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Within school physical education, is there too much of an emphasis on the competitive element?


Introduction 
The aim of this assignment is to identify whether competition does in fact dominate the curriculum for physical education. We already have some idea from how physical education has been taught for many years that competition does feature in majority of lessons, so the assignment will explore any contributing factors as to why competition is used regularly, and whether there are any other alternatives available to work alongside or replace the extent to which competition is practised. 
When looking at physical education from an outside view, it is evident that there is one particular perception adopted by many. The perception is that physical education is just sport and games. This suggests that due to the way physical education has been taught in previous years up until current day, it has had a sole focus on competition.
Leah and Capel (2000) begin their chapter with an ongoing debate of what the priorities and content of physical education should be. They identify that the main concerns are between competition and co-operation and to what extent they should be included within the curriculum. This was on ongoing topic in 2000, and within the chapter they identified how the debate would still be ongoing in many years to come. This assignment will include the effects competition has on the students and whether or not the use of competition within physical education encourages or hinders motivation. Also to be discussed will be how    physical educators personal beliefs contribute to the magnitude of competition practised within lessons, and whether there is any possibility that physical education will navigate away from this prodigious focus on competition. 
 

The Positives and Negatives of including Competition in Physical Education Lessons 
When taking into consideration the amount of competition that is currently included within all elements of a person’s life, it is no surprise that physical education follows suit by incorporating many competitive games within its curriculum. This is also a point shared with Bernstein et al (2011) who talks about how ‘Competition is considered to be used within physical education to ‘promote physical activity and develop skill, build character, promote sportsmanship, and prepare students to live and work in a competitive environment’. However, when taking into consideration what many people could recall when asked about what their traditional physical education lessons were like, it would be expected that many would highlight competition as a domineering element. 
Firstly, what must be considered is whether there is a need for competition within a physical education lesson. The National Curriculum for Physical Education (2008) identifies four main disciplines for the subject, theses being, Health, Fitness and Well-being, Adventurous Activities, Creative Activities and Competitive Activities. When using Health, Fitness and Well-being as an example, the activities within this discipline would not have to be of a competitive nature. However, when teaching the importance of health, many physical educators would conduct a battery of fitness testing at the beginning of the module. This would give the students a chance to view their own health and fitness levels. It would then be expected that the students would use the remaining weeks to train various health related components of exercise, and then in the final weeks of the module would then retest in order to see any progress made. Conducting the lessons in this way would encourage the students to find ways to better their personal scores, which could be seen as being in competition with oneself. However, it must be taken into consideration that the curriculum for physical education is going under changes, so the way in which people are starting to view physical education may be different now to the views in 2008.
Attempting to remove all forms of competition out of any physical pursuit is a difficult task in itself, but it is ultimately under the teacher’s digression to strip the activity of all competition in the learning process. It is imperative that the students can learn in a supportive and uncontested environment until they get the grasp of the specific skill or game. Once the students are competent with the skill or game in question, it is at that point that further development can be made, such as applying the skill within a game context. For example, if the students within a year 7 physical education class were learning the skill of a chest pass, they would first practise in isolation at perfecting the motion of the pass against a wall. Progressing from that would be passing in partners, then in small groups, then having the pass the ball into space. Each of these drills would not involve any type of defence in order to build the students confidence, and once the teacher can observe that the students have mastered the skill, only then would they implement it within a modified game. 
The Sport Education Model was developed by Siedentop (2011) in an effort to make activities such as competitive sports more inclusive. It allows for the teacher to put the students into teams of mixed ability. By doing so can allow the students to co-operate with each other, allowing the less able and talented the opportunity to work alongside the more able and talented students, encouraging peer learning. This could be a beneficial way of learning as may teachers have large numbers within their classes and are unable to give each student enough 1 to 1 contact time. This idea is also supported by Bernstein et al (2011) who discuss how children with a lower skill set usually have difficulties performing certain skills within lessons due to the fact that they do ‘not receive adequate appropriate practice trials’. So it could be expected that by grouping the class in this way and giving them all a common goal would encourage the more able and talented to assist their peers in the learning process. Sport Education incorporates a variety of roles within it model, allowing for every member of the team to contribute to the overall goal. Each member of the team is given the role of player, but other roles include, Captain, Coach, Equipment Manager, Score Keeper, Fixture Secretary and Captain. Depending on the sizes of teams, additional roles can be introduced. However, a negative side of sport education could be that the students who are less able and talented would more than likely be given the roles such as equipment officer or be in charge of keeping scores. Whilst Sport Education strives to develop personal, social and moral skills within all its pupils through the use of team games, Theodoulides and Armour (2001) suggest that there is ‘little empirical evidence to support this view’.
Students within a compulsory physical education lesson would generally be in a mixed ability class. When having to take part in a competitive activity against peers who are more competent in that particular activity could result in the students becoming disengaged and give up as a result of thinking that they are not good enough to compete. Subjects across the curriculum such as maths and English are taught in sets, allowing for the students to be within a class of students working towards the same level as them, therefor the divide in ability is not as prominent. However, within physical education, many schools would not have enough staff to split the students into ability classes, so the students have to remain in a mixed ability class. This could cause frustration for the more able and talented students also, this is due to them potentially having the ability to play to a certain level within a particular activity, but not being able to perform to their own abilities due to the other students not being able to match the skillset. It is possible then that the less able and talented students when having to work with/against the higher ability students would have negative experiences within their physical education lessons, such as humiliation from missing a pass, not running as quick or missing a goal. This as a result could affect the student’s mood, such as damaging their confidence or making them anxious (Cecchini, 2001). BBC in 2014 surveyed 1000 children and 1000 parents about the use of competition within sport. The survey identified that one in 10 children who took part within the survey would feel less anxious if the competition element was taken out of physical education. 
These negative experiences may not only affect their contributions within a physical education lesson, but in more serious cases, these negative experiences could cause the students to not want to take part in physical activity at all. Not taking part in any form of physical activity can be very damaging for the individuals health, and therefor the question must be asked as to whether competition in school physical education is causing more damage to a child’s self-esteem rather than promoting more healthy active lifestyles through lifelong physical activity.  Bad experiences of competition within physical education could lead to the student’s not continuing physical activity into adulthood. (Armstrong et al, 1990). It must be taken into consideration that Armstrong conducted this research in in 1990 so it could be seen as not current to today’s physical education. In contrast to how it makes the children feel within physical education, a survey conducted by the BBC in 2014 collected data from parents and children on the use of competition within physical education. A staggering statistic shown within the survey results was that 89.3% of parents of eight to 16-year-olds believed it was "important" or "very important" for their children to taste victory or defeat in sport. Parental influences and pressures can also be a contributing factor as to why competition is still so prevalent in the current day curriculum. Similarly, physical education teachers who have seen the personal benefits of competition are more likely to prioritise competition in the lessons that they teach.
Encouraging the students to be competitive within physical education could result in the students becoming unmanageable. This could be seen within a game such as dodgeball, players within a team could take the competition too seriously, and as a result could end up injuring another player. This is why it is imperative that the teacher has the ability to remove competition when necessary in order to maintain order and prevent any harm. Accentuating this point, Children who are taking part in competitive activities outside of school could have a ‘win at all cost’ mentality due to the way that they are coached (Dodge and Robertson, 2004). If their coach encourages foul play and cheating because they are focused purely on the outcome rather than promoting fair play, sportsmanship and respect for the rules, then it could lead to these children bringing this mentality with them into a physical education lesson. Sharing the view of Dodge and Robertson that competition can lead to unsportsmanlike behaviour is Brown and Grineski (1992), who disagree with the amount of competition within physical education arguing that competition does not develop character or sportsman ship, rather it exposes negative character traits. Similar to the work of Armstrong (1990) it must be renowned that the work could be seen outdated and not relevant to the modern version of physical education. They discuss how competition can actually cause more harm to the individual as when competition is put in an educational setting there is the opportunity for repeated failure, which could cause a drop in self-esteem and motivation. Their answer to what should be included within physical education is more of an emphasis of co-operative learning, but also identifying that competition can still be used, it just needs to be carefully controlled. Theodoulides and Armour (2001) suggest that using team games where ‘players’ actions and behaviour are evident to other individuals, means that socially unacceptable behaviour can be easily observed’. This showing how it can aid teachers in identifying the source of negative behaviour quickly, but by adopting this routine in every lesson of putting the class into teams can be viewed as purely for the teachers benefit of managing large class, rather than the sole focus being on the development of the child. 
A positive associated with using competition within physical education is that it teaches the students the importance of moral reasoning. When looking at competitive activities within physical education, it is usually team sports that dominate, such as football, rugby, netball and others. These are otherwise known as invasion games. One reasoning for the teachers using these type of activities is because they can put the students into teams of five plus, allowing the teachers to manage larger classes. 
A final consideration as to why competition should not be so heavily involved within physical education is the ongoing debate as to whether boys and girls have a different reaction to competition. Leah and Capel (2000) who suggest that competition makes girls feel alienated within class, but does not have the same effect on boys. Also, they refer to a study conducted by Mitchell and Chandler (1996), so found that male students scored higher in perceived competitiveness, intrinsic motivation and perceived organization. This suggesting that girls would benefit more from the removal of competition within physical education. It was the work of Mitchell and Chandler that propose that physical educators become more mindful about how different genders react to competition, and apply this in their lessons accordingly.


Practical Implications and Suggestions 

When looking at what can be done to encourage more co-operative learning and more inclusive and holistic learning experiences, it must be considered whether there is any current models in existence with the purpose of achieving this. Harvey and O’Donovan (2013) within their section on the pupil’s experiences of competition state how ‘Physical educators have pointed to team play as a naturally cooperative environment’, so taking this further, this could imply that physical education do not feel the need to change. 
Already identified above were models such as teaching games for understanding (Thorpe et al, 1986) and the Sport Education Model (Siedentop, 2011). When discussing the positives associated with putting the sport education model into practise within a Physical Education lesson, it is evident that it could ensure that we could create a more holistic learning environment. 
However, when taking into account the work completed by Kirk (2011) who identified that it would create many more obstacles than triumphs in current day because not all existing teachers who are in positions have been taught how to conduct models such as Sport Education, therefor finding themselves too unsure on how to deliver the model, having negative repercussions on the teacher such as a lack of confidence. A way to ensure that physical educators who have been in the education system for many years are able to confidently lead sport education sessions is to provide training classes. This would give them the chance to be part of a Sport Education season themselves, and through this understand what sport education can offer in terms of inclusion and co-operative learning. 
Harvey and O’Donovan refer teachers having ‘everyday philosophies’, which they identify as being a result from previous physical educators beliefs. As previously recognized we know that competition has been practiced within Physical Education so it could be seen as newly qualified teachers identifying that the competitive environment was beneficial to them, therefor they adopt the same methods in their teaching. 
Further in the paper, the authors communicate to the readers how there are ‘no signs of alternative visions of what physical education could be at the secondary level other than a subject dedicated to the teaching of sports and games’ (Harvey and O’Donovan, 2013). If this still current in modern day, it could be expected that physical education will not in the near future steer from using team sport within their lessons. Thus suggesting that due to physical educators having respect and seeing the benefits competition can bring, it cannot be seen as to whether competition will ever not be a domineering factor within physical education. 

Summary / conclusion 
To conclude, it is evident that competition within physical education is a dominant weighting. Competition can provide many rich learning experiences such as understanding the importance of fair play (Gibbons et al., 1995), sportsmanship, team work and how to work co-operatively with others. Which were the identified aims within the National Curriculum for Physical Education in 1992, along with honest competition. When looking at the steps taken throughout the years for making physical education a more inclusive learning environment, evident within the identification of models above, it is clear that physical education can have the potential to change the focus from competition for the sole purpose of winning, and engross itself within co-operatively working together to achieve a common goal. Both the Sport Education model and Teaching Games for Understanding were created as the authors identified the extent to which sport is practised within Physical Education, suggesting that current day physical education does not have the intent to remove the amount of games and sport practised within physical education, but to instead create a more holistic and inclusive learning environment for students of all abilities when taking part in sport and physical activity. 
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