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Physical education puts the body center stage. Embodiment has emerged Received 23 March 2020

as a concept that broadens the focus on the body beyond the dualistic Accepted 5 September 2020

natural scientific point of view. Research into embodied learning and

embodiment has had various focuses, including the sociological aspects S -
X . . . . embodiment; pedagogies;
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is a literature review of peer-reviewed empirical studies aiming to reflection; movement

explore empirical research on pedagogies of embodiment in physical exploration; experience

education. We ask what characterizes the empirical research literature

on pedagogies of embodiment in physical education, and what

implications for teaching and learning we can find in this literature.

Forty-two studies met the criteria and were included in the review.

Based on a thematic analysis of the studies, two main themes emerged.

The first theme, ‘enabling critical reflection’, highlights that physical

education can contribute to the development of critical thinking skills

among pupils and provide them with safe spaces to discuss ‘taken for

granted’ understandings of gender, health, and body ideals within

physical education. The second main theme, ‘Exploring (new)

movements’, shows how pupils’ exploration of (new) movements can

contribute to the development of body awareness and meaningful

experiences. Physical education taught after principles of pedagogies of

embodiment involves pupil-centered approaches and inductive

approaches to teaching. These approaches give pupils the opportunity

to be involved in choosing activities and creating content. Pedagogies

of embodiment place focus on the importance of reflection before,

during, and after activities in physical education, and expand the

repertory of activities that physical education may include. In this way,

pedagogies of embodiment may facilitate embodied learning,

empowerment, and positive experiences of being in movement. Future

research should investigate further the possibilities pedagogies of

embodiment gives for teachers and learners, and how the potential to

challenge traditional pedagogy can be developed.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

Physical education is by its very nature a school subject that puts the body center stage (Armour,
1999; Connolly, 1995; Stolz, 2015). With certain historical exceptions, the traditional way of under-
standing and theorizing the body in the area of physical education is heavily influenced by the
natural sciences (Pronger, 1995). While the natural scientific approach to the body has facilitated
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immeasurable progress in combating disease and pain, it also has certain negative consequences.
The view of the body advanced by the natural sciences is described as dualistic in the sense that it
presumes a clear separation between the physical body and the mind (Leder, 1992). Furthermore,
the natural scientific viewpoint treats the body as a machine-like entity (Tinning, 2010), a technologi-
cal object to be trained and perfected (Pronger, 1995), which may have alienating consequences for
individuals (Wright, 2000).

Embodiment has emerged as a concept that broadens the focus on the body beyond the natural
scientific perspective (Cheville, 2005). Central to embodiment is the understanding that the body is
not only connected to subjective experiences - rather, it is the ground of such experiences (Standal,
2020). Since at least the 1970s, embodiment and corresponding terms such as embodied learning
have been employed in the physical education literature (Arnold, 1979; Whitehead, 1990). Research
into embodied learning and embodiment has had various foci. One line of research emphasizes what
Shilling (2010) calls body pedagogies, how societal norms are translated into institutions such as
schools via policies, messages and practices. This perspective emphasizes the sociological aspects
of embodiment, e.g. the pedagogical work performed on students’ bodies by physical education tea-
chers. Another perspective analyzes the embodied experiences of students (Bailey & Pickard, 2010;
Brown & Payne, 2009; Standal & Aggerholm, 2016).

Shilling (2010) points out that there is a ‘theoretical cleavage’ (p. 164) between Foucauldian-
inspired analyses and more phenomenological approaches to embodied experiences. More specifi-
cally, Shilling (2010, p. 164) highlights the tension that ‘exists between the causal determinacy that
tends to be associated with Foucault's approach, and the concern with experience as a phenomenon
in its own right that cannot be reduced, a priori, to any discourses or other “social facts”. Research
into sport and physical culture has also drawn on the notion of embodiment to explore and critique
embodied practices, such as physical activity promotion campaigns and digital surveillance tools
(Depper et al.,, 2019; Francombe-Webb & Toffoletti, 2018; Rich, 2018). This line of research turns
our attention beyond the body as something we have towards addressing the body as something
we dre, to us as human beings. An important theoretical point is therefore that as embodied
human beings we learn and are socialized into both having and being our bodies.

Oliver and Kirk (2016) state that while notions of the body in culture are present in the physical
education literature, various understandings of ‘the body’ are evident. Framing these various
approaches as pedagogies of embodiment, Oliver and Kirk go on to state that ‘pedagogies of embodi-
ment in which the study of the social construction of the body becomes an essential part of the cur-
riculum are key to the development of transformative forms of PE’ (p. 310). They use activist research
working with girls in physical education as an example of pedagogies of embodiment. However, the
potential range of the concept embodiment is clearly wider than that. Therefore, drawing on the
work of Oliver and Kirk (2016), and acknowledging the less than uniform way embodiment is theo-
rized, it seems vital to clarify what one talks about when one talks about pedagogies of embodiment
in the context of school physical education. Moreover, by systematically analyzing empirical work on
pedagogy of embodiment, we aim to highlight processes of teaching and learning that seek to
counter the traditional, dualistic teaching methods that have informed physical education for
many decades (Kirk, 2010). Ultimately, what is at stake here is pupils’ learning about themselves as
embodied human beings. The purpose of this review is, then, to explore empirical research on ped-
agogies of embodiment in physical education. More specifically, we ask what characterizes the
empirical research on pedagogies of embodiment in physical education, and what implications for
teaching and learning can we find in this literature.

Method

This literature review is narrative in form and aims to present an overview of previous and current
empirical research literature on the topic of ‘pedagogies of embodiment’ in physical education
(Grant & Booth, 2009, pp. 99-100). The search process was carried out systematically. Unlike many



SPORT, EDUCATION AND SOCIETY e 3

narrative reviews, we wanted to use systematic search methods and specific criteria for selection of
research papers. One reason was to gather all the empirical pedagogical work that has been done
using ‘embodiment’ as a concept. The other reason was that we wanted to be open to the reader,
to ensure our searches could be replicated.

In the first phase, we researched three relevant and subject-specific databases using a search
string consisting of the key words ‘embodiment’ and ‘physical education’.! At this stage, we
wanted to collect all relevant articles on the topic, and therefore searched using title, abstract and
keywords. We considered using a more complex search string with several keywords and proximity
operators, but lower complexity provided a higher number of articles and enabled us to sort the
articles manually, instead of leaving that step to the computer or the databases. For this review,
only results that included both the concept of embodiment and the topic of physical education
were of interest.? Our search process resulted in 474 hits. We imported the results into the application
EndNote and removed duplicates both manually and using the program. The number of articles was
reduced to 272. We then sorted the articles by studying titles and abstracts, comparing them against
our inclusion criteria (see Table 1). For some articles, it was necessary to study the full text. This
process narrowed our results down to 26 articles.

In the process of studying these articles, we realized that we were missing important studies that
we knew about on the same topics. One reason for this may be that ‘embodiment’ as a concept is
defined in various ways in different fields. In addition, the phenomena the concept of embodiment
refers to is not easily put into words. Authors (drawing on particular disciplines) therefore use a range
of terms such as. ‘somatic grasping’, ‘body awareness’, ‘subjectivity’, ‘bodily knowledge’ and ‘corpore-
ality’, to try to explain the phenomena of embodiment. This may explain why the initial search in the
databases missed important papers.

The next phase therefore consisted of a manual search through seven relevant core journals in the
physical education pedagogy field, in order to check whether we had missed any relevant and recent
material during the database search. The manual search was conducted across the last five years in
order to identify the most recent and up to date publications in the journals Physical Education and
Sport Pedagogy, Sport, Education and Society, Journal of Teaching in Physical Education, European Phys-
ical Education Review, Research Quarterly for Exercise and Sport, Curriculum Studies in Health and Phys-
ical Education and Quest. Nine articles from this manual search met the inclusion criteria.

In the third phase, articles that we considered relevant, but that did not show up in any of our
searches, were examined. Seven articles from this snowballing process met the inclusion criteria.

The total number of articles included is 42. We studied all the articles from all three phases care-
fully in full text, using a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). First, we looked for terms frequently

Table 1. Selection criteria (table inspired by Zlatanovic, Havnes, and Mausethagen and Fylkesnes)).

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria Rationale

Peer-reviewed articles Grey literature, duplicate texts  Ensure scientific quality and decrease the risk of
inappropriate conclusions.

English language Other languages Published for an international context.

Physical education setting Other settings / focus Relevance to the article’s aim.

Empirical studies Theoretical studies Relevance to the article’s aim. Analyze the field of

practice. Get an overview of what has been
researched (and methods used) in a practical,
educational setting.
Pupils’ perspective; pupils as participants  Other perspectives (e.g. teacher, Create knowledge about pupils’ experiences.
parents, politicians as main
participants)

Studies which theorize or define the Studies that only use Relevance to the article’s aim. To include only
concept of embodiment (or related embodiment as a term, studies that investigate embodiment in-depth
concepts with similar definitions) without defining it

Focus on body Other focuses, e.g. embodied Relevance to the article’s aim.

technology
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used in relation to embodiment, to arrive at an overview of the content. We then identified and com-
pared the aims, methods, findings and implications in the studies, to identify the main themes and
topics. We searched every document for linking words to ‘embodiment’ or ‘embodied’. Examples of
the most frequent linking words are embodied identity, -subjectivities, -gender, -meaning, -culture,
-faith, -discourses, -practices, -exploration, -learning, -knowledge, disembodiment. Examples of con-
cepts that seem to overlap embodiment (theoretically and content wise) are ‘somatic grasping’, ‘body
consciousness’ and ‘knowing in moving'. Concepts like habitus and corporeal sensations also relate to
embodied practices and experiences. Finally, we synthesized our thematic findings into two themes:
A. Enabling critical reflection, and B. Exploring (new) movements.

Findings

The articles included are relatively recent. Only one of the studies was published before 2000. Twenty-
six of the studies (62%) were published within the last ten years. This tells us that the focus on pupils’
embodiment is a fairly new area of study, and that research in this field is sparse, but growing. The
first authors are mainly employed at universities in the UK (31%), the USA (24%), Australia (19%) and
Sweden (14%). Fourteen journals are represented in this review. Sport, Education and Society pub-
lished nearly one third of the articles included (12 out of 42, or 28%), and Physical Education and
Sport Pedagogy published 10 out of 42 (24%). Publications in these two journals thus make up
over half of the articles, and there is reason to believe that they are dominating publishing on this
area of research.

This paper presents the main thematic findings from these articles. The themes are based on the
articles’ suggested implications for physical education pedagogy, and can be seen as important
elements of pedagogies of embodiment. A common characteristic of these studies is that they under-
line the need for new practices in physical education that challenge the status quo of traditional
practices.

Enabling critical reflection

In this section, we show that many of the articles in this review have studied pupils’ embodied experi-
ences and identity work in physical education. These studies stress that there is a particular need for
pedagogies that can challenge ‘taken-for-granted’ understandings of gender, health, and body ideals
in physical education. It is argued that teaching in physical education should include a focus on devel-
oping pupils’ critical reflection. The section is divided into two parts. First, we focus on empirical
studies that investigate pupils’ embodied experiences in physical education. Thereafter, we
present studies that has focused more on how we can enable and improve the embodied experi-
ences for pupils in physical education. The studies that focus on enabling and improving the embo-
died experiences of pupils have applied either a participatory action research design or an activist
approach to physical education.

The picture drawn in this review is that girls (and some boys) experience alienation in physical
education, and that pupils protect their identities by not taking part in activities. Notions of normality,
feeling accepted, and avoiding embarrassment influence their embodied identity work in physical
education (e.g. Gorely et al. (2003) and Kirk and Tinning (1994)). Studies have shown how girls’
fear of being overweight operated as an (unhealthy) disciplining practice within the field of physical
education. The findings also show that the emotional dynamics of fear are used as a threat by both
teachers and girls themselves to incite or motivate participation in physical education (Windram-
Geddes, 2013, pp. 48-49). Unhealthy disciplining practices are also found in other studies (Fisette,
2011; lisahunter, 2004). For example, Fisette (2011) Foucauldian-inspired analysis finds that pupils pri-
marily focus on the physical aspect of the body when navigating embodied identities in physical edu-
cation. Disciplining practices emerge from self-surveillance and (the feeling of) surveillance by others,
and the girls compare themselves to socially constructed body ideals. The studies presented above
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indicate that physical education lacks opportunities for pupils to express their embodied identities,
and that makes it difficult to move beyond the objectification of the body. Windram-Geddes
(2013, pp. 48-49) psychological study of how embodied emotions relate to obesity discourses dis-
cusses how developing an objectified perception of the body may contribute to an alienated relation-
ship to one's own body and addresses the need to challenge dualistic and normalized
understandings of health. Since this is difficult, the author suggests that it must be achieved
through a slow and sensitive approach, questioning conventional understandings of what it
means to have good health in a conscientious way.

Several studies have focused specifically on ethnic minority pupils’ embodied experiences in phys-
ical education contexts. Most of these studies are positioned within feminist theory and use the
concept of intersectionality to explain the physical education experiences of ethnic minority girls.
The studies show that this is a heterogeneous group, which navigates and negotiates the spaces
of physical education and physical activity in various ways. An example is Stride’s (2016) study of
British South Asian girls. The study is positioned within black feminism and shows how the girls
demonstrate resistance to the official discourses of physical education. In their broader activity
spaces outside of school, they develop their agency by creating their own practices according to
what best meets their own needs, by avoiding focus on, for example, competition and competency
(Stride, 2016, p. 693). Similar findings are seen in other studies, where several fields outside school
play a role in the development of pupils’ physical culture and embodied identity. The girls are phys-
ically active in settings they find relevant, inclusive, caring, and connected to their identities.
Examples of such settings are doing yoga in their homes, or playing ball games and driving scooters
outside in their backyards. These settings outside of school felt like safe spaces without the disciplin-
ing ‘public gaze’ (Azzarito & Hill, 2013; Dagkas & Hunter, 2015; Hill & Azzarito, 2012).

Although there is a larger focus and concern about ethnic minority girls’ marginalization in the
subject, some studies have focused on boys and their identity work. The studies indicate that
ethnic minority boys feel a pressure to develop strong and skilled bodies in order to live up to hege-
monic masculine and racialized ideals. Boys who do not have the body types that are traditionally
valued risk being marginalized and placed lower in the social hierarchy (Hill, 2015; Tischler &
McCaughtry, 2011). Tischler and McCaughtry’s study focused on the social construction of masculinity
and used hegemonic masculinities and feminist poststructuralism as theoretical lenses to understand
their findings. The study stressed that physical education should facilitate critical consciousness
among boys, to help them see how gender and masculinities are socially constructed. They
suggest that in order to stimulate such critical reflection, pupils must be provided with experiences
that allow them to dispute gender discourses and reflect upon their own views about physical com-
petencies. The practical activities suggested are, for example, innovative or challenging forms of
physical activity like outdoor activity and dance. Through such activities, it may be possible to
create spaces that encourage boys to be more sensitive toward each other and help them identify
with other non-hegemonic masculinities.

In discussions about how physical education can become a safe place, it is argued that pupils must
be provided with the opportunity to create alternative narratives and selves and with spaces to
experience and articulate their active identities (Hill & Azzarito, 2012). Furthermore, it is suggested
that teachers create a body-centered curriculum to support girls’ management of the body in the
public gaze. By strengthening the physical cultural link between home and school, and by valuing
a broader spectrum of activities, the authors presume that girls can be assisted in developing iden-
tities as moving bodies (Azzarito & Hill, 2013, p. 371). A more student-centered curriculum and
working with pupils can help to understand their thoughts and feelings, and the diverse body iden-
tities and practices that reflect their habitus (Oliver & Lalik, 2001). In addition, some studies suggest
that pedagogical practices should reflect the variety of cultures, and that teachers must be sensitive
toward culturally diverse embodied values (Dagkas & Hunter, 2015, p. 556). Intercultural understand-
ing allows teachers and pupils to adopt inclusive pedagogical practices. Such practices involve
respecting the diversity of lived experiences of being, for example, Muslim in a predominantly
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White Christian culture, being able to bridge differences, and making the learning environment safe.
Practical measures for teachers may include being flexible and respecting individual needs for prac-
tical adjustments and individual agreements, in order to make participation possible for all pupils
(Benn et al., 2011, p. 31).

To summarize, the empirical studies presented above are concerned with pupils’ embodied
experiences and identity work in physical education. Most of these studies have been positioned
within feminist- and critical theory, which promotes justice and equity between gender, sexuality,
ethnicity, and disability amongst others. The feminist theories used in these studies provide
insight into how the female body is objectified and demeaned in society. Feminist theories have
inspired educators to make the body a focal topic in school curricula, in order to support girls’ oppor-
tunities to examine their experiences of their bodies; identifying what they find important, interest-
ing, and problematic and so on (Oliver & Lalik, 2001, p. 305). Garrett (2004, p. 226) refers to how
MacDermott uses the term ‘physicality’ as a conceptual tool to understand how we experience our-
selves physically, focusing on the complex interplay of the body and self. Garrett (2004, page 226,
with references to Gilroy, Theberge and Wright & Dewar) highlights that the ‘emancipatory potential
of physical education lies in the opportunity it provides for young women to experience bodily
power, physical skill and expertise’. A critical theoretical framework has enabled researchers to ident-
ify the cultural discourses that inform adolescents’ experiences of their bodies, and their learning
about gender-appropriate physical activity in physical education contexts (Azzarito & Solmon,
2009, p. 175; Garrett, 2004, p. 232). By deploying feminist- and critical theory, scholars have
focused on improving the embodied experiences of female students in Physical Education. The
studies conclude that there is a need for new approaches that challenge the status quo and
enable critical reflection.

In the following paragraphs, we focus on new approaches to physical education; studies that focus
on how we can change physical education to better meet the need of all pupils. These studies have
applied either a participatory action research design or an activist approach to physical education.
The activist approach developed by Oliver and Kirk (2015) is rooted in feminist poststructural and
critical theories with the goal to empower students who experience marginalization in and
through physical education.

A common characteristic of these studies is a focus on empowering pupils and creating safe
spaces for embodied learning and identity work. The researchers work with teachers and pupils
and give participants substantial agency in the research process. Another common characteristic is
that the researchers try to facilitate critical reflection and guide teachers and pupils in the process
of revealing the hidden curriculum about the body. A central focus is how media influences
pupils’ embodied understanding of gender, health, and body ideals.

An early contribution to this field of research is the study by Oliver and Lalik (2001) in which they
use images of the body from popular culture (magazines) to engage girls in critical inquiry about the
body. The study is positioned within poststructural feminism and focus on how the authors and par-
ticipants were co-constructing bodily knowledge and reflected critically on this knowledge. In Oliver
and Lalik (2004b), the researchers worked with girls in single-sex physical education classes to
examine the development and implementation of a curriculum focusing on girls’ bodies, to help
the girls name the discourses that shape their lives and regulate their bodies. The study concluded
that many girls found the process difficult, and the researchers struggled to find ways to teach the
girls the process of critique without imposing the researchers’ views upon them (Oliver & Lalik,
2004a, 2004b). Another project aiming to enhance pupils’ ability to reflect critically on their embodi-
ment in relation to the media’s fabricated body narratives is the approach called ‘Body Curriculum’ by
Azzarito et al. (2016). Positioned within third wave feminism focusing on gender and diversity (refer-
ring to Butler, Howson and; McLaren), the researchers conducted a participatory visual research
project where they incorporate a ‘Body Curriculum’ into a fitness unit in an American high school
class. The participants produce visual diaries and written reflections, together with interviews
using photo elicitation (2016, p. 58). Although the participants rejected media narratives of idealized



SPORT, EDUCATION AND SOCIETY e 7

bodies, their desire to obtain a certain body shape was still in line with normative White standards
(2016, p. 67). The authors highlighted that it is important to consider the length of such programs,
in order to have enough time to destabilize learners’ embodiment of the normal/abnormal
dichotomy.

Another characteristic of these studies is that they work with students and empower them by pro-
viding them with spaces to take action. An example of such projects is Oliver and others’ work with
pupils who disengaged from physical education, to help them identify barriers to participation and
co-create the physical education curriculum with pupils (Enright & O’Sullivan, 2012; Enright & O’Sul-
livan, 2010; Oliver et al., 2009; Oliver & Hamzeh, 2010). Another example is Fisette and Walton’s
studies (2014, 2015) ‘If You Really Knew Me ... " and ‘Beautiful You'. These studies build on previous
activist work by Oliver and others. After working with media consumption logs, the participants
created their own project intending to help their classmates feel more confident in physical edu-
cation. They created a video based on the TV show If You Really Knew Me, where different people
were challenged to talk about how they felt, and the others could respond if they had ever felt
the same way (Fisette & Walton, 2014, p. 150). In ‘Beautiful You’, the pupils created after school pro-
grams (Fisette & Walton, 2015, p. 70). The girls in the study indicated that they felt a sense of empow-
erment through social action. Fisette and Walton (2014, 2015) argued that facilitating a critical body
pedagogy can contribute to explicating the hidden curriculum of inequalities and social groupings. If
integrated into physical education settings, critical body pedagogy may help to create safe spaces to
access pupils’ voices, help them explore their embodied identities, and empower them to speak up
and take action about embodiment and inequality (Fisette & Walton, 2015, p. 75).

In engaging pupils in conversations about gender, health, and body ideals and inviting them to
take part in co-constructing the curriculum, the aim of much of this work has been to empower
pupils to become agents of social change. A central tool in this process is to develop pupils’ critical
reflection skills. However, critical reflection skills, while necessary, are not sufficient within pedagogies
of embodiment. The reasons why critical reflection by itself is not sufficient to constitute a pedagogy
of embodiment is because physical education is an embodied subject in the school curriculum, and
movement is at its heart. The problem with traditional practices in physical education according to
Fitzpatrick and McGlashan (2017) and Standal (2015) these practices are not inclusive and do not
accommodate, far less celebrate, diversity. They seek instead to straighten out any ‘queerness’
(Standal, 2015) that children with bodies and movement capabilities that do not fit the norm
bring to physical education classes. In addition to develop critical reflection skills, pupils’ need to
be given opportunities to feel and explore (new) movements.

Exploring (new) movements

Empirical research on pedagogies of embodiment in physical education does not only revolve
around enabling critical reflection about gender, body ideals, and health. The research also highlights
embodied exploration of being in movement, and the need to reflect upon these experiences. In this
section, we will present how exploring (new) movements can contribute to developing body aware-
ness and meaningful experiences. We will also draw attention to how movement exploration has
been used as a tool to obtain other goals: developing trust, democracy, and challenging stereotypes.

Exploring ‘capability to move’ may help pupils develop body awareness and motoric competencies
(Nyberg, 2014). Working from a phenomenographic perspective, Nyberg and Meckbach (2017, p. 11)
understand capability to move as a form of practical knowledge where there is no distinction
between physical and mental skills (Nyberg & Meckbach, 2017, p. 11). A starting point for this explorative
approach is a critique of traditional views of skill development. The main difference between traditional
views and more recent theories is that pupils through developing body awareness may discover what
they experience as comfortable and meaningful movements and — in turn — develop their movement
preferences. Through the exploration of movements and work with analyzing aspects of movement,
practical knowledge (‘knowing how’) may be developed. Through studies where pupils explore and
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investigate different kinds of movement activities, they practice analyzing sensations and feelings while
moving. The aims are to explore the object of learning — a movement called ‘house-hopping’ (Nyberg &
Carlgren, 2015), the landscape of juggling (Nyberg et al., 2020) and running (Bergentoft, 2018). In these
projects, teachers and pupils collaborate to develop strategies to analyze sensations and feelings while
moving, to develop sensitivity and explore body awareness. In these studies, pupils develop abilities to
identify critical aspects of movement. Bergentoft (2018) suggests that learning studies may facilitate
embodied exploration of body awareness that can be used as an educational means to enhance move-
ment capabilities (p. 1). Similarly, Nyberg and Mechbach state that exploring ways to move should be an
educational goal in physical education (2017, p. 12).

The Movement-Oriented Practising Model (MPM) is a pedagogical model for physical education,
outlined by Aggerholm et al. (2018). Some central learning outcomes and teaching strategies are pre-
sented as related to the model: /(1) acknowledging subjectivity and providing meaningful challenges,
(2) focusing on content and aims of practicing, (3) specifying and negotiating standards of excellence,
and (4) providing adequate time for practicing’ (Aggerholm et al., 2018, p. 197). Empirical research on
experiences from implementing the MPM model aimed to study how this model may contribute to
dispositional development in students’ ways of moving, their approaches to practicing and perform-
ance, and how they described their own processes of learning (Lindgren & Barker, 2019, p. 534). The
study showed that students’ dispositional development was personal and unique, at times difficult to
observe for teachers and others, and time intensive (Lindgren & Barker, 2019, p. 544).

The articles in this review show that exploring non-competitive activities may facilitate pupils’
enjoyment of movement. Non-competitive activities may therefore reduce the risk of limiting some
pupils’ participation because of the pressure to perform (Hills, 2007, p. 332). Working in the field of dis-
ability, Fitzgerald (2005) argued that developing motoric competencies should focus on educational
aspirations rather than identifying performances (p.55). Giving pupils the opportunity to be self-
directed learners as collaborative problem-solvers may open up a wider range of movement possibi-
lities and practices (Wright, 2000, p. 47). Some of the articles suggest that a reduced focus on compe-
tition in sport activities may increase trust and democracy, and thus offer the potential for social and
moral learning in schools (Hills, 2007; Light, 2007; Tischler & McCaughtry, 2011). Specific models for
teaching games and sport (e.g. TGFU, Game Sense or Sport Education) are suggested, because they
emphasize learning in cooperation rather than learning in competition (Light, 2007).

Exploring (new) movements may facilitate reflection and discussion about how pupils understand
concepts like ability and skills. In physical education, there seems to be a hierarchy of skills, where
certain skills are seen to be more valuable than others (Wright, 2000). In Evans et al.'s (2015) Bour-
dieu-inspired study, the focus was on able-bodied pupils’ experiences of wheelchair basketball.
The study showed that the pupils’ explorations of new ways to move gave them insight into what
it is like to engage in a sport typically played by disabled people. Exploring disability sport may chal-
lenge able-bodied pupils’ ideas of what ability (‘to be able’) means. Such embodied experience may
broaden their understanding of what it means to be able and skilled, expanding narrowly defined
measures of performance and ‘the sporting body’ (Fitzgerald, 2005, p. 55).

Pupils experience some activities in physical education as gendered, believing that there exist
gender-appropriate activities and movements (Azzarito & Solmon, 2009; Gard, 2003; Garrett, 2004).
Developing skills through early learning experiences may be an important step in helping pupils
dare to try new, transgressive activities (Garrett, 2004, p. 235). New movement experiences may
inform how they move and how they like to move, and may challenge stereotypical attitudes and
the ‘taken-for-grantedness’ of bodies and embodiment (Gard, 2003, p. 211). Azzarito and Solmon
(2009) argue that to explore and recognize the continuum of muscularity, aggression, skills, and
body size may contribute to opening up the activities so that they are inclusive of all pupils. In
this way, the authors claim that physical education can create opportunities to develop lifelong
meaningful physicality (p.189).

Exploring (new) movement activities may help pupils to value physical activity, by providing them
with opportunities to become skilled and motivated about participation in physical activity both in
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physical education and outside school (Hill, 2015, p. 775). Several studies highlight that connections
between physical education and lifelong activity depend on whether the pupils find the activities
meaningful (Hill, 2015; Lambert, 2018; O'Connor, 2018). Movement narratives aligned to experiences
of the ‘first rush of movement can help pupils to develop an awareness of what is meaningful to
them. Through the priority given to bodily understandings of movement as a felt, sensory experience,
participants were able to express meaning across a wide range of movement contexts (O'Connor,
2018, p. 14). The teacher can use these embodied meaning-making stories as a potential springboard
for further exploration and activity in physical education, by letting such stories influence the choice
of activities in physical education classes (O’Connor, 2018, p. 11). Embodied learning is sensory in
nature, as the participants pay cognitive, physical, and social attention to their environment while
moving (Lambert, 2018, p. 720). Activities with purpose and intentionality activate and engage
pupils, and Lambert (2018) encourages teachers to look outside the subject of physical education
for inspiration, using the fire-fighting camps she visited for her sensory ethnographic work as an
example (p. 733).

To summarize this theme, exploring (new) movement is a central aspect of pedagogies of embo-
diment. Exploring their own capability may give pupils’ opportunities to reflect upon how the con-
cepts of ability and skills may be understood. The research presented highlights that pupils
experience some activities as gendered. Movement exploration may therefore be used to achieve
goals like challenging stereotypical understandings of gender and ability. As such, there is a
certain relationship to the first theme we presented, enabling critical reflections: by exploring new
and - for the pupils — unusual ways of moving, they may come to see their own taken for granted
ideas about what constitutes ability and the value activities. While this research is drawing on theor-
etical resources from Bourdieu, the exploring-aspect of this theme is supported by theoretical
insights from phenomenology and phenomenography. The latter approaches emphasize the subjec-
tively felt experience of moving and is thus particularly suited to guide researchers and teachers in
planning and investigating the ‘what it is like’ character of movement activities. As such, exploring the
meaning and experience of physical activity may encourage pupils to value physical activity.

Concluding discussion

The studies included in this review have a variety of theoretical foundations, and offer diverse per-
spectives on the concept of embodiment. Most of the studies that focus on enabling critical reflection
are positioned theoretically within feminist theories, specifically within third wave feminism focusing
on gender and diversity, and Foucault-inspired post structural feminism. Within these studies stu-
dents’ ‘embodied experiences’ are often understood as a result of societal influence, i.e. that
different discourses of health and beauty have strong impact on students’ embodied experiences.
Consequently, these studies prescriptions for pedagogies of embodiment are to challenge and cri-
tique discourses and practices that are unhealthy and limiting for students’ movement experiences.
In contrast, the studies that focus on exploring new movements are more often positioned within
phenomenology or use Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts. In these studies, embodied experiences
are understood as lived experience and more often studied ‘from within’, focusing on experience
as a phenomenon in its own right that cannot be reduced, a priori, to any discourses or other
‘social facts’. Consequently, these studies’ recommendations are to facilitate pedagogies of embodi-
ment by letting students explore their own capability and reflect on their embodied experience of
different activities. This finding underlines Shilling’s statement about a ‘theoretical cleavage’ (2010,
p. 164) between more Foucauldian-inspired analyses and more phenomenological approaches to
embodied experiences. At the same, the studies seem to have in common the understanding of
the body as something pupils are. Pedagogies of embodiment take into account the irreducible
relationship among teachers, learners, and subject matter (Quennerstedt, 2019). In this review, the
aim has been to explore empirical research on pedagogies of embodiment in physical education.
In order to do so, we searched for, and analyzed, studies that revolve around pupils’ embodied
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experiences in physical education. The results show that pedagogies of embodiment center on
enabling critical reflection about hegemonic notions of health, gender, and body ideals, and explor-
ing (new) movements.

A common characteristic of the studies included is the application of an inductive and pupil-cen-
tered approach to teaching. In giving pupils the opportunity to explore (new) movements, the
teacher is being more of a facilitator than an instructor. Through pupils’ own exploration of move-
ment and reflection on their embodied experiences of different ways of moving, pupils can discover
how they experience (new) activities and reflect on their own learning processes. An example of this
is Bergentoft's study (2018), in which running is used as a way to increase body awareness. By analyz-
ing the activities’ critical aspects and focusing on the learning objects instead of the activity per se,
the approach facilitates the development of body awareness (Bergentoft, 2018, p. 16).

The review also shows that teaching according to pedagogies of embodiment has implications for
the relationship between teacher and pupils. Within pedagogies of embodiment, the teacher necess-
arily gives pupils some influence over the curriculum. The pupils’ opportunity to contribute in the co-
construction of the curriculum is a critical element in, for example, activist approaches. Several of the
studies included suggest activist approaches as fruitful for further work facilitating embodied learn-
ing and meaningful experiences within physical education. An example of how the power relation-
ship between teacher and pupils changes can be seen in Oliver and others’ work with pupils who are
disengaged in physical education. Within these studies, the focus is on helping the pupils to identify
barriers to participation and subsequently co-creating a new physical education curriculum together
with the pupils (Oliver et al., 2009; Oliver & Hamzeh, 2010). Authorizing pupil voice (Cook-Sather,
2002) changes the power dynamic between the teacher and pupil, as teachers cede power to
pupils, thus providing them with freedom and co-responsibility for their own learning process. In
this way, pupils are not only developing critical thinking skills, but the empowerment may also be
felt as the pupils contribute to develop the subject of physical education.

The review also stresses that teaching with pedagogies of embodiment has implications for phys-
ical education content. The articles included point to the importance of setting aside time for reflec-
tion and communication together with the pupils before, during, and after activities. This involves
reflection on both selection of content and on how embodied learning is experienced. Conversations
about what constitutes good health, ability, and gender equity can stimulate pupils’ reflection and
challenge what they take for granted. Such reflection and challenge can also be achieved through
(new) experiences of movement, which may be transgressive. Exploring (new) movements can
give pupils opportunities to reconsider what is taken for granted, for example with regards to
gender roles and ability. An example of this is the study by Evans et al. (2015) of able-bodied
pupils’ experiences with wheelchair basketball. Exploring disability sport may challenge non-disabled
pupils’ ideas of what ability (‘to be able’) means.

There is no exact recipe for implementing pedagogies of embodiment that will fit all pupils and
groups, but we hope that this review inspires teachers to rethink physical education in line with the
given examples. Implementing pedagogies of embodiment may include aspects from both main
themes in this review: investigating pupils’ experiences by listening to them, facilitating the students’
critical reflection to have practical implications by including them in co-constructing the curriculum,
and facilitate a broad specter of movement experiences and reflection about normativity, ability and
meaningfulness.

Future research should investigate further the possibilities pedagogies of embodiment gives for tea-
chers and learners: when learning to move and moving to learn. As we noted earlier in this paper, ped-
agogies of embodiment’s potential to challenge traditional pedagogy (Fitzpatrick & McGlashan, 2017;
Kirk, 2020; Standal, 2015) may be further explored, in order to ‘render physical education inclusive,
fair, and equitable as an embodied experience for young people’ (Kirk, 2020, p. 105). The reviewed lit-
erature have advanced research in physical education by extending the knowledge about alternative
pedagogies in physical education. What characterizes the diverse range of work on pedagogies of
embodiment is that it contributes to develop physical education’s social justice agenda.
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In conclusion, we want to point out that a common aim for pedagogies of embodiment is to mini-
mize the harm that negative experiences in physical education can have for pupils, especially pupils
from groups that are considered vulnerable for exclusion from the subject. As an alternative, peda-
gogies of embodiment aim to create an inclusive, fair, equitable and empowering school subject.
Taken together, the studies included argue that enabling critical reflection and exploration of
(new) activities may improve pupils’ experiences and positive identity work in physical education.
Through critical reflection, pupils are given the opportunity to reflect for themselves, develop resist-
ance to unhealthy practices, and make up their own opinions and choices and try these in practice.
Critical reflection skills may also help pupils in learning how to reveal the norms, values and power
relations that underpins the movement culture that is present in society. Developing reflection skills
is not only a cognitive process, but outcome from a practical process of participating in discussions
and exploring (new) movements. Developing body awareness may help pupils to get to know them-
selves better, and facilitate exploration and extension of their own capacities and boundaries. Thus,
they may be equipped to take action for creating a subject they find enjoyable and meaningful. By
uniting critical thinking and body awareness, pedagogies of embodiment strive for pupils to experi-
ence homelike feelings when moving and participating in physical education.

Notes

1. We used the search string (Embodi* AND ‘Physical educat*’), and searched in the databases Eric, SportDiscus and
Scopus.

2. Research on body pedagogies relevant to physical education are also to be found in journals other than those
centered in this paper, and may lead to additional insights into processes of embodiment.

3. The first rush of movement is described phenomenologically as experiences like ‘childhood vitality, playfulness,
exuberance, spontaneity, and delight’ (Smith, 2007, p. 51).
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