexual identity also intersects 
strongly with religion since most religions believe and espouse that 
if you are not heterosexual, then you are not normal, appropriate, 
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or accepted. Engaging in a formal religion can be challenging for 
many people in the LGBTQI+ community. Specific to PE/YS, being 
able-bodied and an athlete often correlates to the stereotypes asso-
ciated with one’s sexual identity. Thus, it is important when teaching 
young people about sexual identity, that we also teach them the con-
nections and relationships to all aspects of their identity.

Note
 1 We do not condone such language; however, it is the language we have 

heard in PE/YS spaces. Whenever this language arises, we strongly sug-
gest that it is addressed immediately. 
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What is it?

Racism is prejudice or discrimination directed against a person 
or group of people based on their identity in a marginalized racial 
or ethnic group. Anti-racism is a form of action against racial ha-
tred, bias, systemic racism, and the oppression of specific racialized 
groups. Racism and anti-racism have come to the fore in recent years 
with the influx of Black Lives Matter racial protests in the USA and 
increased bias toward Asians due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Fur-
thermore, the political and sociocultural vectors of globalization 
are exemplified in what has been dubbed the ‘refugee crisis’ (e.g., 
the Trump wall, Australia and Nauru island, Greek island of Les-
bos, and refugee camps). Racism is pervasive all around the world 
privileging White people (i.e., White supremacy) over all other races. 
A person’s racialized and ethnic identity is central to who they are; 
however, policies, practices, and within education, pedagogies must 
be equitable and just for all human beings, despite one’s  racial or 
ethnic identity.

What research is there in PE/YS on this topic?

Research that has been conducted on race and racism in PE/YS set-
tings has focused on educators, young people, curriculum/programs, 
policies, and pedagogies. In 2016, Louis Harrison and Langston Clark 
argued for an increased emphasis on race in PE Teacher Education 
(TE) programs and for educators to first consider the contexts and 
students they teach before focusing on specific content and methods. 
They also argue that research on race and other social identities is lim-
ited and marginalized, because most often, the research is conducted 
by marginalized people. Azzarito and Solomon (2005) studied how 

5 Racism

DOI: 10.4324/9781003162858-6



Racism 29

young people navigate discourses of race, and Simon and  Azzarito 
(2019) explored ethnic minority teachers’ embodiment related to skin 
color. Flintoff and Dowling conducted research on teachers’ per-
spectives on race (2019) and curriculum policy (2018) in an attempt 
to disrupt whiteness and White supremacist beliefs and pedagogical 
practices. Recently, Blackshear and Culp (2020) examined, ques-
tioned, and argued that historical and current installations of the In-
itial PETE standards in the USA are influenced by White values that 
perpetuate White supremacy and poses harm to Black students. They 
explicitly address anti-Black racism and social (in)justice as it pertains 
to Black people in the USA. The most notable scholarship on race and 
YS was the edited book by Dagkas et al. (2019) titled, ‘Race’, Youth 
Sport, Physical Activity, and Health. Chapters within the book draw 
on critical race theory, intersectionality, post-feminism and presents 
a range of empirical case studies; and explores racialization processes 
in a variety of settings.

How can I teach about racism in my program?

Racism has been present in PE/YS programs for centuries, yet, it has 
been only recently that racism is being addressed toward intentional 
action for equity and justice. Whiteness has exuded superiority in PE 
and YS settings with the movement activities and sports played, po-
sitions assigned (e.g., the ‘smart’ positions = White players; ‘athletic’ 
positions = Black players), appropriate dress and hair attire, among 
many others. In primary and secondary schools, educators question 
why the students of color all group together, without considering how 
their policies, practices, and pedagogies marginalize and exclude 
them. Quite often students of color’s names are pronounced wrong, 
and the educator does not take the time or demonstrate an ethic of 
care to learn how to say their full name correctly (and at times provide 
them with a nickname or Western name instead). The PE curriculum 
is often espoused in whiteness with minimal consideration of other 
racial identities’ interests. Sport commentators repeatedly associate 
a person’s race to their level of intelligence or athleticism, which is 
often observed and listened to by millions of people, perpetuating 
racism. In traditional White sports, such as wrestling, officials have 
asked coaches to cut Black boys’ hair (USA), because it was not ‘safe’. 
Racism is pervasive across many PE and YS settings and how to com-
bat this needs to be a central component of the programs we offer to 
future educators and for young people.
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1  Language matters. Young people need to learn terms such as rac-
ism, racist, White supremacy, White difference, White awareness, 
and White allyship (twitter.com/gurnamskhela/status/1282755610
816188418?lang=en), among many others. Young people hear such 
words, but do not understand the definitions and meanings associ-
ated with them and their role in the perpetuation and marginaliza-
tion of young people who do not identity as White. Furthermore, a 
person’s name is one of the most salient components of their iden-
tity. It is integral that educators learn to pronounce each young 
person’s name accurately, without resorting to a nickname that 
is usually a ‘whiter’ name. Young people should know their class-
mates’ and teammates’ real names and work on accurately speak-
ing their name.

2  Conduct a racial and ethnic equity audit on the PE curriculum. 
What movement activities and sports are currently included in 
the curriculum? How does this curriculum include all racial and 
ethnic identities of the students that are within/not within that 
school context and community? How are the historical contexts 
considered and explored related to these races across your coun-
try? Across the world? How has the systemic racism impacted the 
curriculum that you espouse and implement?

3  Explore race in sport. What are the races of the athletes and young 
people playing the sports in your country and/or throughout the 
world? Explore why other races are not ‘dominant’ in these sports. 
What are the barriers preventing these racial groups from these 
performance opportunities? What role models do young people 
get to ‘see’ that look like them? What are the stereotypes asso-
ciated with racialized sports and how can you deconstruct these 
socially constructed and mediated ideologies?

What is the impact on a young person’s social and 
emotional well-being?

People of color (POC), also known as diverse ethnic communities 
repeatedly face racism. It is not something that occurs on occasion, 
and they certainly can’t ‘pass’ as another race despite individuals who 
claim they ‘do not see color’ (which is a racist perspective). Simply due 
to the color of their skin, they are dehumanized (Culp, 2021). Black 
people are continuously witnessing police brutality and racial injus-
tice. Asian individuals have been blamed for the COVID-19 pandemic 
and continue to experience racism across the globe. Due to political 
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and social ideologies, refugee crises are occurring all around the 
world. POC are terrified, angry, sad, hopeless, and yes, some are resil-
ient and successful despite living in a place where they are denied and 
suppressed in all aspects of their lives. The systemic and institutional 
racism they encounter negatively affects their social and emotional 
well-being, making it very difficult to combat the challenges and bar-
riers they face on a regular basis and daily microaggressions (e.g., 
 people asking, ‘Where are you from? Can I touch your hair?’. Due to 
the Black Lives Matter movements change is happening. Anti-racist 
and Anti-Black task forces and committees are coming together to 
review policies, practices, and pedagogies; yet there is a long way to go 
before POC can feel safe, accepted, and a sense of equity and justice. 
We advise adopting trauma-informed practices (see Chapter 10) as an 
initial step and being aware of the trauma young people have faced 
within our movement spaces and societies and teaching young people 
about microaggressions.

Intersectionality/concluding thoughts

Race is a salient identity if you are a POC. However, for many Whites, 
they do not think about or consider the privilege they have because 
their whiteness. Not having to think about race is a privilege alone. 
Yet, a person’s race is not the only identity that can positively or neg-
atively affect their lives. A Black man and a Black woman can have 
similar experiences due to their race, but divergent experiences be-
cause of their gender. Due to systemic racism, many Black families 
live in poverty – the types of jobs that obtain a living wage without 
fear of losing your home or not having food are marginal at best for 
people of color. For some racial identities if you also identify as LG-
BTQI+ then you are condoned and not accepted. It is important that 
we understand that no one person represents a racial group, and that 
the intersectionality of their identities impacts their level of oppression 
and marginality.
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What is it?

Classism is the prejudice and discrimination on the basis of social 
class that is used by individuals or institutions to gain privileges that 
result in the marginalization of others (Liu, 2011). It comprises atti-
tudes, behaviors, and practices that establish certain expectations for 
people if they are to maintain their social class and usually takes the 
form of discrimination against individuals perceived to be in a lower 
social class (e.g., viewing them as lazy and that any problem they face 
is a result mainly of their own volition). There are classist comments 
such as ‘you don’t look like you grew up poor’ or ‘you’re not like other 
poor people’ that highlight the context of a hierarchy and unequal ac-
cess to privilege (Liu, 2011). Constraining a critique of classism is the 
idea of meritocracy where only hard work leads to economic success 
for everyone. The meritocracy concept does not recognize that there 
are social class differences, and that not everyone has equal access to 
upward mobility, wealth, and opportunities. This concept of ‘equal 
treatment’ has been contested, with attention directed to the limits of 
claimed equality in relation to access and opportunity.

In our current society, poverty and inequality continue to increase 
and these disparities are a cause and consequence of classism. In a 
seminal piece of work called ‘the spirit level: why equality is better for 
everyone’, Wilkinson and Pickett (2009) described how a wide range 
of health and social problems are more prevalent in unequal societies. 
The authors measure the income inequality using the ratio of the total 
annual household income received by the richest 20% and the poor-
est 20%. They found a strong association between income inequality 
and health conditions linked with morbidity, mortality, and obesity. 
The authors concluded that countries with large income inequalities 
had high rates of teen pregnancy, low levels of trust, poor educational 
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performance, low social mobility, more mental health problems, as 
well as high rates of violence, crime, and homicide.

What research is there in PE/YS on this topic?

We have a body of research on how PE and YS have historically (re)
produced classism, and how it has consequently impacted young 
people’s sense of self and their perceptions of life opportunities. For 
instance, the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1978) has been utilized to inves-
tigate how YS reflects dominant class values, having certain capitals in 
sporting contexts. Higher social class young people become involved 
in certain sporting opportunities while simultaneously distinguishing 
themselves from others through these sporting endeavors. Activities 
such as boxing and wrestling are viewed as working-class activities 
where physical strength is valued; meanwhile, upper-class members 
invest in different sporting activities where the body is used in a more 
strategic, tactical manner such as sailing (Schmitt et al., 2020), golf, 
climbing, and tennis.

Classist subjectivities have also been (re)produced in the PE context. 
Researchers have examined the ways schools and PE spaces invite stu-
dents to become classist subjects (Whigham et al., 2020). O’Flynn’s 
(2010) analysis of an elite school and a government school in Australia, 
pointed to the ways particular classist subjectivities are discursively re-
produced and reaffirmed in relation to PE participation. For example, 
a set of discourses around ‘at-risk’, ‘disadvantaged’, ‘were drawn on by 
the teachers from the government school to construct PE as a means 
for “saving” their students’ lives. This discourse positioned low social 
class individuals as ‘Others’. In another study, Whigham et al. (2020) 
explored the extent to which social class is inculcated within the provi-
sion of PE within English secondary schools. The authors found that 
the nature of the PE curriculum was at least partially shaped by social 
class (e.g., sports such as soccer, rugby league, netball, badminton, 
trampolining, boxing, judo, and taekwondo were more likely to be of-
fered in disadvantage schools; whereas schools with relatively advan-
taged socio-economic demographics were more likely to offer sports 
such as rugby union, tennis, field hockey, squash, and equestrian).

The second area of research has focused on young people in lower, 
poor, and impoverished conditions (e.g., urban schools, youth from 
socially vulnerable backgrounds). There is strong evidence that a 
higher social class is linked to higher levels of involvement in PE and 
YS where young people from lower social classes experience greater 
barriers. There is a body of research that has tried to understand the 
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effects of PE and YS on young people affected by poverty. Many chil-
dren and youth live in poverty in which they are exposed to concrete 
negative influences such as drug trafficking, violence, family break-
down, and poor health. Living in an environment of social vulnerabil-
ity is often a negative factor for the behavior of young people. Negative 
behavior may happen because there is a lack of motivation and oppor-
tunity for young people; they can be missing valuable social contacts 
and look for compensation in their peer group. However, there are 
environmental complexities at play but still a substantial amount of 
blame on young people for their actions. Specifically, they have been 
called ‘underserved youth’, ‘at-risk youth’, ‘disaffected youth’, to name 
a few. However, these different terms may not represent the complex-
ities of the social issues they face, because they put the focus on the 
individual (a neoliberal ideology – see Part I introduction), rather than 
considering wider social structures and issues in which youth live. It 
is suggested to use the term ‘young people from a socially vulnerable 
background’.

We have seen pedagogies that emphasize that young people have the 
agency and capacity to analyze their social context and to challenge, 
resist, and negotiate the forces that impede their choice of possibili-
ties. It breaks the false consensus of complicity by interrogating and 
denaturalizing the conditions of oppression (hegemony) by working 
through issues of power and difference with young people (Luguetti 
et al., 2017). This critical perspective is based on the notion that merely 
showing the inequality of ‘what is,’ while necessary is insufficient and 
can encourage young people to relive trauma faced (e.g., use of the 
privilege walk with students). The critical perspective asserts we must 
act in some way with our participants by imagining and exploring that 
which might be. This notion of social change in young people living 
in poverty has been particularly influential in the Global South (e.g., 
Brazil, China, Mexico, and India). It is because in the Global North 
(Australia, Canada, the USA, and most Western European countries), 
there is the assumption that poverty and PE/YS refer to a marginal-
ized minority who are unable to participate in a range of activities; in 
contrast, in the Global South where the excluded may form the major-
ity, where they are excluded from formal labor markets, and/or have 
little if any, entitlement to social protection from the state.

How can I teach about classism in my program?

Classism is all around us in our PE and YS programs. We need to be 
sensitive to how social class is communicated and the subtle—and at 
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times not-so-subtle—ways in which people jockey for positions along 
the social class hierarchy. Educators need to be aware of the impact 
and use social class and classism to inform their work. A critical ap-
proach is crucial if we want young people to name, critique, and trans-
form social inequities (for more examples see Chapter 14). Here are 
some examples of using a critical approach that can be offered in PE 
and YS programs:

1  Utilize a journalistic task to understand the barriers and facilita-
tors young people have in their communities. You can organize 
groups of two to three young people and ask them to produce a 
report of approximately two minutes (e.g., ABC News, CNN, or 
BBC) that discuss the following topics: (a) PE and sport in their 
neighborhood; (b) Children and young people playing sports in 
their neighborhood; and (c) The perfect PE/sport program in their 
neighborhood. Then ask young people to  share with their class/
program their learning and reflect on the diverse social class con-
text in which they live.

2  Assign a reading on the comic, The Pencilsword: On a plate by 
Toby Morris (https://www.rnz.co.nz/news/the-wireless/373065/the- 
pencilsword-on-a-plate),and ask young people to complete a diary. 
Pose questions to young people about their privileges (e.g., what 
are some of your privileges?). In this comic, Morris juxtaposes the 
lives of two children and their respective upbringing, showing how 
their circumstances at home led to vastly different milestones in 
adulthood, from education to careers. It will generate a discussion 
about privileges and meritocracy.

What is the impact on a young person’s social and 
emotional well-being?

In a seminar book called ‘Unequal Childhoods’, American sociolo-
gist Annette Lareau (2003) argued how class makes a difference in the 
lives and futures of children. Drawing on an ethnographic study of 
Black and White middle-class, working-class, and poor families, she 
described how middle-class parents engage in a process of ‘concerted 
cultivation’ designed to draw out children’s talents and skills, while 
working-class and poor families rely on the accomplishment of ‘nat-
ural growth,’ in which a child’s development unfolds if basic comfort, 
food, and shelter are provided. Lareau emphasized how their unequal 
childhoods impacted educational and work outcomes. For instance, 
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most of the working-class participants had either dropped out of high 
school or did not attend post-secondary institutions. Many were work-
ing in jobs that did not require a college degree and had already been 
working full-time for several years, some had children and car pay-
ments to support. This made them appear older than the middle-class 
participants who generally had less work experience, and the major-
ity of whom had attended college after going through an extensive 
preparatory process of investigating various institutions and receiv-
ing much greater support and involvement of their parents in mak-
ing their decision, both about the college to attend and the courses to 
take. Consequently, as evidence suggests the effects of classism on a 
young people’s social and emotional well-being can have lasting conse-
quences that effect their life choices and outcomes. Knowing that they 
are considered ‘less than’ can affect their confidence levels, opportuni-
ties for further education, economic status, social mobility, and their 
overall quality of life.

Intersectionality/concluding thoughts

In this chapter, we described how classism comprises attitudes, be-
haviors, and practices that usually takes the form of discrimination 
against individuals perceived to be in a lower social class. On the 
one hand, we emphasized a body of research of how PE and YS have 
historically reproduced classism, critically analyzing the impact on 
young people’s sense of self and their perceptions of life opportuni-
ties. On the other hand, we described a body of research on how PE 
and YS had been used to name, critique, and transform those inequi-
ties, creating spaces for young people’s empowerment. But as with all 
forms of oppression and privilege, classism needs to be understood 
as complex and constantly negotiated. It is essential to understand 
classism’s interactions with gender, race/ethnicity, sexuality, and 
others.
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What is it?

Comparable and parallel with other isms, such as racism, sexism, and 
classism, linguicism is language-based discrimination against lin-
guistic minorities at multiple levels (e.g., the use of language, accent, 
dialect, repertoire, and speech). Linguicism has been defined as ‘ideol-
ogies, structures and practices which are used to legitimate, effectuate 
and reproduce an unequal division of power and resources (both ma-
terial and immaterial) between groups which are defined based on lan-
guage’ (Skutnabb-Kangas, 1988, p. 13). Linguicism has a subtractive 
and assimilationist view where one language is superior or dominant, 
creating inferior identities for linguistic minorities, this creates  and 
reinforces a hierarchy of power. Linguicism is usually directed at cul-
turally and linguistically diverse people and indigenous people around 
the globe based on the use of language, accent, dialect, repertoire, and 
speech.

Many non-native English speakers are stigmatized, seen as ‘back-
ward’, not able to adapt, and in general seen as ‘deficient’. It is sug-
gested that people experience linguicism through the subtle form of 
‘linguistic stereotyping’ due to an explicit form of ‘ethnic accent bul-
lying’ due to their ‘non-standard’ usage of English. This stereotyping 
can be expressed in the form of explicit verbal attacks such as slurs, 
mocks, and name-calling. For instance, in school, teachers have stig-
matized the local dialect spoken by the children.

Linguicism has been studied in connection with education. In this 
body of research, indigenous people, immigrants, and refugee back-
ground linguistic minorities are studied in relation to the prominence 
of English as a ‘world’ language (Skutnabb‐Kangas, 2015). The term 
English Language Learner (ELL – USA terminology) or English as 
an Additional Language (EAL – UK terminology) is defined as an 
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individual who is in the process of actively acquiring the English lan-
guage, and/or whose primary language is one other than English. The 
ELL/EAL population in learning spaces encounter critical barriers 
that are associated with the technical terms used in instruction as 
well as experiencing cultural and religious differences creating a dis-
sonance between the ELLs, their families, and the culture of schools 
(Sato et al., 2019; Valenzuela, 1999).

What research is there in PE/YS on this topic?

There is a gap of research on how PE and YS have historically (re)pro-
duced linguicism. Most of the studies with culturally and linguistically 
diverse (CALD) people (e.g., immigrants and refugees) and indigenous 
people have mentioned briefly injustices related to language but focus-
ing on racism as the main social injustice to be investigated.

In PE and linguicism, we see studies with a focus on how teachers 
should teach ELL/EAL. This body of research indicates that PETE 
educators, PE teachers, and PETE students are often unprepared for 
effectively teaching ELLs/EALs (Sato et al., 2019). They usually deliver 
instruction in an exclusively monolinguistic manner, in other words, 
the language they feel most comfortable using (Burden et al., 2013). 
Consequently, ELLs/EALs may encounter many challenges such as 
the differences in terminology used in PE instruction, and cultural 
and religious differences (Sato et al., 2019). It is argued that misunder-
standings due to linguistic challenges can result in safety concerns for 
ELLs/EALs in PE classes (Sato et al., 2019). In addition, linguicism 
also can impact assessments in PE. For example, having students write 
or talk in English could be a linguistic issue. In that sense, students 
should be able to draw on their own languages to show how they have 
understood and explain that to educators.

In YS and linguicism, we have seen a growing body of research on 
sport participation and language proficiency as an integration tool for 
immigrant and/or refugee background young athletes. An important 
component in the integration process is the development of compe-
tence in the language of the host country (Rodríguez & Kandel-Cisco, 
2021). For immigrant and/or refugee background young athletes’ 
proficiency in the language of the host country has been enhanced 
by expanded communication opportunities and access to valuable 
social capital within the sports context and in the broader commu-
nity. For many immigrants, language is a key aspect of identity con-
struction. However, within research, it is necessary to move beyond 
how sport participation and language competency enables or impedes 
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young athletes with CALD backgrounds to settle or integrate in a new 
country. To where sport is considered a site where young people from 
refugee backgrounds can construct a sense of belonging, embracing 
diversity, and language diversity (Luguetti et al., 2020).

To better accommodate young people with diverse linguistic back-
grounds, it is suggested that PETE programs and initiatives with ed-
ucators' professional development implement culturally responsive 
pedagogies to create spaces to empower young people from CALD 
backgrounds (Burden et al., 2013; Rodríguez & Kandel-Cisco, 2021). 
Educators must reflexively engage, which involves naming and criti-
cally challenging their assumptions about CALD background young 
people (e.g., stereotypes or prejudice) (Sato et al., 2019). The inclusion 
of culturally responsive pedagogies in PE and YS creates opportu-
nities for all children and young people to engage with multiple lan-
guages and learn new cultures, backgrounds, histories, and aspects of 
diversity.

How can I teach about linguicism in my program?

Linguicism is usually directed at CALD people. In PE and YS pro-
grams, educators need to identify the unequal power relations based 
on language. It is argued that socially just pedagogies would offer 
educators the tools to reflect on assumptions about CALD young 
people and the concept of one language that is superior or dominant. 
Here are some examples of using a culturally responsive pedagogy 
that can be offered in PE and YS programs (more can be found in 
Chapter 12):

1  Ask young people to create a timeline of their experiences in PE 
and/or YS. In this activity, young people must represent particular 
critical incidents (educators, competitions, activities) that influ-
enced their motivation in participating in PE and YS. The young 
people might choose to do the activity in their first language. This 
activity will create space for you to know your students’ cultural 
and linguistic backgrounds.

2  In groups, ask young people to choose a music genre they pre-
fer (e.g., Funk, Hip hop, Latin, Rock, and others) and make a list 
of songs that represent their view of their community. They can 
choose music in their first language. After, you can ask them to use 
the lyrics to create a new song that represents their community in 
groups of three to four. Young people can then share their produc-
tion with their peers and reflect on the culturally and linguistically 
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diverse context in which they live. This activity might create an 
environment where students feel respected and well-grounded in 
their identity and culture.

What is the impact on a young person’s social and 
emotional well-being?

Linguicism is directed at CALD people around the globe who are 
increasing in their numbers, thus, there is a pressing need to investi-
gate what linguicism may impact on a young person’s social and emo-
tional well-being. In a seminar book called ‘Subtractive Schooling’, 
Angela Valenzuela (1999) conducted a three-year ethnographic study 
in an American school where the student population was almost en-
tirely Latino and predominately Mexican origin, and teachers were 
mostly White and monolinguistic. The study revealed that the  English 
as a Second Language (ESL) program was structured in ways that 
subtracted resources from young people, divesting them of their cul-
tures, languages, and community‐based identities. In addition, the 
othering of students was a prevalent practice observed in the teach-
ers’ discourses and interactions with students. Students perceived a 
lack of authentic caring on the part of the teachers and showed their 
discontent in ways that justified teachers’ attitudes. Student-student 
relations were equally harmed by subtractive schooling and by assim-
ilation with later-generation students, who developed false notions of 
superiority and entitlement associated in great part with their English 
language dominance and their command of dominant cultural values. 
These combined forces served to further marginalize and disempower 
the immigrant student groups and are bound to have serious social 
and emotional effects on young people long-term.

Intersectionality/concluding thoughts

In this chapter, we described how language constitutes an essential 
component in young people’s identities, particularly CALD young 
people. We discussed that linguicism is language-based discrimina-
tion against linguistic minorities at multiple levels. Although the body 
of research on PE and YS focus on diverse areas (e.g., ELL/EAL in 
PE and immigrant and refugee-background young people in YS), 
both areas argue for more culturally responsive pedagogies where ed-
ucators must engage in reflexivity which involves naming and criti-
cally challenging their assumptions about CALD background young 
people (see Chapter 12 for more on this topic). Finally, linguicism is 
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often institutionalized and intersects with other forms of discrimina-
tion to complicate the system of oppression (e.g., race, gender, class, 
 sexuality, etc.). Therefore, it is often difficult to separate discrimina-
tion based on language from other types of discrimination. For exam-
ple, this could apply in a school in which the mother tongues of some 
children, from an immigrant or indigenous minority background, are 
ignored, and this has consequences for their learning. In this case, lin-
guicism would be in operation simultaneously with racism or classism.
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What is it?

Religionism is the discrimination or prejudice based on one’s religion 
or religious beliefs. Across the world, Christianity (e.g., Roman Catho-
lic, Orthodox, Protestant) is the privileged and dominated religion as 
many school and sport traditions are influenced by Christianity. In 
turn, religious minorities include Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Bud-
dhism, agnostic, atheist, among others. Quite often people who believe 
(or do not believe if you are atheist) in a minoritized religion are ex-
cluded in PE/YS spaces. In this chapter, we will also focus on spiritual-
ity, which is the feeling or belief that there is something greater than 
oneself and is connected to nature versus a belief in a God(s).

What research is there in PE/YS on this topic?

Unlike some of the other social identities addressed thus far, religion 
has been underresearched in PE and YS contexts. It likely should not 
be a surprise since religion is one of those ‘taboo’ topics that we are 
told to not talk about in social or work settings. Although religion and 
spirituality are integrated in PE/YS, an intentional focus, particularly 
listening to young people, has not been a salient research topic studied. 
Over recent years, Daniel Robinson (2019) and Lynn Randall (2016, 
2019) have focused on religion, health, and PE. Across their research, 
they found that much of the studies conducted were on Muslim girls 
(e.g., Benn & Dagkus, 2006; Omar, 2020; Walseth, 2015), lacked inclu-
sion of non-Christian religions, along with the exemption of student 
participation in PE due religious beliefs and observations. Findings 
from these studies, among others, showcased varying perspectives and 
experiences of the teachers’ beliefs on religion in schools, teachers’ in-
clusion of the spiritual component of wellness, and students’ desire to 
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have same-sex or coeducational PE classes. Furthermore, the exemp-
tions by teachers were not an attempt to be inclusive as students did 
not engage in any tasks related to health and PE that would support 
students’ fasting or wearing a hijab, rather, they sat out of PE alto-
gether. The research also shows disparate arguments as to whether 
religion should be taught and included in schools/PE.

Contrary to PE, there has been a wide range of research conducted 
on the intersection of religion and sport (e.g., Fernandez & Cachan-
Cruz, 2017; Watson et al., 2018) since players are often seen praying 
prior to a game or make an acknowledgement toward the sky (e.g., a 
heaven, God) when a goal or victory has occurred. Yet, research con-
ducted on YS is minimal at best as a couple of studies have focused on 
young people participating in YS affiliated with a church or religious 
group (e.g., Michaelson et al., 2014; Newman et al., 2021). Clearly more 
research needs to occur on religion in PE/YS particularly listening to 
young people’s voices who are minoritized based on their religious 
or non-religious beliefs, customs, and practices. Moreover, research 
could investigate how movement spaces privilege some but not oth-
ers. As an example, open swimming sessions serve to alienate Islamic 
women who could only swim with a burkini, a female lifeguard, the 
spectator galleries closed, and change in separate facilities. PE and 
YS programs that only offer open swimming then naturally serves to 
alienate this group.

How can I teach about religionism in my program?

Depending on your context, religion can be a ‘touchy’ topic to address. 
This certainly may be the case in a public sector where it has long been 
argued to separate ‘church and state.’ Yet, Christianity has been pres-
ent in many Western schools as it dominates the school calendar. One 
example of this is that holiday breaks/vacations occur around Chris-
tian holidays such as Christmas and Easter. These dates are  certainly 
not the holidays celebrated, in Western countries, for minoritized re-
ligions such as Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, etc. In many countries and 
cultures, there are a wide range of religious beliefs in young people in 
PE/YS where Christianity dominates, yet customs of other religions 
are not always supported (e.g., wearing the hijab is not accepted in all 
schools and YS programs or having Eid al-Fitr off-school to celebrate 
the end of Ramadan). Young people in minoritized religions must take 
days off from school or miss practice/games since their holidays and 
observations are not recognized within the school/sport calendars or 
policies. At the very least, we educators must advocate for equity of 
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young people in minoritized religions since their voices are silenced, 
not heard, or welcomed. Here are a couple of activities to spark dis-
course and engagement around religion in your programs.

1  Provide the following scenario to your students: “Before we begin, 
I want to share some news. I was at the Department of Educa-
tion (or whoever oversees education in the country/province/state) 
yesterday attending curriculum meetings and, as is often the case 
when a number of educators get together, our conversations got 
off-topic. One of the Minister’s assistants shared the news that the 
Department is seriously considering altering the school calendar. 
Instead of the break at Christmastime and Easter, the province/
state is looking at rotating the breaks. One year, students will have 
Christmas and Easter as their main holiday breaks. The follow-
ing year, Purim, Passover, Shavuot, Rosh Hashana, Yom Kippur, 
Sukkot, and Hanukkah will be province/state-wide school holi-
days. In the third year, Al-Hijra, Ashura, Ed Al-Adha, Ramadan, 
and Eid Al-Fitr will all be public school holidays. This way, no 
one major religion is privileged over the others. So, within the 
next year or so, we will be the first province/state to rotate on a 
three-year cycle”. Ask the students to share their reactions to this 
scenario. They may first share with a partner then as a group. Us-
ing the students’ responses to this script, introduce the following 
sorts of observations: we may not be as willing to accommodate 
religious differences (less than they thought they might be); reli-
gion, more specifically Christianity, dominates our life schedules 
(e.g., Sundays are ‘off’, main Christian holidays are often national 
holidays where businesses are closed, etc.). Use this reactive dis-
cussion as an entry into considering how others may have to take 
time off of work or school in order to participate in their own 
religious traditions (or else, they have to abandon some religious 
observances to fully participate in public schooling) – all the while 
others are automatically accommodated. Ask, “Why/how is this 
problematic?”

2  Have young people on their own individual papers or in small 
groups on large poster paper, write words or phrases when they 
see or hear words related to religion. Some examples may include 
religion, God, spirituality, Christianity, Protestant, Bible, Koran, 
Islam, Muslim, Jew, atheist, Mormon, church, heaven. If done in-
dividually, collect their papers, if done in pairs or small groups 
gather the poster papers as a point of reference. Report out the 
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words and phrases written about the terms listed. Follow this 
with a group discussion – what are the messages being delivered 
in these words and phrases? Are they positive or negative? How 
may negative connotations affect others, particularly those with 
minoritized religions and beliefs? What steps can be taken to be 
more inclusive of all religions and non-religions? Link it back to 
the PE or YS space by asking young people to consider what spe-
cifically in the movement space is underpinned by religion (e.g., 
Christianity – sculpting of the body, Jesus on the cross, modesty).

What is the impact on a young person’s social and 
emotional well-being?

Quite often young people of minoritized religions hide their religious 
identity or are quiet and subtle about it. They continue to engage in 
schedules that are dominated by Christianity and ‘accept’ the con-
sequences bestowed upon them if they do observe and participate in 
their own holidays and customs (e.g., have absences from school/work/
play). Having to tell an educator that they are going to miss class/prac-
tice can be anxiety producing and for some, they may even feel embar-
rassed. For young people who are Christian, they are accustomed to 
having their holidays respected with time off and not having school/
sport scheduled during those times. In religions that do not commune 
or worship on Sunday, young people may miss out on social oppor-
tunities on Friday’s and Saturday’s when friends are hanging out and 
socializing together.

Intersectionality/concluding thoughts

A religious identity in isolation clearly can perpetuate dominant or 
marginalized ideologies, yet, when intersecting with gender or sex-
uality, it becomes much more complicated. In certain religions and 
parts of the world (e.g., Mormonism or Islam, Muslim) women are 
minoritized and treated differently than men. They are subordinates, 
have little voice, and specified gender roles they must adhere to based 
on their religious customs. A person may struggle with their religious 
identity because of their sexuality since in many religions (e.g., Ro-
man Catholic) LGBTQI+ persons are not supported, accepted, and 
often condemned for who they are. This can cause conflict and strife 
as young people navigate all of their social identities as they continue 
to become who they are.
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What is it?

Colonialism represents a legacy of suffering and destruction where one 
country assumes control over another by establishing colonies. Coloni-
alism ensured that there was European control, which meant subjugat-
ing indigenous populations as ‘Others’ (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012). In this 
process, colonizers imposed their religion, language, economics, social 
relations, and other cultural practices on indigenous peoples (they even 
created ‘races’ so the very idea of race is colonial). Historically, colo-
nialism reinforces whiteness as an ideology/belief system and silences 
non-Western voices. For many communities, there has been waves of 
different Europeans: Dutch, Portuguese, British, French (e.g., Christo-
pher Columbus and James Cook) who occupied and invaded lands and 
considered indigenous people as not fully human, or not human at all, 
this process enabled distance to be maintained and justified through var-
ious policies of either extermination or domestication (Tuhiwai Smith, 
2012). The institutions and legacy of colonialism are still in place. Laura 
Tuhiwai Smith in her seminal work ‘Decolonizing Methodologies’ ad-
vocates for moves to decolonize education and scholarship (Tuhiwai 
Smith, 2012). Writing from the position of an indigenous Māori woman 
in New Zealand, she argues that decolonization is not only a critique 
of colonial histories but also the impact in the present, centered on the 
concerns, worldviews, and perspectives of colonized peoples. Her book 
identifies research as a site of struggle between the interests and ways of 
knowing of the West and the interests and ways of resisting of the Other.

What research is there in PE/YS on this topic?

We have a body of research in PE that argues that histories of 
 colonization have positioned indigenous knowledge at the margins 

9 Colonialism
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(Fitzpatrick & Allen, 2019; Williams, 2018). England (in particular) 
imposed its own cultural understandings of PE, superior by compar-
ison to Other cultures, which were positioned as inferior. The history 
of colonization also explains the adoption of the use of PE from the 
second world when the Physical Training and Recreation Act in 1937 
was implemented. This history of colonization explains the use of fit-
ness testing in PE as preparation for war as emphasized in the Hitler 
regime.

In Australia, scholars have examined how indigenous students ex-
perience PE (Williams, 2018). This body of research has found that 
indigenous students experience almost exclusively Eurocentric PE that 
lacks recognition and appreciation of their own culture. This study ar-
gued that principals, health, and PE curriculum writers and teachers 
were pivotal as long-term processes upheld Eurocentric PE content. 
A Eurocentric curriculum highlights a historical suppression of in-
digenous knowledge where, for example, colonizers manipulated the 
inferior status of indigenous games as justification for enforcing their 
own games on indigenous students which were used to ‘civilize’ them 
(Williams, 2018).

As a decolonizing move in PE, scholars have been arguing for the 
inclusion of indigenous knowledges in PE curricula in order to inter-
rupt medicalized and healthiest Eurocentric notions (Fitzpatrick & 
Allen, 2019). This body of research was developed in New Zealand, 
based on a worldview that does not always recognize or appreciate 
Māori culture and tradition as equally valid to those of the Western 
culture. The challenges in this process include deconstructing this his-
torical discourse and including Māori culture in the curricula, sharing 
of decision-making power with Māori in the development of the curric-
ula, and the decolonization of PE teachers minds (Hokowhitu, 2004). 
Although we have many countries with a history of colonization and 
the concept of PE curriculum embedded in medicalized and health-
iest Eurocentric notion (see Chapter 1), the body of research in PE 
and decolonial studies seem far more developed in Australia and New 
Zealand who are beginning to take sociocultural approaches to PE 
and are ‘paving the way’ for change. PE scholars have suggested that 
decolonizing PE involves more than the sports chosen, but includes 
decolonizing pedagogies, content (sport/activity choices), methods (of 
instruction), organizational structures, educational philosophies, and 
a holistic approach to decolonizing knowledge as a whole within disci-
pline areas (McBean & Lynch, forthcoming).

Sport carries similar historical and cultural baggage of colonialism 
through its use as a ‘civilizing’ instrument. Historically, colonizers 
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committed to the concept of Christianity and used modern sport as a 
vehicle through which they could acculturate uncivilized people to the 
values and principles of dominant Western culture (Jeanes et al., 2013; 
Kwauk, 2008). Modern sport, in that sense, was a vehicle for West-
ern colonizers to civilize the ‘savages’ in the image of the Englishman 
(Kwauk, 2008). Pierre de Coubertin (the father of the modern Olympic 
Games), based on his colonial beliefs of the benefits that sport would 
have on lifting ‘primitive’ peoples into civilization, imposed the West-
ern ‘cult of sport’ to infuse a sense of morality into education associ-
ated with a colonial social control (Kwauk, 2008). 

When we examine the history of sport and colonialism, the colonial 
tendencies of yesterday are still interlaced in the foundations and val-
ues of sport today. We have seen a growing body of research on the co-
lonial tendencies in Sport for Development and Peace (SDP) initiatives 
(Darnell & Hayhurst, 2011; Jeanes et al., 2013). For example, Jeanes 
et al. (2013) examined the experiences of indigenous participants in 
Global North-led SDP programs and indicated how sport was struc-
tured as neo-colonial activities imposed on indigenous participants by 
Global North agencies. Moreover, it is argued that the SDP movement 
is a new form of colonialism that provides further opportunities for 
dominant Global North ideologies, values, and beliefs to be imposed 
on former colonies in the Global South in a way that is disempowering 
and damaging (Jeanes et al., 2013). These programs are often led by 
those termed as ‘White Saviours’ (see Case study 2 in Chapter 12).

Scholars have claimed that YS programs should consider postco-
lonial feminist methodologies and anti-colonial theories for decol-
onizing SDP (Darnell & Hayhurst, 2011). This decolonizing move 
is aligned with the concept of solidarity with groups struggling for 
self-determination that emphasizes action not only in response to ob-
jective poverty but also in recognition of northern implication or com-
plicity in development inequalities. This approach has the obligation 
to pursue social justice while prioritizing indigenous and subjugated 
knowledges. Without a decolonizing move, SDP represents the notion 
that development proceeds as northern charity to help or ‘save’ those 
unable to help themselves. Whereas, do they need help? When they are 
living authentically?

How can I teach about colonialism in my program?

Colonialism reinforces ways of knowing of the West by silencing and 
subjugating non-Western knowledge. In PE and YS programs, edu-
cators should promote culturally responsive pedagogy and critical 
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consciousness (see Part I introduction). It is argued that educators 
should critique the power structures and be prepared to challenge 
their own culture and cultural norms. Culturally responsive pedagogy 
seeks to be aware of the difference, decolonization, considering power 
relationships, and implementing reflective practice. Here are some ex-
amples of using culturally responsive pedagogy that can be offered in 
PE and YS programs, more can be found in Chapter 12:

1  Write a diary to reflect on your own culture and positionality. 
Culturally responsive pedagogy requires educators to examine 
themselves and the potential impact of their own culture and 
positionality (social class, education, racial/ethnic backgrounds, 
gender, sexuality, or other identity positions) on their pedagogies. 
This requires educators to question their own biases, attitudes, as-
sumptions, stereotypes, and prejudices. We suggest that educators 
write diaries and try to respond to the following questions: Who 
am I? How do I identify? What parts of my identity do I think 
about more/less often and why? How does my identity influence 
my pedagogy? What are the assumptions and stereotypes about 
the young people I am working with? How can I negotiate those 
assumptions and stereotypes? Part II introduction provides fur-
ther ideas on how to review your intentions.

2  Bring non-Western knowledge into PE and YS programs. It is 
suggested for curriculum and programs to embrace the positivity 
and richness of indigenous knowledges, indigenous cultural con-
texts, and ways of knowing, being, and doing. Educators should 
ask the following questions: What are the indigenous knowledges 
of health? How can we incorporate them into our PE curricula? 
Prior to colonization, what were the indigenous peoples’ games? 
How can we incorporate them into our sport programs without 
being tokenistic? Why have indigenous knowledge and traditional 
games been historically missing from most PE curricula and YS 
programs? Young people should experience a curriculum that dis-
cusses indigenous history in PE and sport. They need to know the 
history of colonialism and the impact it had/has on indigenous 
cultures to assimilate into White society.

What is the impact on a young person’s social and 
emotional well-being?

Colonialism has historically impacted young person’s social and emo-
tional well-being. Tuhiwai Smith (2012) has described how colonialism 
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has affected people physically, emotionally, linguistically, and cul-
turally by destroying non-Western ways of knowing and living. It is 
a process that aims to eradicate collective identities and memories 
to impose Western knowledge. Tuhiwai Smith (2012) mentioned how 
many indigenous peoples around the world are still not recognized as 
humans or citizens. Colonialism has resulted in a longstanding and 
continuing impact of inter-generational trauma for indigenous young 
people (see Chapter 10 for trauma informed pedagogies you can 
adopt), for example, the significant inequities in health compared to 
the non-indigenous young population. Moreover, decolonizing young 
people’s mind is an ongoing process, Western ideologies are heavily 
ingrained into our psyche’s, it is an educator’s responsibility to ensure 
that young people know that they can live authentically, in a culturally 
respected and sustaining way. ‘Do no more harm’ is our motto here for 
Western educators.

Intersectionality/concluding thoughts

In this chapter, we described how colonialism reinforces ways of 
knowing of the West by silencing and subjugating non-Western knowl-
edge. It is a process where colonizers impose their religion, language, 
economics, social relations, and other cultural practices on indigenous 
people. We argue that the institutions (e.g., schools and clubs) and leg-
acy of colonialism are still in place today, particularly in PE and YS. 
We have discussed a body of research in PE and YS that argues that 
histories of colonization have positioned non-Western knowledge, 
particularly indigenous knowledge at the margins. On the one hand, 
knowledge in PE is dominated by a particularly Eurocentric, racial-
ized form of healthism. On the other hand, the knowledge in YS is 
dominated by colonial tendencies in SDP initiatives through its use as 
a ‘civilizing’ instrument. It is suggested that educators should promote 
culturally responsive pedagogy and critical consciousness to be aware 
of the difference, decolonizing, considering power relationships, and 
implementing reflective practice. Finally, colonialism intersects with 
other forms of discrimination (e.g., race, gender, class, sexuality) and 
effects every single identity globally.
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Part II

Enacting social justice in 
Physical Education and 
Youth Sport

Chapter summary

Part I of the book highlighted that PE and YS is a social justice 
issue. In Part II of the book, we share ideas on how to create PE/
YS spaces that are equitable, democratic, negotiated, inclusive, 
fair, self- affirming and that focus on belonging. Specifically, this 
chapter introduces the underpinning philosophical orientation 
needed for equitable PE and YS spaces. We do this by sharing 
principles of social justice education (SJE), then encouraging 
educators to interrogate their pedagogies, what students learn, 
forms of assessment and the climate of classroom/program 
spaces. Each are integral to the success of a socially just pro-
gram. Moreover, pedagogy, environment, learning, and assess-
ment are all interrelated and intertwined elements of the holistic 
educational experience.

Go back to your philosophy: your pedagogical intentions

Educating others is a political act. Educators have the right to decide 
what is in the best interest of children and young people based on their 
professional judgement. Naturally, this often stems from our philos-
ophy toward education and PE/YS. If we want to combine a social 
justice approach to our philosophy and pedagogies implemented, we 
need to become educator-activists. An ulterior and explicit purpose of 
an educator-activist includes being culturally responsive, but also en-
couraging students to challenge status-quo thinking. As we discussed 
in the Part I introduction, as educator-activists our beliefs, scholar-
ship, and pedagogical practices are inspired by critical pedagogy and 
feminist study scholars such as Paulo Freire (critical consciousness 
and, praxis), bell hooks (dialogue and community), and Michel Fou-
cault (surveillance, discipline, and regulation). Moreover, we add in 
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this chapter, principles of SJE by Adams (2010) that we have been at-
tracted to, however, we note, that many different principles can guide 
us to be educator-activists. We share Adams (2010, pp. 60–61) princi-
ples of practice in bold and in italics what they could mean or look like 
in PE/YS spaces:

• ‘balance the emotional and cognitive components of the learning 
process’. Learning in PE/YS spaces have notoriously privileged mo-
tor and physical domains. Ensuring that emotional and cognitive 
learning is central to programs. Thus, we should seek to evaluate 
learning that occurs emotionally, socially, and cognitively. This 
principle links specifically to Foucault’s ideas around surveillance, 
discipline, and regulation of the body neglecting other domains of 
learning.

• ‘acknowledge and support the personal (the individual children and 
young people’s experience) while illuminating the systemic (theories 
of the interactions among social groups and social systems)’. Teach-
ing young people about social injustice, meritocracy, intersectional-
ity, and oppression is an important part of SJE. Educators should 
seek to include topics such as gender bias in sport and why women’s 
sport is only given a certain amount of media coverage. This princi-
ple links specifically to Freire and hooks’ arguments around raising 
critical consciousness.

• ‘pay attention to social relations and dynamics within the classroom’. 
Learning becomes a community orientated experience, where young 
people are not constantly competing against each other – they re-
spect each other’s cultures, preferences and are empathetic toward 
one another. Thus, social relations are not only paid attention to, but 
cultivated. This principle supports hooks’ ideas around learning is a 
democratic process and should be done as community.

• ‘utilize reflection and experience as tools for student-centered learn-
ing’. High levels of reflection are integral to SJE, where young peo-
ple understand the need to be self-critical, but also self-loving. They 
learn with their peers and engage in constructivist/student-centered 
learning approaches where their voices are listened to and responded 
to. Young people can recognize and act on injustice. Principle relates 
to acting on injustice, supporting Freire’s ideas.

• ‘value awareness, personal growth, and change as outcomes of the 
learning process’. Individual change and increased critical con-
sciousness are privileged in PE/YS spaces that challenge students 
emotionally, socially, and cognitively. Educators and young people 
rethink themselves in order to achieve an in-depth understanding 
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of the social injustices in the world and take action against the op-
pressive elements. Principle relates to acting on injustice, supporting 
Freire’s ideas.

• ‘acknowledge and seek to transform the many ways in which identity- 
based social position and power, privilege, and disadvantage, shape 
participant interactions in the classroom and everyday contexts’. Ed-
ucators are implicated within the dynamics of the learning process, 
consequently, a high-level of identity work must be done to ensure 
that individual power and privilege is acknowledged. For example, 
as a White male, a level of superiority and structural advantage has 
been maintained for centuries in comparison to trans women (or any 
women). Educators themselves must take part in high levels of crit-
ical reflection to encourage others to raise their critical conscious-
ness. Principle links to Freire, hooks, and Foucault and their ideas 
around centralized and institutional power and selfhood.

The social justice principles and pedagogies we choose contribute to 
SJE and set the tone for what the curricula/programs looks like in PE/
YS. Once we have aligned our philosophies with the practices set out 
by Adams (2010) we can unpick our spaces further because pedago-
gies implemented are one part of SJE. We consider four integral phil-
osophical areas that inform our practices for SJE movement spaces: 
how the environment should be set up, what young people should have 
the opportunity to learn, pedagogies implemented, and forms of as-
sessment. Inspired by works of Ladson-Billings (2009), Picower (2012), 
Walton-Fisette (2019), and Lynch and Sargent (2020), Figure 0.1 was 
created that can be used as talking points for departments/programs in 
PE/YS to interrogate practices related to SJE in movement spaces. We 
hope that you review these in line with your program intentions and 
personal philosophies. We have weaved these philosophies throughout 
the chapters in Part II so that you can understand them in more detail 
and gain examples of them in practice. We also provide several real-life 
case studies that give you inspiration for your PE/YS programs.

To summarize, we have shared our theoretical informants toward 
education (Freire, hooks, and Foucault – see Part I introduction for 
more), second, we shared SJE principles (Adams) – the pillars of what 
we stand by/for. Lastly, based on the theory and principles, we consid-
ered there to be four integral philosophical areas worthy of considera-
tion in PE/YS spaces (Ladson-Billings, Picower, Walton- Fisette, Lynch 
and Sargent). Importantly, education theory, principles, and philoso-
phy are interrelated bases that inform a SJE pedagogical approach 
toward PE and YS. It is our intention to describe SJE pedagogies 
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How the environment should be set up
•Young people show each other respect, in regard to their perspectives and cultural backgrounds
•Safe teaching space culture and environment, where all learners can succeed
•Educators validate individual identities in space
•A supportive class comradery
•Learners see themselves as a learning community, rather than competitors against each other
•Any name calling/ridiculing is promptly addressed

What young people should have the opportunity to learn

•To enjoy different types of movement activities and make personal choices
•Their voice and participation are important
•To set personalised goals for themselves in movement spaces and become accustomed to evaluating their goals
•Every person's body moves and acts differently to movement and food
•Self-love and affirmation 
•Knowledge of their own and other student's identities [at community, national and global levels]
•Stereotypes presented in movement spaces
•How to negotiate and take responsibility for their learning
•The importance of self-reflection 
•How to act in the face of injustice and what sociocultural issues are
•How to take risks
•Diverse perspectives and representative materials reflected in the curriculum 
•To set their expectations for the class with the educator 
•That learning extends beyond the space into the community
•Knowledge is not a static concept and can be created/re-created by young person and educator
•Their holistic wellbeing is essential (mental, physical, and social)

Pedagogies implemented

•Explicitly teach about social injustice
•Share examples of social change movements
•Allow young people to peer-teach to share their learning
•Encourage young people to act from their learning 
•Learning tasks are differentiated for each learner
•Take into consideration how students are grouped/paired in class - avoid ability and gendered groupings/activities 
•Limit young people demonstrations/displays in front of the entire class
•Consider learners backgrounds when planning
•Plan reflective activities and encourage learner voice
•Restorative and trauma-informed practices are adopted
•No learning domain is privileged e.g., the social, affective, cognitive, and physical domains are given equal 
importance in the curriculum

•Models inclusive language expected
Forms of assessment

•Use diverse forms, avoiding privileging written assessments
•Focus on personal growth and awareness
•All learning and assessment materials are created with all learners in mind e.g. ELL/EAL or special educational 
needs

•Learners are given choice on how they can show what they have learnt
•Learning questions are encouraged rather than static learning ojectives 

Figure 0.1 Philosophical principles for SJE in PE/YS
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throughout Part II of the book in more detail. Specifically, trauma in-
formed pedagogies, democratic pedagogies, decolonizing pedagogies, 
lifetime pedagogies, activist approaches, critical pedagogies of affect, 
and pedagogies of self-preservation. These pedagogies are most recog-
nized in PE/YS spaces and provide examples for educator- activists to 
engage with SJE philosophies in order to ‘be the change’ (see the finale 
chapter, Wrap up – Be the change).
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The environment you set for young people, knowing their likes/dis-
likes, their backgrounds, and challenges to learning within your 
teaching space should be linked to your educational philosophy; in 
combination, these factors will heavily influence the pedagogies you 
adopt as an educator. Being trauma informed and using a restorative 
approach is one way to enact an equitable environment and philos-
ophy that centers the complex lives of young people and ensures or 
minimizes the trauma they have the potential to  relive. This chapter 
will highlight the importance of being trauma informed and using a 
restorative approach within PE/YS. All ideas should be considered 
within your context and may not be appropriate, however, they can be 
used as starting blocks for building on your knowledge and help you 
question your practice(s).

Trauma-informed spaces

Trauma can be a short- or long-term emotional response to a stress-
ful or disturbing occurrence. Examples include bullying, physical 
or emotional abuse, rape, neglect, grief, poverty, war, discrimina-
tion, etc. In educative spaces, the outcomes can include off-task be-
havior, confusion, anxiety, anger, tiredness, poor physical health, 
withdrawal, and feeling the need to be alone or difficulty making 
friends. Thus,  young people have unique, but also complex iden-
tities and come from an array of different backgrounds. At times, 
behaviors can be misinterpreted as defiance, disrespectful, not 
engaged, or even laziness. As educators, it is essential to be con-
scious and actively seek strategies to ensure we are not creating 
more harm for young people when they are in our care. Within 
our learning environment, being aware of young people’s trauma 

10 Trauma-informed pedagogies 
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(being trauma informed) and their potential triggers and taking a 
restorative approach means seeing everyone as worthy, relational 
beings, treating young people with respect, dignity, and mutual 
concern (Evans & Vaandering, 2016). Below, we share a case study 
example from the perspective of a trauma-informed schooling  
establishment. 

Case study 1: A trauma-informed school by Rachel Kelly, 
Deputy Headteacher, St Augustine’s CE High School, 
London, England

Being a trauma-informed school means that our approach to every 
child is with curiosity. We try and find out what may be a reason for 
a change in behavior or a change in mood/demeanor to ensure that we 
effectively respond to a student rather than react. We try to ensure that 
we teach our students how to regulate themselves so that we can support 
them when they are having a crisis, giving them options to deescalate a 
situation before their fight or flight response is initiated. We understand 
that any adverse childhood experiences that may have occurred in a stu-
dent’s lifetime have a long-term impact on their health and well-being, 
and through an understanding of these experiences, we can better sup-
port our students who may have been exposed to such complex trauma, 
including those who have also not disclosed any trauma they may have 
experienced. We build on having clear boundaries, consistent routines, 
and work hard at building connections and positive relationships with 
students so that every student can be the best they can be whilst in our 
care.

For teachers, this means recognizing when a student maybe in crisis and 
having the skills and knowledge to know how to effectively respond rather 
than adding to the stress the student may be under. It is understanding that 
behavior is complex and not personal. At times, we have no idea what ex-
periences the student has had before they have got themselves to school, so 
understanding that is crucial in how we greet our students and the language 
we use with them. It has also meant that our teachers have had to learn how 
to self-regulate themselves so that they can be professional and know what 
they need to do to look after themselves too. Teaching can be tough, so we 
must look after everyone. For our students, they hopefully know that we 
care for them, want them to do well and that we are genuinely interested in 
helping them and keeping them safe. Developing relationships and having 
an adult that they can trust is important for them and key for managing 
trauma.
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Although we are still in our early stages of becoming an effective 
trauma informed school, we have prioritized training and development at 
a whole school level as we feel this fundamentally underpins everything 
that we do. We have had two full days of training for all staff, have a 
senior leader who is on the Borough wider network who will be delivering 
training to other schools and a group of staff dedicated to embedding and 
modelling this practice. To be effective with behavior, all staff need to un-
derstand the theory behind trauma and that there are no magic strategies 
that work with all students and work every time. Changing behavior too 
is a long process, which sometimes you do not see until the child has left 
school at 16/18 years of age. Understanding that as a teacher you are in 
this for the long run and may never see the true impact of your influence, 
is beginning to make a difference to some of our most vulnerable and 
challenging students and has directly changed my approach in my own 
classroom.

Being trauma informed begins the process of fostering responsibil-
ity as educators. While it has several foundations such as socioemo-
tional learning, community engagement, cultural responsiveness, it 
also includes adopting a restorative approach. For the remainder of 
the chapter, we will focus on using a restorative approach in PE/YS as 
a strategy of trauma informed pedagogy. We hope to evidence that a 
restorative approach has three core values: repairing harm and trans-
forming conflict, nurturing healthy relationships, and creating just 
and equitable learning environments (Evans & Vaandering, 2016).

Strategies: A restorative approach

Sometimes young people get situations wrong and can behave inap-
propriately or not how we expect. It is important for young people 
to understand the repercussions of their actions before situations spi-
ral. ‘The unequal distribution of power within schools has enabled 
the traditional methods of schooling to be maintained and repro-
duced, resulting in an unjust environment’ (Lynch et al., 2020, p. 42). 
 Figure 10.1 highlights two scenarios of behavior and how a restora-
tive approach can transform conflict. Evidencing that it wouldn’t be 
fitting if we were all treated equally – equity is what is needed when 
we approach behavior justice in PE/YS (see Part I introduction for 
help with definitions). A restorative approach supports shifting the 
discourse from non-punitive to reparative, creating just and equitable 
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Case study 2: Restorative practice in action by Mike 
Norley, Director of Student Development, London, 
England

For me restorative practice has always seemed the best way to manage be-
havior effectively and fairly across the whole school community. It is some-
thing that I did prior to learning its name and a strategy that I continue 

learning  environments – learning with not over young people. More-
over, a restorative approach to behavior has the potential to improve 
attendance, reduce suspensions, exclusions/expulsions, improve rela-
tionships, foster and model healthy relationships, and prevent students 
from making the same mistakes again. Below we share an example of 
using a restorative approach from the perspective of a teacher.  

Traditional schooling/YS programs
• Educator stands at the entrance of school/programs and scolds young person's attire, 

uniform/kit, or lateness to the program
• Young people often stand in lines for counting/registers and are scolded in front of 

peers by educators when they get something wrong
• Detentions/exercise punishments are regularly given for not following rules
• Young person is disengaged from the school/program, stops attending or constantly
• gets suspended/removed from the provision

A restorative approach 
• Educators greet all students with kind, compassionate and thoughtful welcome 

greetings as they enter the learning space
• A system is in place to safely register young people, even if they are late - without 

judgement
• Learning circles and class meetings are used constantly to engage young people in 

thoughtful dialogue/class conversations for both problem solving and/or 
beginning/ending class 

• When a young person gets a situation wrong, they are spoken to after class or 1:1 by 
the educator, avoid blaming the young person and any raised voices. Questions are 
asked such as: what happened? what were you thinking at the time? who has been 
affected by the situation? how do we make the situation right?

• Educators avoid judging the learner, model the language expected and encourage a 
positive tone throughout dialogue 

• If necessary, mediation can occur (e.g., with a counsellor, social worker, nurse, 
parents/guardians, another member of staff) to address and repair the harm done

• Situations are discussed to prevent the harm from occurring again and the learner is 
encouraged to make a preventative plan

Figure 10.1 Traditional versus restorative approaches to behavior.
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to be an advocate for. Empowering students to understand what it is they 
have done and providing a way for them to resolve the issue while serving 
any consequences of their actions, achieving this at the earliest possible 
moment to ensure emotions do not fester or escalate further. One example 
of this occurred when dealing with a rather confrontational and disaffected 
student in year 11 (age 15–16). It was getting close to exam season and the 
pupil in question was finding this particularly difficult. Her actions and 
attitude toward staff had deteriorated significantly and she required a great 
deal of support. One afternoon she was found by me intentionally enter-
ing and disrupting a silent study space for other students in the same year 
group. My immediate response was to publicly confront her. My reaction 
caused an even louder and more emotional response from the student as 
she felt unfairly and rudely singled out. Realizing this I changed tac and 
begun to de-escalate the situation. Having removed the student from the 
study space and ensuring another member of staff was with me I began 
the restorative process by apologizing if my actions caused offense. From 
this point the student began to be more open about how they were feeling 
and why they had responded in the way they did. She quickly apologized 
for her actions having been explained the issue they had caused. From this 
conversation myself and the pastoral team were able to gain a greater un-
derstanding of her needs and put measures in place to support her as the 
exams approached. Providing that pupil with the opportunity to re-focus, 
reflect, and discuss the situation with a member of staff helped them to 
understand the problem and move forward in a much better place than they 
were prior to the event.

Links to philosophical principles

Taking a trauma informed and restorative approach creates a safe 
classroom culture and environment, where all young people have the 
potential to succeed. Young people can learn the importance of their 
voice, self-reflection, taking responsibility for their learning, and that 
personal growth is valuable to the learning process. If one chooses to 
take a restorative approach to transforming conflict, they have the po-
tential to create an equitable learning environment, which maximizes 
the relationship between learner and educator and encourages young 
people to act from their learning. However, it is important to remem-
ber as educators, philosophical principles are embodied and adopting 
a trauma informed or a restorative approach is not a ‘one off’ behav-
ioral or philosophical tool, it is embedded into programs and lived 
through educators and learners.
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Top tips for implementation

• Educators should seek to inform themselves further of a trauma 
informed approach if they are to adopt it. It is highly context spe-
cific and comes with barriers and enablers such as educating staff 
and parents. Training should be taken by educators and is availa-
ble by many providers.

• Immerse yourself in your learner’s contextual environment/the lo-
cal area that you teach in. Take a bus, go to the library, investigate 
provisions within the borough/city and research what issues and 
barriers young people may have to learning.

• There are many elements of a restorative approach worthy of 
consideration, e.g., share and healing circles and focusing on so-
cioemotional learning in PE/YS, see Lynch and Curtner-Smith 
(2019) and Lynch et al. (2020) for more examples in practice.
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Throughout this chapter, we emphasize that curriculum/program 
planning should centralize what you want young people to learn 
through and at the end of your class/program, which as we recom-
mend, might center an element of social change immersed within the 
activity chosen. For us, this includes skills such as learners participat-
ing fully in class decisions/discussions, listening to their voice to make 
choices, learning to negotiate, and respecting others. Centering the 
aforementioned socio/emotional skills as learning intentions can be 
a useful directive when changing one’s curriculum from a physically 
orientated focus or a program that rotates activities/sports each term 
(e.g., autumn rugby, winter football, spring rounders, summer athlet-
ics), which privileges motor skills.

Democratic pedagogies in PE and YS

Planning involves pre-arranging pedagogies to implement and consid-
ering what you want young people to learn both through a unit and 
at the end. Of course, a contextual specific endeavor, what works in 
the rural parts of Wisconsin, USA in comparison to the coast of Sao 
Paulo, Brazil, is bound to be vastly different. For example, the ecolog-
ical environment such as the terrain, weather, and access to facilities 
will vary. Furthermore, the sociocultural aspects such as ethnicity, 
culture, socioeconomic means, and individual needs will also need to 
be considered in each context. Thus, planning for a young person’s 
background is highly important and educators need to research the 
complex lives and identities of our young people. When a democratic 
approach is taken, young people’s voices, choices, responsibilities, and 
negotiation skills, are harnessed. Furthermore, such an approach to 
education aims to create spaces for empowerment where young people 

11 Democratic pedagogies in 
Physical Education and 
Youth Sport
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and educators learn to be critically conscious, but also active dem-
ocratic citizens. Learning becomes a problem posing endeavor (see 
Figure 15.1, Chapter 15; Freire, 1987) where young people find the an-
swers and solutions to issues raised with autonomy. Problem posing 
is opposed to regurgitating information, such as learning the BEEF 
(bend, eyes, elbows, follow-through) acronym in basketball and spe-
cific sporting terminology. Instead, young people could be asked to 
create an equitable game (e.g., striking and fielding, target, invasion, 
or net and wall) and the parameters of the game can be negotiated be-
tween team members. Rather than learning the BEEF acronym, young 
people are required to plan, discuss, negotiate, deliver (to peers), eval-
uate, re-design, bargain, etc., and peer teaching becomes daily prac-
tice. Additionally, instead of setting learning objectives, educators can 
begin each lesson/session with learning questions to set the scene. For 
example: What steps do I need to take to go out of my comfort zone? 
What skills are needed in order to work successfully in a team? What 
types of games do I enjoy?

Below we share a case study and several strategies that can be used in 
PE settings. While some are relevant to YS and can easily be adapted, 
Chapter 15 entails more specifically how critical pedagogies can be 
enacted in YS settings. 

Case study 1: A negotiated curriculum in action, 
Maariyah Karim, Pre-service Teacher, University of East 
London

When given the opportunity to implement an intervention to try to in-
crease participation in PE, I opted to negotiate the curriculum with eleven 
year 9 (age 13–14) girls for 5 weeks. Curriculum negotiation intention-
ally allows students to contribute to the planning of their educational 
program. Negotiation was done through a pre-focus group; through 
this focus group it was important to make sure students understood the 
choices they had. Girls in this particular study had the chance to nego-
tiate activities they wanted to include in their lessons, who they wanted 
to work with, leadership roles and a music playlist. After each lesson, 
exit tickets were given out to gain feedback on how the lesson made them 
feel and what activities they wanted to do the following week. Lessons 
were then planned according to student responses. A post intervention 
focus group then took place to find out how negotiating PE lessons made 
the girls feel and the influence it had on their engagement toward PE in 
comparison to how they were initially taught (direct instruction). The 
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findings from this study showed that girls were eager to participate in PE 
and embraced having choice in their curricula. They took accountabil-
ity for their learning and took their roles and responsibilities seriously. 
Engagement, enjoyment, and confidence in PE significantly increased 
during the negotiation process. The girls improved their decision- making 
skills and became proactive in their learning. On several occasions, un-
surprisingly, the girls showed that they are more than capable when given 
the opportunity.

To overcome the many barriers faced by students in PE, it is vital to 
collaborate to produce a more appropriate, positive PE environment. 
Negotiating the curriculum allows students to be the main vehicles for 
construction of their experiences and understandings. It is important 
that teachers support students’ autonomy rather than controlling their 
behavior to increase engagement and attitudes within PE. Curricu-
lum negotiation allows students to communicate and be listened to, 
building a supportive environment between student and teacher. Be-
ing a supportive teacher often promotes enjoyment, which influences 
engagement.

Tips for implementation

• Educators should be aware that there are many ways to approach 
curriculum negotiation and should adapt to suit the needs of their 
students – this approach may not work for every class.

• Make it clear when introducing the approach that you are ‘negotiat-
ing’ and that you might not be able to say yes to everything.

• Have collaborative rules in place for students – decided as a group. 
Make sure all students feel comfortable and listened to. Reiterate 
the importance of respecting one another’s choices, opinions, and 
views.

• Negotiating the curriculum is like designing a curriculum from 
scratch. Make sure you plan thoroughly. What do you want to nego-
tiate? How much choice are you willing to give the students? What do 
you want the outcomes to be? For example: Learning? Engagement? 
Enjoyment?

Strategies

Democratic pedagogies are critically orientated in their nature (voices, 
choices, responsibilities, negotiation skills are encouraged) and when 
implementing critical pedagogies, it is important to set a welcoming and 
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inviting tone/environment. Thus, critical pedagogies should be trauma 
informed and take restorative approaches. Next, we explain several 
strategies that we have used that can be adapted for your context.

Collaborative expectations

Cultivating healthy social relations is a process and takes patience 
by all involved. Often, on day one of a class/program educators tra-
ditionally set out ‘ground rules’ and the ‘expectations’ they require 
young people to adhere to. Fundamentally, this is an authoritarian 
hierarchical view of setting expectations and highlights the ongoing 
learning space dynamics. Instead, creating expectations with young 
people is one way that the environment can be more democratic. It 
invites young people to have a voice and choice in their program. 
Below are two ways on how you could create expectations with young 
people:

(A)

1  Before young people come to PE/YS program have them complete 
a quiz on what they think the expectations should be for the learn-
ing space.

2  Anonymize these responses.
3  On day one of the class have young people decide which one’s 

they all agree with (without disclosing who came up with what 
expectation).

(B)

1  On the first day, have young people write on a piece of paper three 
expectations they would like for the class/program.

2  Read them out and decide as a group which one’s everyone/major-
ity agree with.

Creating expectations with young people can be a useful and produc-
tive process, giving them responsibility for their learning environment. 
It also allows young people to hold others accountable. For example, 
you may hear peers reminding each other: ‘hey, we didn’t agree to 
bring phones to class’. However, as the educator you must tread care-
fully and discuss with students what you are doing rather than just 
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implementing the steps. Discuss how expectations are traditionally set 
and ask young people why they think that can be problematic/useful. 
Engaging young people within this process is helpful. You may also 
wish to include some of your own expectations for the class. Below are 
some that we have used in our spaces:

 Actively listen to others, have an open mind and be willing to 
learn.

 Allow yourself to be critical thinkers of PE/YS ideologies and tra-
ditional practices.

 Challenge by choice – you have a responsibility to choose to the 
level in which you challenge yourself.

 Keep the conversations in the room – confidentiality of sharing.
 Collaborative and communicate – dialogue rather than debate.
 Act as you would like people to act to you – be kind.
 Be prepared for discomfort.
 Be respectful that everyone has diverse experiences, views, and 

levels of understanding topics.
 Share comments of support, encouragement, and feedback.
 Go to the toilet if you need to, you are human.
 Eat if you are hungry, no one can learn when hungry [avoid allergy 

foods for others].

Throughout this process there will inevitably be negotiations that 
need to take place, both with you as the educator but also peer to peer. 
It may be that as the educator you don’t necessarily agree with some 
of the expectations but letting go of ‘control’ over young people is im-
portant to promote socially just values. Sometimes, how educators 
have been taught to give rules, routines and regulations simply don’t 
fit with what young people need. When the expectations are agreed 
upon by all, ask the young people to sign a ‘learning space contract’, 
which holds them accountable formally. You could ask learners to 
create a poster of the class expectations and each lesson/session bring 
it out as a reminder.  Finally, remember, it is worth coming back to the 
expectations frequently throughout the year/program and be willing 
to adapt them.

PE and sport councils

At first, when changing learning from a motor focus, it can seem 
daunting and approaching each class/program to seek opinions on 
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what young people want to learn about through their PE/YS pro-
gram can be a timely endeavor. PE and YS councils are a highly 
beneficial strategy to support young people in their leadership skills, 
but also to make large scale curriculum changes including the voices 
of your learners. Asking young people to self-nominate and com-
plete an application form (could be a couple of bullet points or a 
picture for primary aged children) is a useful skill and practice to be 
successfully appointed on the council. The decisions young people 
make can be related to:

 – Sports kit/uniforms
 – Surveying their year group on extracurricular/holiday clubs they 

want offered
 – Surveying their class on curriculum choices
 – Changing rooms and sports facilities
 – Organizing sport/field days
 – Represent their year group in assemblies
 – Organize competitions
 – General liaising between educator and learner
 – Responsible for display boards

Young people are given an opportunity to practice sharing their ideas 
in coherent ways and put leadership skills into action. Of course, any 
council should be representative of the student body and represent the 
views of their classmates (not just their own views). Thus, an equitable 
recruitment panel for such a post should take place – not simply the 
favorite or most motor competent young person should be appointed. 
Finally, as the educator you must be prepared to learn and adapt 
your knowledge and pedagogies based on young person feedback. 
This journey is a constant cycle, however, highly worthwhile. Below 
we share a case study that highlights the power a positive experience 
school leadership can have as a student. 

Case study 2: A reflection on council opportunities, 
Charlotte Bevan, Pre-service Teacher, University of 
East London

During my time at school, I was Head Girl of the Sports Committee. I 
was responsible for organizing various sporting events, such as fixtures, 
sports days, and sports week. I ensured students were present for their 
events, noted scores, prepared equipment, and assisted with different 
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activities. I saw first-hand the amount of preparation and organization 
that went into these events and I enjoyed being part of the process as a 
student. We led sporting events for other primary and secondary schools, 
which allowed me to gain teamwork and leadership skills by managing 
groups and planning lessons from an early age.

I worked closely with the PE department to improve communica-
tion between staff and students and proposed ideas regarding new kit 
and curriculum design. I gained confidence and communication skills, 
which has helped me in interviews, group work and overall teaching. I 
was always very shy during my time at school and I believe that being 
part of my school’s Sport Committee allowed me to come out of my shell 
and gain essential social skills. We also prepared school assemblies, 
which provided me with confidence and pushed me out of my comfort 
zone, as public speaking was something I found very uncomfortable. 
Being able to represent my school for something I was so passionate 
about made me feel valued and allowed me to form positive experi-
ences of PE. My PE teachers provided me with a platform to share 
my voice and allowed all students to have an input into the curriculum 
and events, which made them more enjoyable as we had chosen them. 
We were able to organize a Sports Week, in which we chose activities 
that we wanted to take part in and organized for external companies to 
take sessions for all classes. These activities consisted of rock climbing, 
fencing, bubble football, inflatable assault courses, and Zumba. This 
event was then organized every year because it had such a positive im-
pact on students’ participation and formed fun and enjoyable memories 
of PE lessons.

Because of my commitment to the PE department, I also became 
Sports Ambassador for a local London borough with five other students 
in the area, which really ignited my love for teaching. I represented the 
borough at external sporting events and festivals to help with the activ-
ities, coach groups, chaperone younger students and organize fixtures, 
allowing me to gain leadership, organization, communication, and team-
work skills. I am so grateful for having these experiences during my time 
at school as they have really shaped my teaching career and ultimately 
led me to apply for teacher training.

Assessment as conversation

Assessment in PE specifically is a contentious issue. Traditionally, 
PE assessments have included judgements against criterion that are 
focused on cognitive (know the teaching points of the chest pass in 
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netball) and motor competencies (can demonstrate the badminton 
serve). We have also seen highly inappropriate practices such as PE 
assessments on student kit and a written examination. When learn-
ing is democratically reoriented and focuses on highlighting respect, 
showing exemplary teamwork and empathetic listening skills, the 
norms of standardized assessments are not appropriate. Instead, as-
sessment should be focused on social and emotional domains that 
privilege reflection, personal growth, awareness of social issues and 
importantly ask young people to choose to demonstrate their learn-
ing through a given method (Lynch & Sargent, 2020). This can in-
clude giving options such as SeeSaw and Flipgrid (online learning 
platforms), exit slips, plagnets, journaling, photovoice, digital story-
telling, discussions, and the use of drawings. Each of these diverse 
forms of assessment tools encourage a conversation between educa-
tor and learner, which avoid privileging written/motor demonstra-
tion assessments. Research has indicated when using assessment as 
a conversation, it allows young people to reflect on their learning, 
engage with the curriculum and can give parents/guardians a win-
dow in the classroom to understand practices as they can be invited 
into the learning space inquiring about the learning that occurred 
(Lynch & Curtner-Smith, 2019). Assessment is an important part of 
pedagogical practice, it informs the educator what needs to change 
to support learners, thus, assessment should be seen as an ongoing 
conversation: ‘this works, this doesn’t, I need to change X, Y, Z’. 
Consequently, learning questions set the scene to lessons. For ex-
ample: What are the skills I need to work cooperatively in a team? 
What type of movement activities do I like to pursue independently? 
How can I effectively communicate an idea I have regarding a game 
I want to create?

Links to philosophical principles

Adopting democratic pedagogies accentuates several philosophical 
principles. First, taking into consideration young people’s back-
grounds when planning is part of the democratic process through 
individual participation/voice. Both of which can be encouraged 
through self-reflection. Through a negotiated curriculum offer, 
young people can learn to take responsibility for their education and 
make personal choices – a skill they will need beyond formal learn-
ing spaces (PE/YS programs). We note that negotiation is not about 
doing everything students want to do. It is about inviting students 
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to understand what facilitates their interests, motivation, and learn-
ing in PE and YS (Oliver & Oesterreich, 2013). Initially, while other 
principles are relevant such as peer teaching, setting expectations 
for learning with an educator, the most integral is that the social, 
affective, cognitive, and physical domains are given equal impor-
tance within movement spaces – a radical change from traditionally 
oriented programs.

Top tips for implementation

• High levels of goal setting and reflection are essential when em-
ploying democratic pedagogies. Educators must scaffold learning, 
especially with middle school aged children. Open/transparent 
and honest conversations about what students are learning are 
important for young people to realize the learning questions and 
intentions.

• Negotiation does not mean that you will accept all of young peo-
ple’s suggestions, striking a balance and saying yes where ap-
propriate is part of democratic participation – learning ‘no, we 
cannot do this’ can sometimes be as powerful as learning ‘yes, 
we can do this.’ Recommended scholarship that might help with 
implementing negotiation include Oliver et al. (2009) and Enright 
and O’Sullivan (2010).

• Implement one thing at a time, get used to one strategy with one 
class then seek to implement another or try it with another class. 
Things might go pear-shaped if all is tested at once!

References

Enright, E., & O’Sullivan, M. (2010). “Can I do it in my pyjamas?” Negotiat-
ing a physical education curriculum with teenage girls. European Physical 
Education Review, 16(3), 203–222. doi: 10.1177/1356336X10382967.

Freire, P. (1987). Pedagogia Do Oprimido [Pedagogy of the Oppressed] (17th 
ed.). Rio de Janeiro, Brazil: Paz e Terra.

Lynch, S., & Curtner-Smith, M. (2019). ‘You have to find your slant, your 
groove’: One physical education teacher's efforts to employ transformative 
pedagogy. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 24(4), 359–372.

Lynch, S., & Sargent, J. (2020). Using the meaningful physical educa-
tion features as a lens to view student experiences of democratic peda-
gogy in higher education. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 25(6),  
629–642.



Democratic pedagogies in PE and YS 75

Oliver, K. L., Hamzeh, M., & McCaughtry, N. (2009). Girly girls can play 
games/Las ninas pueden jugar tambien: Co-creating a curriculum of pos-
sibilities with fifth-grade girls. Journal of Teaching in Physical Education, 
28, 90–110.

Oliver, K. L., & Oesterreich, H. A. (2013). Student-centered inquiry as curric-
ulum as a model for field based teacher education. Journal of Curriculum 
Studies, 45(3), 394–417. doi: 10.1080/00220272.2012.719550.



DOI: 10.4324/9781003162858-14

Chapter 9 (Part I) discussed colonialism and how it reinforces ways of 
knowing of the West by silencing and subjugating non-Western knowl-
edge. We argued that the histories of colonization have marginalized 
many young people in PE/YS by positioning non-Western knowledge 
(e.g., indigenous knowledge and non-European knowledge) at the 
margins. In this chapter, we will discuss strategies to decolonize PE 
curricula and YS programs. The strategies to decolonize PE and YS 
share the principles of SJE, particularly the understanding of power 
relations and privilege implicated within the learning process.

Decolonizing PE curricula and YS programs

Why do we usually teach football and gymnastics instead of Tapu-
wae1 and Capoeira2 in our PE classes? Why do we discuss Olympic 
games instead of Indigenous Games in our PE curriculum? Why do 
we teach PE focusing on student discipline through an obedient and 
docile body? Why are the medicalized and healthiest Eurocentric no-
tions so strong in our PE classes? Why do we use YS to achieve moral 
education intrinsically linked with colonial social control? Why do 
we see so many YS programs that impose Western ideologies, values, 
and beliefs to ‘fix’, ‘civilize’, or ‘domesticate’ non-Western popula-
tions (e.g., NGOs in the Global South to teach Global North val-
ues)? These are some of the questions we should ask as educators 
who want to decolonize the PE curriculums and/or YS programs. We 
know that our history of colonialism ensures Western control and 
domination over subjugating populations, and yet it is still an im-
portant part of our day-to-day practice in PE/YS. As educators, we 
should understand the history of colonization in our own countries 
and work toward positioning non-Western knowledge at the center 
(Tuhiwai Smith, 2012).

12 Decolonizing Physical 
Education and Youth Sport
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In PE, educators should challenge the common Eurocentric PE 
curricula in place and invite recognition and appreciation of diverse 
cultures. It is argued that PE curriculum emphasizes whiteness due 
to the focus on surveillance of the body and neoliberal ideals of what 
a ‘perfect body’ looks like. Colonialism is the reason we prioritize 
Eurocentric activities such as football, rugby, gymnastics, athlet-
ics, and the use of direct teaching aimed to control or domesticate 
young people’s bodies. Educators should aim for the inclusion of 
non- Western in PE curricula (Fitzpatrick & Allen, 2019; Wrench & 
 Garrett, 2021) and this would require the decolonization of PE teach-
ers (Hokowhitu, 2004). Not only PE teachers’ minds, but philoso-
phies, approaches/activities, and pedagogies used. In YS, educators 
should critically analyze the history of the sport and the strong links 
with colonialism, tendencies which are still interlaced in the founda-
tions and values of sport today. For example, modern sport carries 
a history of being used as a ‘civilizing’ instrument: a tool to accul-
turate uncivilized people to the values and principles of dominant 
Western culture.

Next, we share two case studies to provoke thought when consid-
ering how to action a decolonizing philosophy. We hope it stimulates 
your own thinking. 

Case study 1: Andy Milne, Health & Kinetic Wellness 
teacher at New Trier High School, Illinois, USA

As an immigrant, settled in the States, albeit with immense privilege, I 
started to question the sports and games that I was expected to teach in 
my PE lessons. I made a list and explored the modern history behind each 
and realized that a disproportionate number were of North American and 
European origin. My experience when teaching in London was the same – 
I taught traditional games, in a traditional manner, and never questioned 
why. 

As someone who has benefited from travel and experiencing other cul-
tures, and who wants his students to become global citizens, it made sense 
to see my subject through a more culturally responsive lens. Teaching in 
this way broadens the opportunities in the classroom, gym, and beyond. 
I explored the Māori game of Tapuwae and reached out to teachers from 
New Zealand to help me understand the game, its brutal history, and the 
correct Māori language accompanying the game. “Hit the tupu using the 
kī”, “Don’t step in the Te Motu!”. It felt strange using language of which 
I was unsure, but if I was to teach a historic Māori game, it was only right 
that I introduced my students to Te Reo (Māori).
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Connections were made. I connected with my New Zealand counter-
parts. I deepened my connections with students by introducing them to 
a game of which none of them had ever heard, and my students made 
connections between their traditional curriculum and an ancient game 
from a distant culture. I had the autonomy to deliver my lessons in any 
way I felt appropriate. And it was appropriate for me to question the 
status quo and take steps toward decolonizing my curriculum. It re-
quired some work on my part, but the results were awesome. I became 
a better teacher, and my students had a more enriching, global experi-
ence. Challenging a traditional narrative can be daunting, and at times 
you will feel vulnerable, but modelling that vulnerability is valuable. 
Learning from other cultures and respectfully bringing those cultures 
into your teaching space is a wonderful way for you to grow alongside 
your students. 

Case study 2: Sarah Oxford, Researcher at Monash 
University, Melbourne, Australia 

While working in the community development space, I found myself 
drawn to the sport for development and peace (SDP) sector. Drawing on 
my experiences as a competitive soccer player in my teens and twenties, 
I knew sport had the potential to create a fun and healthy space; it also 
could bring people together who may not normally interact. I started to 
question my Western, privileged perspective when I researched the SDP 
movement in East Africa through a gendered lens for my master’s dis-
sertation. While the cultures I engaged with differed, girls and women 
faced similar barriers of safety, acceptance or being the lure for SDP 
funding.

It was not until I began my PhD fieldwork in Colombia that I con-
nected the dots to these obstacles. Why were kids in middle- and upper- 
class neighborhoods who played sport positioned as leaders, while kids 
in low-income neighborhoods were targeted as needing to be changed 
or saved through sport? Who got to decide this and have their voice 
heard? Why were some girls allowed to play, but the SDP organiza-
tion dismissed gender equity? Why did the SDP organization spend 
more energy appeasing the donors than staffing people to coach, sup-
port and play with the kids? Why was I, an American studying on an 
Australian government-funded PhD, researching marginalized youth 
in Colombia?

The more I engaged with Third World/Black/decolonial feminist 
thinkers, the more straight forward, albeit more complex, the sit-
uation became. Through my fieldwork, I saw how the world social 
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structures developed and implemented during colonialism are still in-
tact, just less explicit and therefore normalized. SDP revealed itself 
as merely a Band-Aid solution, attempting to fix a symptom of gen-
erational inequality reproduced by the state and its actors. It allows 
people from wealthier backgrounds, across borders and oceans, to 
feel better about their power as they get to ‘help’ people whose an-
cestors were likely dark-skinned and/or indigenous by dictating their 
values upon them.

I did not become anti-SDP as this could be interpreted, however. 
On the contrary, I recognize that SDP can be powerful for kids and 
their families living in the most challenging circumstances. When im-
plemented correctly, it can provide a safe space to learn, play and find 
support. However, through this experience, I began to decolonize my-
self by reading academics outside the metropole, continuously ques-
tioning my ontological positioning and listening to regularly unheard 
people. If SDP leaders want to be more effective, I suggest they do the 
same.

Andy’s and Sarah’s cases reflect the need to centralizing diverse 
cultures in PE/YS. They both recognize the importance of a critical 
perspective in positioning non-Western knowledge at the center. For 
them, it is a process of re-envisioning a different education for young 
people. For the remainder of the chapter, we will focus on using a 
culturally responsive pedagogy as one way to decolonize PE curric-
ula and YS programs. We will discuss three core features and exam-
ples that educators can apply to work toward a culturally responsive 
pedagogy.

Culturally responsive pedagogy in PE/YS: strategies to 
achieve the three core features

What are the varying cultures of the young people in our PE classes 
and YS programs? How can we, educators, improve our cultural 
competence? What pedagogies can we draw upon for support? These 
are some of the questions we should ask as educators aimed at de-
colonizing PE curriculums and YS programs. Moving away from 
assimilationist pedagogies whereby young people need to fit in or 
assimilate, we suggest a culturally responsive pedagogy as a way to 
decolonize our programs (Wrench & Garrett, 2021). We suggest edu-
cators challenge the status quo and recognize diverse young people’s 
strengths, capabilities, knowledge, and resources. It requires educa-
tors to enact culturally responsive pedagogies to develop a culturally 
safe environment in PE/YS. Using these pedagogies, we suggest that: 
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(a) educators should be self-reflexive about their own positionality 
and privileges, (b) educators must be willing to nurture and support 
cultural competence, and (c) educators need to understand the his-
tory and develop young people’s awareness to critique some of the 
social inequities. We will discuss these three core features in the next 
section.

Core feature 1: Becoming self-reflexive about your own 
positionality and privileges

Culturally responsive pedagogies require educators to become self- 
reflexive about their positionality and privileges. Educators should 
always ask: Who am I? What are some of my privileges? How does my 
positionality influence my teaching? What are the assumptions I have 
in relation to the young people I am working with? Unlike assimila-
tionist teaching paradigms where the educator represents ‘the expert’ 
who enters marginalized communities to ‘help’ or ‘save’ a young per-
son from oppressed groups, culturally responsive pedagogies aim to 
co-create knowledge with young people and it requires self-reflection. 
Educators may have power and privilege from their class, education, 
racial/ethnic backgrounds, gender, sexuality, or other identity posi-
tions (Muhammad et al., 2015; Wrench & Garrett, 2021). For instance, 
we suggest you reflect on some of your systematic privileges as an ed-
ucator and the impact they may have on young people you work with 
the following:

• If young people read you as White, gender-conforming, male, 
able-bodied, and affluent, they likely perceive you as a person of 
intelligence and authority.

• Young people who do not experience privilege may worry that you 
are biased against them and their worldview.

• If young people’s identities are not well represented in the PE cur-
riculum or YS program, they may fear that their experiences, in-
terests, and perspectives will be treated as marginal, off-topic, or 
overly political.

• Young people may worry that they cannot depend on the educator 
to identify harmful comments or behavior and that you may not 
support them if they call out those harmful comments and behav-
ior themselves.

It is important to highlight that while positionalities can create em-
powering possibilities, they also have the potential for reproducing 
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systemic inequities and disadvantaging or othering young people. It is 
the reason educators should be self-reflexive about their own position-
alities and privileges.

Core feature 2: Nurturing and supporting cultural competence

The second core feature is a willingness to nurture and support cultural 
competence – environments where all young people feel respected and 
well-grounded in their identity and culture, and where there is shared 
knowledge and experience of learning (Ladson-Billings, 2009). These 
perspectives are examined alongside others so that young people can see 
the various ways different groups make sense of the world. Educators 
recognize and celebrate all cultures in PE/YS classes. As educators, we 
should create spaces for young people to talk about their family and cul-
tural traditions in a way that is safe and interesting. You could invite 
young people to work in small groups and then share commonalities or 
subjects that they noticed with the larger group if they feel comfortable in 
sharing. As an educator, you should also share your cultural traditions. 
Consider some of these questions to begin a dialogue with young people:

• What were some birthday traditions in your family growing up? What 
was important to you as a child about birthdays? Do you continue to 
keep up with those traditions? Or, do you celebrate birthdays at all?

• What tradition do you have around new babies? How do you cel-
ebrate the coming of a new baby? What do you do for the arrival? 
Anything within the first year?

• What food was served in your family growing up that you really 
didn’t like? If you wanted to serve a visitor a meal that would help 
them to understand your cultural heritage, what meal would you 
serve?

The prompts listed above are designed as a way to help young people 
to begin talking about their family and cultural traditions in a way 
that is safe and interesting, which can lead to a richer understanding 
of others’ cultural backgrounds and perspectives.

Gloria Ladson-Billings highlights cultural competence in her 
work with successful teachers of African American students over 
the last four decades. Ladson-Billings described that cultural com-
petence helps students to accept and affirm their cultural identity 
while developing critical perspectives that challenge inequities that 
schools and other institutions perpetuate (Ladson-Billings, 2009) 
(Table 12.1).
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Core feature 3: Understanding the history and develop young 
people’s awareness to critique some of the social inequities

The third core feature is the need to understand the history of the 
social inequities and develop young people’s awareness. For example, 
educators should ensure young people understand our history of colo-
nialism and its impact on PE and YS. Educators should reflect on the 
following questions with their students: Why do we discuss Olympic 
games instead of indigenous games in our PE curriculum? Why do 
we teach PE focusing on student discipline (e.g., fitness testing, cross 
country, sports/field days) through an obedient and docile body? Why 

Table 12.1  Adapted version of Ladson-Billings’ theoretical underpinnings 
(adapted from Ladson-Billings, 2009)

Conception 
of self and 
others

• Educator sees themselves as an artist, teaching as an 
art

• Educator sees themselves as part of the community 
and teaching as giving something back to the 
community, encourages young people to do the same

• Educator believes all young people can succeed
• Educator helps young people make connections 

between their community, national and global 
identities

• Educator sees teaching as ‘pilling knowledge out’ – 
like mining’

Social relations • Educator-young people relationship is fluid, humanely 
equitable, extends to interactions beyond the 
classroom and into the community

• Educator demonstrates a connectedness with all 
young people

• Educator encourages a ‘community of learners’
• Educator encourages young people to learn 

collaboratively. Young people are expected to teach 
each other and be responsible for each other  

Conception of 
Knowledge

• Knowledge is continuously recreated, recycled, and 
shared by educators and young people. It is not static 
or unchanging

• Knowledge is viewed critically
• Educator is passionate about content
• Educator helps young people develop the necessary 

skills
• Educator sees excellence as a complex standard 

that may involve some postulates but takes student 
diversity and individual differences into account
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do we use YS to achieve moral education intrinsically linked with 
colonial social control? Why do we see so many YS programs that 
impose Western ideologies, values, and beliefs to ‘fix’, ‘civilize’, or ‘do-
mesticate’ non-Western populations?

Educators and young people should critically analyze how our his-
tory of colonialism ensures Western control and domination over 
subjugating populations, and that it is still an important part of our 
day-by-day practice in PE/YS. Colonialism reinforces whiteness (see 
Part I, Chapter 9) as an ideology/belief system and the lack of recog-
nition and appreciation of non-Western and cultures (Tuhiwai Smith, 
2012).

Links to philosophical principles

In enacting culturally responsive pedagogies in PE/YS, educators 
achieve several features described in the philosophical principles. 
First, educators explicitly teach about social justice when creating 
spaces for young people to understand the history and develop aware-
ness to critique social inequities. For example, critiquing the common 
Eurocentric PE curricula in place and invite recognition and appre-
ciation of diverse cultures. Second, this pedagogy considers diverse 
perspectives reflected in the curriculum offer. Finally, young people 
and educators are able to show each other respect regarding their per-
spectives and cultural backgrounds.

Top tips for implementation

• Educators should recognize and appreciate non-Western cultures 
and always ask the question: why do we have this content in the cur-
riculum/program? Educators should share the curriculum/program 
ideas with young people and negotiate delivery. Wherever needed, 
educators should draw upon guest speakers/presenters to support. 

• Educators should always reflect on their positionality and privi-
leges. We also suggest you as an educator listen to young people 
in relation to your positionality. While you should not depend on 
your students to educate you about privilege and oppression, they 
will offer insight that you have not considered.
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Notes
 1 Tapuwae (also known as Tapu ae and Tapuwae) is a traditional Māori ball 

game. From the 1820s missionaries tried to suppress traditional Māori 
sports and games, regarding them as manifestations of a pagan culture. A 
few games persisted into the 20th century among them the Tapuwae.

 2 Capoeira is a Brazilian martial art that was practiced by enslaved Afri-
cans in Brazil at the beginning of the 16th century. Capoeira was initially 
created as a system of defense, a blend of the warfare styles of many types 
of African tribes. Incorporating fast and tricky movements with stealth 
agility and strength, Capoeira struck fear into colonists venturing into the 
Amazon jungle in an attempt to reclaim their property.
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As we learnt in Part I and specifically Chapter 6, curriculum offers 
(sports, games, and activities) continue to be highly traditional in their 
orientations and have helped to reproduce social classes, amongst 
other problematic sociocultural issues. We hope to change this phe-
nomenon and are advocates of young people moving for social good, 
in ways they enjoy, that are culturally appropriate, but also setting 
young people up to move for a lifetime. This chapter will provide peda-
gogical ideas that can be adapted to suit young people in your context. 
Most importantly, we emphasize that at the heart of your planning, an 
element of social change or social justice should be immersed within 
the activity choices.

Social change through movement

Explicitly teaching about social injustice means moving away from the 
outdated hyper-focus on the physical elements of PE/YS. Thus, the foun-
dation for learning becomes socio-emotional and cognitive focusing on 
a social justice issue (e.g., genderism – see Chapter 3, racism – see Chap-
ter 5) and the curriculum attempts to challenge perspectives around said 
issues. As an example, Lynch et al. (2020) implemented curricula chal-
lenging an ableist (see Chapter 2 for definition) perspective in a tennis 
class through immersive events and sessions with a wheelchair tennis 
team. They disrupted normalized notions of disability through various 
critical pedagogies, resulting in new experiences, humbling encounters, 
creation of meaningful relationships, and importantly a positive change 
in students’ perspectives surrounding disability. The research was car-
ried out using highly reflective assessment activities and considered 
students’ backgrounds (specifically their knowledge of disability) prior 
to implementation. Thus, when teaching about social justice through 

13 Lifetime pedagogies
Social change through 
curriculum
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movement, it is context specific and moves young people beyond the 
learning space to community spaces for example. Learning becomes a 
powerful medium to see beyond normative school structures/routines 
and expectations set forth by schools, curricula, and traditional YS pro-
grams. To give further examples of social change enacted through move-
ment spaces, we share several case studies that highlight how PE/YS can 
be used to challenge normative assumptions of PE/YS, oppression, and 
inequity. We hope it stimulates ideas that you can implement too, but 
importantly we hope that the movement options set young people up for 
a lifetime of positive movement experiences. 

Case study 1: Feminist empowerment through self-
defense in a PE/YS setting, Debi Steven, CEO Action 
Breaks Silence

Research commissioned by the European Parliament Policy Department 
for Citizens’ Rights on the effectiveness of self- defense and its place in 
policies at EU and Member State levels concluded that there is a grow-
ing evidence base that feminist self-defense can be effective in prevent-
ing violence and empowering participants to own their bodies. Feminist 
Self-Defense has been used for over a century to defend bodily integrity 
and assert for women to own their right to citizenship and challenges con-
structs of a vulnerable, timid femininity and enables women and girls to 
develop a confident relationship with their bodies which in turn facilitates 
them being able to express themselves, set boundaries and acknowledge 
their right to enforce those. In terms of empowerment, feminist self- 
defense is one of the few interventions that takes embodied empower-
ment as its focus and purpose in contrast to safety advice which may 
limit women’s freedom and her choices to live her life free from the fear 
of gender-based violence and the threat of such violence as well as hold 
perpetrators accountable and challenging victim blaming.

The Women and Equalities Committee Inquiry uncovered the scale 
and impact of sexual harassment and sexual violence in schools across 
England and stressed the urgency to find solutions that tackle sexual 
harassment and abuse of girls that is being accepted as part of daily 
school life. Being victims of gender-based violence and/or the fear of be-
ing targeted limits girls’ agency to participate in sport and other school 
activities.

Schools have a critical role to play in reducing levels of sexual har-
assment and sexual violence and PE/YS spaces could be the perfect 
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environment to conduct such workshops as part of their alternative ac-
tivities in PE/YS lessons. It is the ‘develop a confident relationship with 
their bodies’ aspect of Empowerment Self- Defense that not only builds 
body confidence, has the potential to keep women safer and have a very 
positive impact of their ability to participate in sports activities free from 
body shame and fear of being victimized.

The Action Breaks Silence Empowerment through Self-Defense Pro-
gram goes a step further by engaging, educating, and empowering school 
learners to identify different kinds of abuse and become active bystand-
ers, seeking solutions to end gender-based violence in school settings. 
The charity acknowledges that to have a deep impact, a whole school 
approach is needed so teachers, school management, care givers/parents 
should be included in the sessions. The programs encourage ‘community 
action’ which aligns to the ethos of sport.

The first case study highlights the importance of aligning the cur-
riculum to the local area and community need. For example, feminist 
self-defense is important globally, but in England there is a recent in-
surgence on gender-based violence with the kidnapping and murder of 
Sarah Everard who was merely walking home from a friend’s house in 
March 2021. This devasting story has been prominent in media outlets 
and resulted in several vigils by various communities across the coun-
try. Consequently, it is fitting in many surrounding schools and cities, 
to discuss safety, self-defense strategies, misogyny, and sexism, which 
plague our societies through the movement option of self-defense.

Case study 2: Fencing and culturally appropriate 
activities in PE and YS, Shaheen Kasmani, Senior 
Project Manager, Maslaha

Muslim Girls Fence is a partnership project between the charity organi-
zation Maslaha and National Governing Body British Fencing. The part-
nership, with each organization bringing their unique set of experience 
and expertise, is as unique as the project itself.

The project takes place in schools and community settings, catering 
to different age groups across England in London, Birmingham, Don-
caster, and Bradford. Part of the project entails introducing the sport 
of fencing, traditionally a very White, male, and elitist sport, to people 
who otherwise wouldn’t have the opportunity to try it out. It also means 
that most people generally haven’t had the chance to fence, everyone 
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starts off as complete beginners. Part of the project is about movement 
and physical activity and raising levels of confidence when taking part 
in sports.

But with that in mind, the project is also about creating and facilitating 
safe spaces. Aimed at centering Muslim women but open to all women, 
the parameters are clear; it is a woman only space. All coaches and facil-
itators are women, and this allows for women’s needs to be centered. For 
Muslim women, and by extension women of color and communities often 
considered to be ‘hard to reach’ providing such a space means sidestep-
ping the usual barriers that impede access to sport and physical activity – 
affordability, accessibility, space to wear what you want, space to pray, 
space to exercise without judgement, space that is free from potential 
Islamophobia, racism, and sexism.

As well as fencing, half of each session consists of exploring a creative 
activity with an artist. The participants choose a topic they want to talk 
about and explore, and which artistic medium to use, and with guidance 
from an artist there is a central theme and the end result is shared with 
the community and beyond. Previous examples include a photography 
exhibition about identity in Birmingham, that has toured art galleries 
and leisure centers, a model making project about gentrification in Tower 
Hamlets (borough in London) that has toured Idea Stores, Rich Mix 
and City Hall in London, and poetry workshops that have featured in the 
film ‘Nobody’s Metaphor’ challenging stereotypes, racism, sexism, and 
Islamophobia.

The connections and conversations that this part of the project in-
spires, both in schools and community settings, shows that taking a non- 
traditional approach to long time issues may be the way forward, and is 
the way to make sure everyone is included in a way that is genuine and 
holistic. If somebody’s basic needs are not catered to, then the message 
that they are not welcome, or that this space and activity is not for them, 
is very clear.

The second case study highlights the importance of providing safe 
spaces that are gender specific, culturally appropriate, free from harm, 
and provide opportunities to explore important personal topics. As the 
example Maslaha shares, fencing is a stereotypical sporting activity for 
a privileged few – by creating a space that is accessible, the sport is then 
used to discuss social change and topics of social justice (e.g., identity, 
gentrification, stereotypes). Thus, movement has the potential to create 
social good, to empower individuals to use their voice for community 
projects, to educate others, and introduce people to lifetime movement 
forms they might not have the opportunity to previously take part in.
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Case study 3: Girls on fire: the pedagogical potential 
of occupational movement for decreasing exclusion, 
increasing student engagement and social change, Dr 
Karen Lambert, Senior Lecturer of Health and Physical 
Education, Monash University

Imagine a building collapse, fire and emergency services on site, dust, 
smoke, and a tiny figure emerges. It’s Jacko, all 5ft 2’ (157cm), cradling a 
bundle – a child. To find the child Jacko had to crawl through a busted air 
shaft, hoist down from the roof to the floor, pick up, and repeat in reverse. 
It took 20 minutes from start to finish, Jacko stumbles a little, hands over 
the child, gloves off, breathing apparatus off, sweat plasters hair, runs 
into eyes, salty sweet she smiles.

The role and lived experiences of Jacko in everyday life, let alone at 
work, in training or learning, has been problematized making the female 
moving body a site of contestation. In PE this presents disciplinary chal-
lenges and invites critical contestations alongside opportunities for re-
thinking the role, impact, effect, and affect of the female body in learning 
to move and associated pedagogies that might facilitate an embodied form 
of learning. Research around ‘embodied learning’ (Lambert, 2018) and 
‘valuing movement’ (Brown, 2013) in PE is taking a turn toward more 
critical and inspiring ‘embodied pedagogies’ in PE (Lambert, 2020) in 
order to engage young women in a variety of lifelong and life-wide move-
ment pursuits. By foregrounding the inherent complexities of gendered 
embodiment, I suggest there’s value in looking outside the uninspiring 
and unequal PE classroom toward more equitable practices in the process 
of deconstructing normative assumptions about what movement is and 
means, whose movements count and associated pedagogical choices. To 
do this, I went to North America to Summer programs of ‘fire-fighting 
camps for girls. These camps provide young women aged 14–19 years 
with three-six days of movements based upon fire and emergency service 
occupational, cognitive, technical, social, and interpersonal skills – and 
the young women love them. The question begs, what are these camps do-
ing right? What might we learn from them for application in PE? (Lam-
bert, 2018).

In my research I identified four intersecting and overlapping discourses 
at play after semi-structured interviews and a sensory ethnography at 3 
camps and with 39 young women. Pleasure (fun, enjoyment, fear) per-
meate and are blurrily tied to those of the body (buzz, adrenaline), mind 
(self-talk, problem solving), and other (care, safety). Significantly, and 
as shown in the starting vignette, the dominant discourse deployed to 
make meaning was around the intentionality of ‘the job’ (occupation, 
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vocation, roles) and the firefighter identity (attitudes, actions, altruism). 
I concluded that by providing a context where pleasure, success, and 
confidence are derived from danger, complex technical skills, heavy and 
hard physical body work, deep bonds, and social cohesion, the camps 
are doing something good for and with young women. By comparison 
PE cannot make the same claim. However, I feel that my work suggests 
there is great value in seriously thinking about what PE is and what it 
can do, for whom, when and in what ways. PE can help to prepare young 
people for the new future of work as occupational movement is easily 
linked to any curriculum content anywhere in the world. This also makes 
movement in PE class more meaningful. The current and future work 
lives of young people will require combinations of gross and fine body 
movements (hairdresser to hand surgeon), problem solving (plumber 
to policy analyst), working in teams (faculty to firefighter), caring for 
others (aged care to childcare), and from a social justice perspective it 
requires all kinds and colors of hands, hearts, bodies, and heads. A new 
question begs, what does an embodied form of pedagogy in PE look like 
for young people? (Lambert, 2020).

The third case study shares the importance of learning from external 
organizations outside of PE/YS on how young people like to engage in 
movement forms. Harnessing risk taking, pleasure, danger, and confi-
dence is a mighty task in PE/YS spaces, but can be done through a wide 
range of offers (e.g., outdoor and adventurous activities, aerial, parkour, 
and mountain biking). Additionally, the importance of valuing movement 
that is occupational such as postal workers, commercial divers, nurses, 
carpenters, chefs – these are all occupations that require movement skills 
for life and should be discussed within our spaces as important reasons 
to be movement literate. Reorienting our programs to focus on skills for 
life will be a necessary endeavor if we hope to be a relevant discipline area 
in the future. However, they also allow conversations around who takes 
part in what occupations and why. For example, why does there continue 
to be more male chefs and carpenters rather than female? Movement 
spaces become spaces that allow meaningful conversations about rep-
resentation and accessibility. Each are now discussed further, in relation 
to smaller micro changes that can be made within programs.

Strategies: representation and accessibility

As educators, we are aware that revamping the program offers to align 
with social justice values comes with challenges and at times can be 
very hard to implement if the department or coaching team are not 
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in agreement or share the same philosophy. Consequently, one area 
that all departments and programs can begin with is revisiting their 
teaching resources.

Resources

PE and YS spaces frequently use resources such as images, text, or 
animations. Such learning materials set the tone for the environment. 
Ensuring that resources are inclusive and representative of the young 
people served is highly important to create a just learning environ-
ment, because it is one way that the hidden curriculum (see Part I in-
troduction for a definition) is perpetuated in our movement spaces. 
For example, only showing images of the male skeleton or muscular 
system is rife within learning spaces globally. Moreover, resources no-
toriously include images of White individuals rather than ethnically 
diverse individuals. To begin, review your current resources and ask 
these questions:

• Do the pictures used reflect your students/participants and the de-
mographics where the school/sport program is located?

• Have you catered for all languages spoken?
• Is the wording age appropriate?
• Is the text/background dyslexic friendly?
• Is the resource visually pleasing on the eye?
• Is the resource engaging for young people to discuss with each 

other or does it simply tell students what to do?
• Is it easy to hold? Laminated?

Often, once a bank of resources is created, they are used yearly. We 
recommend that rather than doing this, use department/program 
meeting time to revise them to reflect the young people and the envi-
ronment you are educating in. Representation and accessibility are 
highly powerful tools in engaging young people and can be a step-
pingstone toward social change through program choices. Moreover, 
such representative resources can encourage a conversation around 
specific social justice issues and raise consciousness in a very differ-
ent way.

Links to philosophical principles

When the curriculum offer engages explicitly in social justice topics, 
then your curriculum will speak to several philosophical principles set 
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forth in Figure 0.1 (Part II introduction). Namely, by providing spaces 
for individual change and increased critical consciousness educators 
can  challenge students emotionally, socially, and cognitively. As a re-
sult, educators and young people have the potential to rethink them-
selves to achieve an in-depth understanding of the social injustices in 
the world and act against the oppressive elements. Young people will 
be encouraged to value awareness, personal growth, and change as 
outcomes of the learning process and that learning has the potential 
to move beyond formal teaching spaces and into communities. Moreo-
ver, if resources and learning materials directly represent the diversity 
of young people served then they have the potential to remind young 
people that they are visible, represented, and valued. Thus, encourag-
ing a sense of belonging within the movement space. 

Top tips for implementation

• Teaching about social justice issues can bring up previous or cur-
rent trauma faced by young people. Do your research and ensure 
you give plenty of ‘trigger warnings’ before certain content. You 
can also speak to individual learners before a class/session and see 
if they would like to be a part of the session, or if you need to, re-
vise your content. This will prevent re-traumatizing students – see 
Chapter 10 for more trauma informed pedagogies.

• Involve local community groups and attempt to move beyond for-
mal learning spaces (get out of the sports hall/field or classroom 
and into the community). This allows young people to see them-
selves as part of the community and society at large. Additionally, 
providing an authentic learning experience for them.

• Often ‘one-off’ lessons/sessions or a drop-down day of ‘world 
sports’ or ‘disability inclusion’ becomes tokenistic. Instead, young 
people need a curriculum that spirals and builds throughout their 
time in PE/YS programs so that raising consciousness, question-
ing, and critiquing social issues becomes ingrained and builds 
each semester or term.
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This chapter will delve into the importance of attending to young peo-
ple’s needs and interests within youth support (YS). Specifically argu-
ing that educators can engage in activist approaches to co-design sport 
programs with young people rather than for or on young people. An 
activist approach encompasses educators acknowledging young peo-
ple’s strengths, capabilities, knowledge, and resources. Young people 
have unique perspectives about what goes on in their worlds and possi-
ble spaces for activism. Therefore, educators should consider pedago-
gies that help young people to name, critique and transform the social 
injustices they face.

Activist approaches in PE and YS

Many educators have focused on learning to listen and respond to 
young people in order to better challenge the status quo in PE and 
YS (Enright & O’Sullivan, 2010; Fisette & Walton, 2014; Luguetti 
&  Oliver, 2020). Activist approaches challenge and change power 
relations in education and sport, revealing how complicated power 
dynamics are in the reality of classrooms and/or gymnasiums (e.g., 
authoritarianism). At the heart of activist approaches is a com-
mitment to listening and responding to the needs and interests of 
a diverse population of young people. Activist approaches aim to 
create spaces for empowering young people and educators to de-
velop a critical conscious of their relationships and positionalities, 
for example, identifying the main barriers to playing sport in their 
communities and clubs and work collectively to create sustainable 
solutions.

Activist approaches are grounded in feminist theories (Fine, 
2007), critical pedagogies (Freire, 1987) and utilize Student Centered 
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Inquiry as Curriculum (Oliver & Oesterreich, 2013) and a way of 
working with a diverse population of young people. This way of 
working emerged from 24 years of activist research within PE set-
tings whereby educators collectively worked with young people to 
create curricula that better met their needs and interests (Oliver  
et al., 2015). Although activist approaches are widely recognized in 
PE spaces, in this chapter we will explore what activist approaches  
look like in YS. 

Case study 1: ‘Stop mocking, start respecting’: an activist 
approach meets African Australian young women with 
refugee backgrounds in grassroots football by Carla 
Luguetti, researcher working with young women

In 2019, I decided to facilitate an activist approach with young women 
with refugee backgrounds in grassroots football in Australia. We 
co-created a sport program to better address their needs and concerns. 
After playing with the young women for six months, we all agreed to 
start an activist approach. The coach was also on board with this new 
challenge. We agreed to arrive a few minutes early every week to dis-
cuss how to improve the sport program. Thirteen young women wanted 
to participate in the activist project and their participation was vol-
untary. For the first eight weeks we worked together to identify what 
facilitated and hindered young women’s engagement in sport. In this 
phase, we aimed to create a democratic space through dialogue to un-
derstand the meaning of the sport program for the young women. We 
learned that this was an essential step in the process of co-design. We 
learned that the football program was a safe space that brought people 
together, providing young women a platform to be active and part of a 
(diverse) community.

We also identified young women’s barriers to sport participation op-
portunities in their YS program and community. The lack of female 
representation in the football program emerged as their main concern. 
The young women mentioned that they admired the only female ref-
eree in the tournament. They felt that most of the male referees were 
condescending toward them. According to the young women, the lack 
of female representation translated into women’s sport being seen as 
just for entertainment or ‘some kind of mockery’. They mentioned that 
they heard derogatory, sexist terms that diminished their motivation 
to play. The young women articulated the lack of female representa-
tion as the main concern, which they felt negatively affected the value 



96 Enacting social justice in PE and YS

afforded to women’s sport participation, the exposure and promotion 
of women’s football, and female players’ access to coaching and lead-
ership roles.

In the second part of the activist approach, we decided to plan and 
implement an action. We collectively imagined alternative possibil-
ities to the lack of female representation in the program. We wrote 
a few ideas of activism online: (a) meet with the coaches to discuss 
the concerns; (b) write a letter to an ‘ideal referee’; (c) host a fe-
male tournament and invite family and friends to showcase that 
‘it is ok for girls to play football’; (d) create an exhibition on ‘how 
it feels to be a girl and play football in our community’; (e) meet 
with the club committee to discuss the concerns; and (f) provide a  
female leaders’ seminar (‘successful females’) to discuss issues  
of female representation in football. Although I wanted to organize a 
female leaders’ seminar or an exhibition, the young women wanted to 
educate their coaches and the program leaders. So, they decided that 
the coaches’ workshop would be their main action. At the end of the 
coaches’ workshop, the coaches and young women  agreed to have meet-
ings every semester as an open platform to listen to their voices. In addi-
tion, they agreed to promote women in football by getting more females 
involved and having someone responsible for social media operations. 
Finally, they agreed to train female coaches and referees. The young 
women reported that they learned that ‘together we have power’, and the 
importance of ‘speaking up to those in charge’.

Co-designing sport programs with young people: 
strategies in an activist approach

There is a need for co-designed sport programs that recognize young 
people’s strengths, capabilities, knowledge, and resources (Luguetti  
et al., 2021). This approach focuses on young people’s needs and aspi-
rations, instead of a process whereby young people need to ‘fit in’ by 
adopting core values and competencies communicated by sport or-
ganizations. Co-design emphasizes the value of working with young 
people to co-create knowledge and stimulate action to address social 
inequities.

We have consistent evidence that suggests that when sport manag-
ers and educators invite young people to co-design programs, it bet-
ter facilitates active engagement and young people feel co-responsible 
for their own learning. Furthermore, young people have unique per-
spectives about what is happening in the world and possible spaces 
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for activism (See activist work by Greta Thunberg for inspiration). By 
listening and responding to young people’s voices, educators create 
spaces for identifying and addressing barriers that young people en-
counter inside and outside of sport. Now we will describe four key 
steps in the co-design process, focusing specifically on strategies that 
educators can use.

Step 1. Building relationships with young people

Educators need to build relationships with young people to co-design 
sport programs. This is important because many of the barriers young 
people face on a day-to-day basis are not things they will easily discuss 
with strangers. To gain the understanding necessary to co-design a 
sport program, educators must get to a point where young people feel 
comfortable to talk; that is, a safe space. Educators can create strat-
egies to build relationships such as playing cooperative games and 
having informal conversations about themes outside the sport context 
in order to get to know their identities and who they are. It is also im-
portant to highlight that time is essential to build relationships with 
young people.

Step 2. Identifying barriers to sport in the community

To co-design sport programs, it is necessary to create a democratic 
space and to engage young people in inquiry (e.g., asking questions) 
in order to identify the barriers and enablers they experience in their 
sport context. Educators can start by inquiring into what young peo-
ple (dis)like in general, their perceptions of sport, and barriers to sport 
participation they encounter both in the program and their commu-
nities. In this step, educators should help young people to name their 
experiences. Educators can use journalistic tasks, freewriting, draw-
ings, photovoice, creation of lyrics, and other methods to support this 
process.

Step 3. Imagining alternative possibilities

The third step involves working to imagine alternative possibilities to 
the identified barriers. What is possible to change or negotiate? Where 
are the spaces for activism? The act of imagining something different 
creates opportunities for young people to elaborate on the barriers 
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they experience. In co-designing sport programs, the process of iden-
tifying barriers and then imagining something different are the pre-
cursors for taking action – actions to improve the sport context for 
youths in meaningful and realistic ways, and builds  on their talent 
and resources.

Step 4. Working collaboratively to create alternatives

If young people are to develop strategies for addressing the barriers 
they experience, the final step has to start by considering things that 
young people see as important. Educators can offer examples of pos-
sible activism in this phase such as a leadership program or an event 
delivered by young people. This step highlights the need for action, 
moving beyond simply understanding the barriers. More than merely 
identifying the social injustices they encounter, this enables young 
people to experience praxis: action and reflection ‘upon their world in 
order to transform it’, as Paulo Freire (1987) famously put it. This col-
lective action is the first stage in a longer-term process of micro-level 
change for a more socially just society.

Links to philosophical principles

An activist approach emphasizes several features described in the 
philosophical principles. First, an activist approach considers young 
people’s background when planning. As described previously, it is es-
sential to spend time building relationships as the program is built on 
the young people’s lived experiences. Second, the young people and 
educators should work together and reflect to plan ways to challenge/
negotiate the social inequities. This approach requires educators to 
encourage young people to act from their learning. Third, this ap-
proach gives young people the possibility to negotiate and take re-
sponsibility for their learning. Finally, the co-design sport program 
reflects diverse perspectives, considering young people’s knowledge 
and identities.

Top tips for implementation

• Educators should deeply reflect on their own practices in imple-
menting an activist approach. For example, educators should write 
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a reflective diary where they might describe the challenges and 
facilitators in the process of listening and responding to young 
people’s voices.

• The creation of a democratic space can be uncomfortable re-
garding the necessary change in power relations. For example, 
educators and young people work in collaboration to challenge 
conventional conceptions of young people as subordinate to the 
educators. Educators should be prepared to learn how to be com-
fortable in this uncomfortable space where it feels like you are los-
ing ‘control’.

• Educators should embody the lifelong learner concept. Freire 
(1987) talks about being an ‘unfinished being’. Educators need 
to embody the idea that we are always making and learning from 
our mistakes. It is a process of being and becoming a better ed-
ucator. In this sense, educators should not be afraid of revealing 
their vulnerabilities to students and will learn from this dialog-
ical process.
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Our embodied identities are part of who we are as educators. How 
we communicate, listen, care, love, and collaborate are all deeply per-
sonal and align to our philosophical values (see Part II, Figure 0.1). 
Emotionally, to be a successful educator, we have to be vulnerable and 
show elements of ourselves so that young people learn it is ‘okay’ to 
share their emotions with us. Moreover, by showing our emotions we 
can have greater affects on young people and their outcomes. To un-
derstand emotions and affects further, it is necessary to question emo-
tions and affects beyond an individual perspective (e.g., the privacy 
of romantic relationships) to examine its political and cultural pro-
duction and reproduction of our feelings and emotions (Zembylas & 
McGlynn, 2012). In this chapter, we will describe a pedagogy of love in 
PE/YS as a strategy for consideration and acknowledge emotions and 
affects in critical pedagogy. Critical pedagogies of affect have been 
advocated as physical education’s response to precarity (Kirk, 2019). 
According to Kirk, these pedagogies are radical in their intent in em-
powering young people to social change and take affective learning as 
the main concern.

Emotions and affects as the heart of critical pedagogies

What do you feel as an educator? How do you know what you feel? 
What are your main emotions and affects? How do you negotiate what 
you feel? These are some of the questions one should ask as an edu-
cator. Emotions and affects are the heart of critical pedagogies and 
that is why they should not be ignored or suppressed in education 
(Boler & Zembylas, 2003). However, emotions and affects have been 
viewed as something to control. Historically, emotions and affects 
have been seen as individual and private, something that educators 
should avoid and not discuss or share. Within her book, All About 
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Love: New Visions, hooks (2001) argues that we receive messages on 
a daily basis telling us that love is about mystery. hooks suggests that 
the expression ‘to fall in love’ reflects this mystery. In that sense, since 
it is so difficult to choose love, it is better to fall in love – meaning 
we are not responsible for our actions. As educators, we should be 
able to choose love because ‘choosing’ is certainly more empowering 
than ‘falling’. Furthermore, some consider love to be a soft emotion or 
feeling, confined to the privacy of romantic relationships and family 
contexts. Critical pedagogues challenge this view of emotions as indi-
vidualized, natural, or universal. Consequently, emotions should be 
viewed as complex and social, inseparable from actions and relations. 
Put simply, love is a verb.

A plurality of emotions and affects should be considered in crit-
ical pedagogy such as love, hope, anger, and frustration, which 
scholars have often linked to collective political agency: consid-
ering ‘strong’ emotions (Burford, 2017). In contrast, emotions and 
affects such as numbness, shame, exhaustion, depression, and anx-
iety, which seem to offer limited political use, in reality, could ex-
pand the complexity of emotions and affects that may be available 
for social transformation (Burford, 2017). For example, Ahmed 
(2017) has critiqued the conventional promise of strong positive 
emotions, observing the way that feminists and queers are often 
positioned as troublemakers and ‘killjoys’, disturbing its normative 
conditions. These scholars have sought to understand what poten-
tial might come out of negativity itself (Ahmed, 2017). Although 
emotions and affects are widely recognized in education in general, 
in this chapter we will explore and argue how they are at the heart 
of PE/YS practices. 

Case study 1: Love by Janaína, a pre-service teacher 
working with youth from socially vulnerable backgrounds

Janaína was born in the same community most of the youth were from: 
a socially vulnerable area in Brazil. Janaína was the first undergradu-
ate student in her family. In the first semester working with the youth, 
Janaína said ‘I’m proud of not being part of the crime and violence statis-
tics of my community’. Janaína always spoke proudly of her success, but 
never in the sense of being an individual success. According to her, the 
‘project’ (a partnership university-school) was a possibility to give back 
to her community what she had learned and the opportunities it offered to 
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her: a chance to open doors so that other young people might not be a part 
of crime and violence statistics in her neighborhood. Janaína mentioned 
proudly her chat with the youth she was working with: ‘In our last class 
I talked about what the kids expect from their lives. I said that they will 
face a lot of challenges and they will listen to a lot of “Nos”. I said it be-
cause this is my story. I listened to many “Nos”. I became a teacher, and 
it is against all the statistics of my community... and I told them where 
I came from… I live in a quebrada [favela] and today I am here. So, 
you can be also here.’ During the project, conducted over four semesters, 
Janaína has talked to her students about things that were not directly 
related to the PE classes. She spoke about community events, changes in 
the neighborhood, and community difficulties due to government neglect. 
Janaína described their neighborhood as the ‘ forgotten land’. Janaína 
always had great communication with the children and young people. 
She connected well with them. She did not just describe the problems they 
face in their community, but also pointed out the social injustices. She 
believed her class could create spaces for the youth to be working toward 
liberation for the self and the community, as well as awareness of social 
injustices.

Although Janaína always valued the importance of critiquing social 
injustices and giving back to the community, she learned to create a 
democratic space with her students to achieve it. She understood that to 
create a community that would care for each other, she should be open 
to listening to youth’s voice and share power with them. In the beginning 
of the project, Janaína talked to, more than she listened to, the youth. 
In the second semester, Janaína started to listen to young people’s voice. 
For example, she organized debriefings in the end of the classes to un-
derstand the young people’s perceptions of her teaching. She understood 
that, for them to talk, she would need to listen and respond to their 
voices. At the end of four semesters, Janaína described how she entered 
in a deep affective relationship with the youth: ‘The kids have become 
my children. I was in a very delicate moment of my life in this semes-
ter... I was finishing my final paper and I also had other personal prob-
lems. However, I had the commitment: “they are waiting for me”... my 
commitment was with the young people and I had to be there for them. 
Although I needed to focus on my final paper, I could not leave the kids 
behind because they needed my presence. When I started here, I thought 
that as a teacher we know everything. This project changed my life… I 
understood the importance of listening to the students… when I learned 
to really listen to them and understand their needs... what I changed is 
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that I have a very strong connection with the kids and with their parents. 
I changed as a teacher and the way I’m going to teach from now on is 
the way I learned here’.

For the remainder of the chapter, we will focus on using a ped-
agogy of love in PE/YS as a strategy for consideration and to ac-
knowledge emotions and affects in critical pedagogy. We hope to 
provide evidence that a pedagogy of love has three core values: dia-
logue, solidarity, and hope. In addition, we aim to describe some of 
the strategies that educators can apply to work toward a pedagogy 
of love.

Toward a pedagogy of love in PE/YS: strategies to 
achieve the three core values

While care is well acknowledged in PE/YS, researchers often use Nel 
Noddings’ concept of an ethic of care as a foundation for their work. 
Building on research about an ethic of care in PE/YS, we argue that 
care is an ingredient or dimension of love, ‘but simply giving care does 
not mean that we are loving’ (hooks, 2001, p. 22). We propose that 
love can constitute an important pedagogical intervention in strug-
gles against inequitable social and educational structures within our 
educational spaces in PE/YS (Luguetti et al., 2019). We argue for ‘de-
colonizing love’ whereby love is conceptualized as a practice that is 
both politically and socially constructed. It also holds a promise of 
being a compelling political force that has transformative potential in 
struggles against social injustice. According to hooks (2001), in con-
trast to commonly accepted assumptions of patriarchal culture, love 
cannot be present in a situation where one group or individual domi-
nates another. Domination and love cannot coexist, because without 
justice there can be no love. In that sense, it is a love based on dia-
logue, solidarity, and hope.

Core value 1: Love as dialogue

Love requires a commitment to dialogue and the capacity to take 
risks for the benefit of young people and ourselves. One of the risks 
we must take as educators is to abandon oppressive practices in the 
classroom and other educational spaces. As educators, we should 
challenge the assumption that we are responsible for all decisions and 
learning that takes place. As educators, we should never emphasize 
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the banking system of education (see Figure 15.1), in which young 
people are treated like empty receptacles (Freire, 1987). For example, 
the banking system assumes that memorizing information and re-
gurgitating it represents gaining knowledge that could be deposited, 
stored, and used at a later date.

Love demands that we utilize dialogue to co-create knowledge with 
young people. In PE/YS, educators should invite young people as 
co-participants in creating PE curricula or sport programs. As men-
tioned previously, love cannot exist in a relation of domination, thus, 
educators should seek to provide spaces that share power by entering 
into dialogue with young people. Together, educators and young people 
build relationships and understand the barriers and facilitators young 
people face in seeking to be moved in ways that they enjoy. As a result of 
learning together, it is possible to create spaces for change or activism.

Core value 2: love as solidarity

Love requires solidarity – a commitment to others and to the cause 
of liberation. Solidarity is a commitment to all voices and perspec-
tives, particularly marginalized populations (e.g., youth from socially 
vulnerable backgrounds, CALD, and refugee-backgrounds). Soli-
darity is about sharing the struggle with people to create a more just 
world. It must encompass a deep commitment to social inclusion and 
democracy: a revolutionary commitment to transform the oppressive 
ideologies and practices in education (Freire, 1987). Solidarity is a 
deep commitment to protecting, caring for, and empowering young 
people in the face of social barriers and oppressions that surface in 

(a) the teacher teaches and the students are taught; 
(b) the teacher knows everything and the students know nothing; 
(c) the teacher thinks and the students are thought about; 
(d) the teacher talks and the students listen—meekly; 
(e) the teacher disciplines and the students are disciplined; 
(f) the teacher chooses and enforces his choice, and the students comply; 
(g) the teacher acts and the students have the illusion of acting through the action of the teacher; 
(h) the teacher chooses the program content, and the students (who were not consulted) adapt to 
it; 
(i) the teacher confuses the authority of knowledge with his or her own professional authority, 
which she and he sets in opposition to the freedom of the students; 
(j) the teacher is the Subject of the learning process, while the pupils are mere objects.

Figure 15.1 Banking education (Freire, 1987, p. 73).
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their everyday lives. It highlights the importance of building a sense of 
togetherness, which includes getting to know young people including 
their hopes, dreams, and communities. In that sense, educators create 
a community of learners (see Part II introduction, Figure 0.1) instead 
of individualistic connections with youth.

Freire (1987) differentiates charity from solidarity. Charity is assis-
tance provided to you for something that you need, so that you no 
longer necessitate it. Solidarity  is to share the struggle of trying to 
transform various forms of oppression, joining with marginalized peo-
ple to achieve social justice. In that sense, solidarity is grounded in 
local communities, which create new possibilities of experience, while 
inspiring dreams of hope. One way to act in solidarity can be when ed-
ucators create democratic spaces where they are willing to listen and 
learn from young people’s diverse cultures and backgrounds (for more 
information see Chapter 14).

Core value 3: love as hope and imagination

Love is connected to hope and imagination – necessary to persevere 
despite barriers. How can educators and young people think together 
toward a different and more just world? Hope and imagination are 
central to the transformative experience of education. To enact trans-
formation, hope is a necessary ingredient, while its opposite, despair, 
leaves no room for activism or movement because of the overwhelm-
ing power from obstacles that hinder educators. Hope creates room 
for movement, for possibilities to create different outcomes, whereas 
despair simply shuts them down. Within a pedagogy of love, educa-
tors stimulate creativity and imagination in their learners, as well as 
the capacity to critique their surroundings and thus challenge inequity 
and injustice. It is important that transformation occurs at the micro- 
level – taking small steps toward changing oppressive practices makes 
a difference over time (see Chapter 11 for more ideas). For example, 
having recognized the barriers young people might face in seeking to 
be physically active, educators and young people might collectively 
‘mind map’ how to make change – which requires both imagination 
and hope.

Links to philosophical principles

A pedagogy of love highlights several features described in the phil-
osophical principles. First, it emphasizes the affective domain in the 
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classroom and other educational spaces. A pedagogy of love considers 
the educators' emotions and affects when enacting critical pedagogies. 
Second, this pedagogy considers self-love and affirmation where edu-
cators and young people need to gain knowledge of their own and oth-
ers’ identities. Such an approach creates a safe classroom culture and 
environment. Finally, when educators and young people share their 
emotions and affects, they are willing to take risks and show their own 
vulnerabilities. This is a kind of empowerment that can only happen 
when educators take the risk of being vulnerable while encouraging 
young people to take risks.

Top tips for implementation

• Educators and young people should consider their emotions and 
affects when enacting critical pedagogies. Both groups should en-
gage in critical inquiry regarding values and beliefs and examine 
how one has learned to perceive others. This process can incur 
emotions of anger, grief, disappointment, and resistance, but the 
process also invites students to critique their deeply held assump-
tion, offering new windows into the world. A journal would be 
helpful within this task.

• To enact a pedagogy of love, educators should create democratic 
spaces where they are willing to listen and learn from young peo-
ple’s diverse cultures and backgrounds. Educators should nurture 
and support environments where all young people feel respected 
and well-grounded in their identity and culture, and where there is 
a shared knowledge experience of learning. These perspectives are 
examined alongside other perspectives so that students can see the 
various ways different groups make sense of the world.

• Educators should seek to create spaces that share power with 
young people. In that sense, educators need to be aware of and un-
derstand mechanisms of power relationship reproduction. Shar-
ing power is particularly challenging in PE/YS where most of the 
educators have a sporting background where usually they learn 
that the coach/teacher is predominantly in charge of all decision- 
making. We suggest that educators always reflect on their assump-
tions on their pedagogies and the young people with whom they 
work. Also, having someone observe your practice highlighting 
where you as the educator are making all the decisions (rather 
than young people) would be helpful in addressing what needs to 
change.
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Introduction

Socially just pedagogies are political and highly personal, linking to 
educators’ philosophies of education and life in general. Continu-
ally advocating for social good and against sociocultural issues can 
take its toll on both educators and young people, especially because 
young people are a part of resistance curricula (e.g., against the sta-
tus quo). Educators are often committed to socially just practice as 
lone scholars or practitioners within their departments and fighting 
against national organizations and policies that go against their be-
liefs. Consequently, both educators and young people need spaces 
for recharging and revitalizing our commitment to education. This 
is much more than simple ‘me time.’ It is self-reflective, gratitude- 
orientated, and conscious work where educators and young people 
can consider/ponder elements of life. This chapter will share several 
ideas about how to enact such pedagogies with young people in PE/
YS, however, as with any pedagogy shared, they can be adapted and 
used for educators, too.

Selfcare and respect = preservation

As discussed in Part I of the book, now more than ever, social issues 
plague our society. The impact of COVID-19 will be apparent in years 
to come, increased unemployment, police brutality, and trauma (phys-
ical and emotional) are pervasive. There are over 17 million refugee- 
background and immigrant children displaced and/or separated from 
their families, extreme poverty, overcrowded housing, domestic vio-
lence, and a number of other social issues mean that young people 
live in times of precarity – sheer uncertainty on what is next. The 
possibility of educators teaching a young person living in precarious 

16 Pedagogies of 
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circumstances is highly likely (Kirk, 2020). Such circumstances, in 
combination with social media, give rise to mental health issues and 
eating disorders/body dysmorphia in young people (e.g., anxiety, de-
pression, anger, helplessness, alienation, and violent behaviors) (Kirk, 
2020).

Young people are directly affected by sociocultural referents and 
oppression. Thus, it is important to look after one’s self as well as 
teaching young people strategies on how to be able to do so. Looking 
after ourselves is a form of self-care as well as resistance to a capital-
ist structure, which asks us to work, work, work, and be highly pro-
ductive citizens. In the words of Audre Lorde (1988, p. 131), a famous 
poet, “caring for myself is not self-indulgence. It is self- preservation, 
and that is an act of political warfare.” Lorde is arguing the impor-
tant point that self-care is one way of loving ourselves and preserving 
our unique identities in a complex world full of precarity, discrimi-
nation, and inequity. When using the term self-love, we adopt King’s 
terminology (2018, p. xviii), ‘self-love is the balance between accept-
ing yourself as you are while knowing you deserve better, and then 
working towards it’. Self-respect and preservation speak to well- 
being strategies and are highly appropriate in movement spaces. 
Teaching young people to love their becoming-selves is an empow-
ering endeavor and has the potential to create confident, grateful, 
respectful, and mindful citizens. Next, we share a case study and 
several strategies worth considering as you center self-preservation 
in your curriculum. 

Case study 1: Increasing self-esteem & empowerment 
in teenage girls, Maisie Cook, Pre-service Teacher, 
University of East London

Gender as a concept has always been a topic of interest with PE, having 
previously been described as a place for the empowerment of females. 
The concept of gender inequality, as well as its effects on females across 
the globe is one that needs to be addressed in schools, not only in a 
health and PE lesson context, but at a whole-school level in order to 
make change. From my experience of both identifying as a female and 
working with females in an educational context, I am acutely aware 
of the difficulty in increasing self-esteem and feelings of empowerment 
among teenage girls, in particular. My interest in female empowerment 
was further fueled through my Initial Teacher Training (ITT) experi-
ence where I was able to deliver Empowerment Self-Defense (ESD) 
lessons which were underpinned by the Relationships, Sex & Health 
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Education curriculum in England. The aim of these lessons was to at-
tempt to create a space that enhanced feelings of empowerment and 
self-esteem in Year 9 girls (aged 13–14 years old). To do this, I facil-
itated four hours of lesson time focused on addressing gender stereo-
types, healthy relationships, consent, and teaching basic ESD. These 
lessons aimed to provide students with a safe environment for open and 
honest discussions about topics that I knew would be of interest to them. 
These lessons incorporated a wide range of activities and resources in-
cluding Instagram posts to show what a healthy relationship looks like, 
Twitter posts to establish the negative aspects of gender stereotyping 
and a questionnaire to help me better understand what “empowerment” 
meant to students.

In summary, it was clear that students’ enjoyment and feelings of em-
powerment as a result of engaging in these lessons had certainly been 
enhanced. Not only were the girls more open and honest with their dis-
cussions about gender inequality and how they wanted to overcome it, 
they exhibited an increased sense of worth and belief in themselves and 
their ability to achieve anything they set their minds to. Implementation 
of a curriculum that promotes body positivity and empowerment to our 
students is certainly vital, irrespective of the school you work in. Whilst 
this intervention took place for females only, I see no reason why males 
could not also benefit from an all-embracing curriculum. Listening to 
and supporting our students to become the best version of themselves 
should never be seen as a ‘tick box’ thing to do, rather a major part of our 
teaching philosophy that links to the holistic development of students be-
yond the classroom. If all individuals were empowered, who knows what 
amazing things they could achieve?

What can you do to create spaces of empowerment with your students?

• Establish a safe environment within your lessons to allow open and 
honest discussions about issues or inequalities that are both relevant 
and experienced by students today. Allowing students the space to 
vocalize their thoughts and feelings about societal issues affecting 
them today is a vital step toward better understanding and support 
for our students.

• Allow spaces for student voice and choice into your curriculum where 
possible. Aspects of a negotiated curriculum (see Chapter 11) are 
fundamental in ensuring meaningful experiences are visible in PE 
and that students can engage in new activities beyond just the school 
environment.

• Ensure students can develop holistically during their PE lessons. 
PE is fundamentally educating about the physical and with cross 
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curricular links toward societal topics of interest such as gender ine-
quality, body confidence and supporting students from diverse back-
grounds across all domains of learning, teachers can open the doors 
to a better understanding of their students and what they believe is 
important to them.

Strategies: lessons/sessions on self-care, respect, and love

A unit or series of lessons/sessions on self-care, respect, and love in-
volves learning intentions/ questions within each domain of learning 
(see the foreword), without privileging one over another. As an exam-
ple of learning intentions, caring for the mind/body and respecting 
the body with activity choices and healthy exercise habits are linked 
to the physical domain. Cognitively, young people can gain an under-
standing of bodily and mental capabilities,  the importance of caring 
for themselves, their limits/stressors, what love is/how it is enacted in 
relation to thy self, and where to remove unmitigated stressors if possi-
ble. Socially, young people can learn the importance of positive, kind, 
and respectful relationships and that selfcare does not have to be done 
independently – it can be a collective endeavor. Affectively, young peo-
ple can begin to feel/become aware of triggers/signs of fatigue or being 
overwhelmed, gain self-belief, have a grateful attitude toward life/the 
class, and begin to learn about how they feel regarding their varying 
moods. Thus, each domain is important when considering pedago-
gies of self-preservation. We are conscious of sharing a specific unit 
of work that individuals simply use for their context, consequently, we 
share several pedagogies that can be considered for a unit/sequence of 
lessons.

To teach about the learning intentions across these domains, sev-
eral movement ideas can be considered. For example, mindful stretch-
ing and balancing (focus on the breath and moving with control) has 
great benefits of slowing individuals down, creating calm, and reliev-
ing stress. Guided visualizations (mental images are used to stimulate 
senses) can be useful to allow young people to transgress different lev-
els of awareness and learn to relax within the formal learning environ-
ment. They also serve to remind young people what they have to be 
grateful for in our society and that they have the potential to increase 
individual confidence if the visualization is focused on what individ-
uals have been successful in/have achieved or self-belief. Mirror work 
(looking in the mirror) is a simple task to educate on loving the person 
looking back. Put up mirrors around the teaching space, ask students 
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to look in the mirror and say positive things such as ‘I love myself, I 
define my own success, I love my body, I deserve to be here, I am beau-
tiful, I am handsome, my smile is amazing, I am ambitious’ – any form 
of affirmative words or phrases relevant to the context that exemplify 
loving themselves and being confident individuals. Origami (folding 
paper into designs) can be a simple strategy used to bring tranquil 
after a busy lesson or session. It is also an inexpensive craft that orig-
inated in Japan – another talking point for class discussions. Origami 
allows time for quiet reflection and is considered conscious work fo-
cused on the self. It is one of the easiest forms of self-care. Chalking 
is a useful tool to teach about self-love and loving the body the way it 
is. Trainee teachers at the University of East London often partake in 
chalking around campus. They have shared messages of criticality, but 
also acceptance, respect, and bodily love to encourage a change in the 
way we feel and think – this can change our lives. See Figures 16.1 and 
16.2 for examples. 

Figure 16.1  ‘Not even the girls on magazine covers look like the girls on mag-
azine covers #UELPE’. Photograph by the author.

Art forms can also aid learning. Rap, poetry, and the spoken word are 
all art forms that move beyond traditional texts. Because they are ex-
citing, powerful, and evocative tools they can support young people to 
make sense of learning intentions. As a practical task, use a web browser 
and search for the poem ‘You are the medicine’ by Maria  Sabina who is 
a Mexican curandera (healer) and one of Mexico’s greatest and sacred 
poets. Read the poem at your leisure and consider sharing it with the 
young people you work with. We recommend that you ask young people 
to read the poem in small groups or as a reading circle.
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After the poem, a couple of task ideas include:

 – Ask young people to create a response poem: ‘You are the medi-
cine’ or ‘We are the medicine’.

 – Conduct a free write how the poem made them feel and ask 
whether they have used any of the strategies for self-care, e.g., have 
a cup of tea in front of the stars.

 – Discuss as a group the opinions on the piece, the use of medicine 
and overprescribing issues, and the importance of pharmaceuti-
cals for certain individuals/illnesses.

 – Create and choreograph an emotive dance/mime (including select-
ing costumes and music) that exemplifies the poem.

 – Use a Socrative circle to engage in dialogue (two circles, one in-
side the other, the group on the inside discuss, while the group 
on the outside research, listen, and consider responses, the two 
groups can then switch over after a number of prompt questions). 
Ask young people to reflect on the individual concept of health in 

Figure 16.2  ‘I’m just trying to ♥ be myself. #UELPE’. Photograph by the 
author.
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relation to neoliberalism and what should change in their commu-
nity to impact their health and well-being.

 – Reflect individually on how they look/feel about  their own 
well-being and encourage them to investigate spaces they can en-
gage in these strategies.

As highlighted, there are several learning intentions and strategies you 
could employ if you want to encourage self-preservation. These peda-
gogies are needed now more than ever in precarious times. However, 
as with any pedagogical tool, it should be used with great thought, re-
search, and care. Importantly, it is impossible for us to enact social jus-
tice within our educative spaces if we are not self-actualized teachers 
(hooks, 1994). Thus, we must be cognizant of the toll that liberatory 
teaching takes on us and ensure we are living consciously in relation 
to our own self-care. Some strategies are shared below in the final case 
study relevant for educators. 

Case study 2: Looking after the teachers: Say no!, Dr 
Shrehan Lynch, Senior Lecturer, University of East 
London

Teachers are the pillars of our society and their well-being is of great 
importance to me. I have been a dedicated teacher now for over a decade. 
I am, however, one of those teachers who burns the candle at both ends 
and finds it impossibly hard to say ‘no’. In 2020, I found I was working 
7am till 10pm most days. When I did sleep, it was not for long. I would 
have a notepad next to the bed to record anything I forgot. Sometimes I 
woke with night sweats and heart palpitations, thinking I was going to 
die. In reality, I was having panic attacks about everything I needed to 
do at work. The stress was not helped by COVID-19, moving to a new 
house, death threats from a former male lodger, and a miscarriage. After 
seeking help, I was diagnosed with several mental health conditions that 
continue to impact me today. As an educator, I would do anything for 
my students and colleagues. But 2020 made me re-evaluate how much 
I need to look after myself, put my own oxygen mask on before helping 
others, and the reality that I cannot save the world from social injustices 
tomorrow or next week (as much as I would love to). Several things have 
helped:

 – Journaling how I am feeling.
 – My therapy dogs, Ruby & Brutus – they are the best.
 – Medication, prescribed by my doctor.
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 – Being open and honest with my students about my mental health and 
with colleagues about certain situations that cause anxiety.

 – A ‘success’ journal, where I write my focus of the day.
 – Connecting to my cultural roots and traditions in Palestine.
 – Deep work time, uninterrupted by emails and Teams messages that 

can throw me off-track for hours.
 – When I am teaching, knowing that sometimes ‘good enough’ must 

do, this prevents me from over planning and spending hours creating 
new material that is often unnecessary.

 – Moving my body in ways that I enjoy – swimming, bounce, yoga, 
walking, and cycling.

 – Chatting to my sisterhood, friends, comrades, and family members.
 – Listening to the daily calm and sleep meditation on the Calm app – it 

is worth the premium membership!
 – Deleting emails and Teams off my mobile during my annual leave – 

it’s my time!
 – And, the most important one, learning to say the magic ‘NO’ word! 

It could save your life!

As educators, our embodied selves run the risk of disconnecting the per-
sonal/professional and the heart from the head. We need to be cogni-
zant of this, ensure that we share our vulnerabilities when needed, get 
help, and remember, we are never alone in the madness of education! 
It is okay, not to be okay.

Links to philosophical principles

Pedagogies of self-preservation are undoubtedly linked to ensuring 
that young people learn the importance of holistic well-being. In a 
fast-paced world, where many young people can be focused on aesthet-
ics (how they look), a pedagogical approach such as those shared can 
support students in understanding that physique is just one element 
of wellness. And that loving themselves and affirming their bodily ca-
pabilities is essential work. Young people may also get to experience 
different types of movement that may suit them better and learn that 
every person’s body moves and acts differently to movement types. 
Lastly, self-reflection is vital for self-preservation and tracking our 
moods and feelings can aid knowing when we need self-care for both 
young people and educators.
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Top tips for implementation

• Avoid tokenism and implementing activities such as yoga or 
spiritual practices that have a deep and meaningful connection to 
specific religions. As an example, yoga is related to the six schools 
of philosophy in Hinduism and is a central component of Bud-
dhism through meditative practices. Consequently, offering a 
Westernized Yoga class, is culturally insensitive to the historical 
traditions of yoga.

• Live it; practice what you preach. If you are an advocate for self-
care, self-love, and well-being, you cannot be rushing around con-
stantly, avoiding breaks and not looking after yourself. Remember 
as an educator, you must put on your own oxygen mask before 
helping others.

• Recharge in the educators’/staff room during breaks/lunch/
throughout the day with the support of leadership teams. Get rid 
of old coffee mugs and stained couches/ invest, and replace them 
with aesthetically pleasing décor and greenery. Seek to remove 
photocopiers and computers from the educators’ room and call it 
a sanctuary space. Have the same space available for young people 
in break rooms if possible.
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Throughout this book, we have emphasized the importance of 
 criticality – that is, questioning the status quo, problem-posing and 
seeking to find a better way so that everyone is involved. We argued 
that criticality also involves high levels of reflection and understand-
ing of our perspectives, assumptions, histories, and lived experiences. 
Criticality is needed to unpack why we think and feel a certain way 
about situations, policies, and practices. And, we showcased how hav-
ing a critical perspective is necessary to address issues of social jus-
tice and inequities. We framed our own ideologies and educational 
offerings around critical theories from  scholars such as Paulo Freire 
(critical consciousness, praxis), bell hooks (dialogue and community), 
and Michel Foucault (surveillance, discipline, and regulation). In Part 
I, our hope was to provide a critical perspective on numerous sociocul-
tural issues and to educate you on the social injustices and ways young 
people (and people in general) are marginalized and oppressed. Hav-
ing a sound knowledge and understanding of these inequities paved 
the way for the social justice pedagogies and approaches offered in 
Part II. The intention of these pedagogies are to inform you  on what 
the inequities and injustices are, and also how to engage in pedagogical 
practices (i.e., curriculum, pedagogy, assessment) that are equitable, 
democratic, and self-affirming with the explicit and overt intention to 
educate others about these social issues. Although this was our in-
tention in ordering the book in these two parts, we understand that 
you may have dipped in and out of chapters based on personal areas 
of interest that align with what you want to work on, because prac-
tice does not change linearly or neutrally. We suggested that educators 
should be able to transition from solely critical thinking for change 
to micro-actions. Our book emphasized pedagogies where the action 
is an essential element. As described by Freire, it is pedagogies that 
combines action and reflection.

17 Wrap up
Be the change
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At times, and maybe even now, you might have questioned or 
doubted whether engaging in SJE and addressing social inequities 
with young people would really work – for a plethora of reasons (e.g., 
your limited knowledge and experience, the reception of young peo-
ple, cynicism on whether change could happen). The truth is, address-
ing social justice issues and engaging in SJE pedagogies is HARD. 
We acknowledge that this work is not easy. We admit that at times, we 
get frustrated and exhausted from always challenging the status quo 
to create change and not always being successful. It is rarely easy for 
us. But we will tell you that we have grown and evolved compared to 
where we were five or ten years ago and all three of us know that we 
have much more to learn. It is complex because there is no one-size 
fits all, a prescribed way to ‘do’ this; rather, it takes challenging, ques-
tioning, pushing back, and going against the grain to make progress 
forward, to create change. We acknowledge that there are a number 
of challenges that educator-activists might face when creating change. 
These include: an open-ended, messy, and risky process, negotiating 
stereotypes and assumptions, learning to listen and trust young peo-
ple and reproducing power relationships. That is why, although we 
are excited about the ideas, principles, pedagogies and approaches we 
have offered you, there is no one ‘best’ way – as a matter of fact, there 
is no ‘one’ or ‘right’ way either (well, unless we fail/ignore addressing 
these issues that can cause harm to others).

If you take anything from this book, we hope that your philosophi-
cal orientation has evolved and that you understand the importance of 
knowing your context and the identities and needs of the young people 
with whom you work. The first step in enacting social justice in PE/YS is 
centralizing your philosophical and pedagogical identity as an educator- 
activist (see the Part II introduction for a list of SJE principles - Adams, 
2010). This will allow you to be open to seeing, listening, and responding 
to social justice issues and inequities within your PE/YS spaces as well 
as being explicit and intentional with program design, pedagogical im-
plementations, and assessment practices. The intentionality is central 
here as it is important to note that engaging in this work is constant, a 
part of who you are as an educator, and what you espouse every day. 
Being an educator-activist does not mean engaging in one social justice 
activity a month, conducting your usual pedagogies and then adding on 
a social justice element to it at the very end or educating a day or two on 
sociocultural issues and then not integrating and addressing these issues 
throughout the remainder of the curriculum/program.

The second step in enacting social justice in PE/YS is taking 
into consideration the context within which you work (e.g., school, 
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community) and the young peoples’ identities, needs and lived experi-
ences. Every context is different. If we all attempted any of the activi-
ties and pedagogical approaches in this book the process and outcome 
would vary simply because our contexts are different. What may work 
in California, USA may not work in Ohio, USA; what may work in 
London, England, may not work in Tokyo, Japan. Learning the school/
community to situate and ground this critical work is necessary before 
attempting SJE approaches. This is also true about knowing the young 
people with whom you are working. We want to curtail their educa-
tional experiences to them so that it aligns with their everyday lived 
experiences. Engaging in these first two steps as an  educator-activist 
with a critical lens will pave the way for change to occur in addressing 
social injustices.

Creating PE/YS spaces that are equitable, just, democratic, self- 
affirming and offer a sense of belong is possible. At times being a 
change agent can seem daunting – that it is an uphill battle that may 
never end. But look around you. Look at all the change that is happen-
ing in your own life, in your community, in your country, in the world. 
Enacting social justice in PE/YS and educators’ and young peoples’ 
capacity to dream are strongly linked. The more educators are willing 
to struggle for an emancipatory dream, the more they are to know the 
experience of fear, how to control and educate their fear and, finally, 
how to transform that fear into courage. We are not asking you to 
be the leader in macro transformation, but rather, being the change 
within your own spaces with the young people with whom you work. 
This is where real impact happens – at the grass roots level. If we all 
engage in this micro transformation repeatedly – that is, you,  Shrehan, 
Jen, Carla, along with many other educator-activists, then we will offer 
educational opportunities to young people that are socially just and 
inclusive for all. We hope you enjoy the journey, no matter which route 
you take to getting there and feel inspired to take new approaches into 
your practice. Equally, we hope you read the concepts and ideas in 
this book and do something novel and unforeseen with it. We believe 
that you have the ability, influence, and power to do so. We strongly 
encourage you to join us and BE THE CHANGE.
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