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ABSTRACT

The thesis acknowledges the confusion that has arisen out of the 

various, and often extravagent, claims made to Justify the inclusion 

of physical education in the school curriculum. It is noted that 

many of these are not concerned with "bodily attributes "but assert 

that physical education is instrumental in furthering a whole range 

of non-physical ends such as social development. The validity of 

these 'instrumental' claims is questioned and the profession's lark 

of confidence in presenting a case for the intrinsic value of its 

own area is identified. It is seen necessary, therefore, to 

consider whether such an intrinsic Justification can "be formulated. 

To this end aspects of existential and phenomenological philosophy 

are examined through the work of Jean-Paul Sartre and Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty. Their general agreement on man's essential nature 

as embodied in-the-world issues in a significant role for the 

embodiment in existence. This is further supported by an analysis 

of Merleau-Ponty's views on the role of the embodiment in perception. 

The first major focus of the thesis concludes with an argument for 

the inclusion of physical education alongside other aspects of 

education. The second major focus considers the views of Sartre 

concerning body modes. This examination reveals the dangers inherent 

in others viewing one's embodiment as an object and would seem to 

pxplR-in the disenchantment felt for the subject by many pupils. 

Recommendations for the practice of physical education are then made. 

The thesis concludes with a reconsideration of the aims of physical 

education and a reassertion of its rightful place in an education 

of the 'whole man'.
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Section 1

A review of the Justifications 

proposed for physical education in 

the school curriculum.
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Physical Education in a variety of forms such as gymnastics, 

athletics, drill, physical training, sport and dance has had a place 

in education at least since the time of the early Greeks. The 

inclusion of some form of physical activity in schooling has in the 

past generally been presumed. When debate has occurred this has 

usually been concerned to argue what type of activity should be 

included. Certain activities were seen as more or less valuable in 

the context of the prevailing educational goals.

The situation is now changing however, and the place of physical 

education is under serious challenge. This is evident in a number of 

recent authoritative documents which reveal how little support there 

now is for the subject. For example, in 1983 the D.E.S. document on 

Teaching in Schools: The Content of Initial Training made no mention 

of preparing students of the 7 to 13 age range to teach physical 

education. Obviously the subject was not being seen as a core component 

of the Junior school curriculum. In a recent publication concerning 

Inner London Comprehensive Schools a suggestion was made that after 

the third year, physical education might well feature only in an option 

programme, rather than among the compulsory elements of the curriculum. 

This lack of support is particularly worrying at a time when there is 

great pressure on schools, both to introduce new programmes, such as 

those directed towards the achievement of the Certificate of Personal 

and Vocational Education, and to give more time to certain areas of 

study such as science and technology. In a climate such as this, all 

aspects of the curriculum are subject to scrutiny, and absence of 

backing from central agencies could well result in an area’s being at 

particular risk.

At the same time as those in authority are questioning the subject,
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the pupils themselves are indicating dissatisfaction with it. Their 

disaffection shows itself in a lack of interest in physical activity, 

"both in school and when they have completed their education. This is 

particularly disappointing for a curriculum area which is generally 

seen as closely related to recreation. Moreover, the pupil's 

attitude tends to reinforce, rather than counteract, the view that 

the subject is dispensable.

It is timely, then, to ask why confidence in physical education 

is declining in this way. A major source of its weakness is the 

inability of its proponents to reach a consensus in presenting a well 

argued case for the subject. A wide variety of justifications are 

put forward, many of which are neither directly associated with 

movement activity per se, nor exclusively related to this particular 

area of the curriculum. Among the aims by which teachers of 

physical education seek to justify their subject are: cognitive 

development, moral development, social development, aesthetic 

awareness, physical fitness, education for leisure, development of 

physical skill, the promotion of body-mind unity, enjoyment, self 

realization and the fostering of desirable character traits. In a
2 recent small scale piece of research eight male and eight female 

heads of physical education departments were asked to say what they 

took the aims of the subject to be. The males registered a total of 

thirty-five recordings, which identified eleven aims and the females 

made forty-seven recordings, identifying twenty aims. That so many 

different ends are sought by physical educators is surprising, as is 

the fact that individual teachers commonly adopt multiple aims.

While it is the case that throughout the history of physical 

education a range of aims has been identified for the subject, there 

has never been a time when such a wide variety have been canvassed 
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simultaneously. In particular countries over a period of time, it 

has been usual for Just one or two Justificatory goals to be 

propounded. For example, physical fitness was the aim of the 

structured exercises that featured in the education and training 

particularly, though not exclusively, of young men both in Sparta and 

fifteenth century Italy. The strength, endurance and nimbleness 

these exercises promoted were valued in being important attributes 

for prospective soldiers. The requirements of war in the nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries in Western Europe also brought this aim 

to the fore, and in England a number of government directives during 

this time stipulated the inclusion of drill to improve levels of 

fitness.

The use of exercise to improve general health was also promoted 

by those who Judged exercise either to have a positive beneficial 

effect on mental faculties or to give refreshing respite to these 

faculties. Socrates for example saw physical activity as an "aid to 

philosophy". Proposing that a man's ability to think may be impaired 

by his physical condition, he wrote "For even in that in which you 

think that there is least exercise of the body, namely thinking, who 
3 

does not know that many fail greatly from ill-health".

In the Politics, Aristotle regards a disciplined body as 

conducive to a disciplined mind. "Education by habit must precede 

education by reason and ... training of the body must likewise 
precede training of the mind".11 These views were taken up by a 

number of educationists over the centuries and were used to support 

the inclusion of various types of physical activity in school. For 

example in England, Richard Mulcaster in the mid-sixteenth century and 

John Locke in the late seventeenth century, both advocated that pupils 

should take part in physical activity to give them relaxation from

8



c 
the "serious employment of study". In 1928 Professor L. P. Jacks 

claimed that a thwarted body has as its consequence a thwarted mind.

Involvement in forms of physical activity in order to achieve 

development of ’the whole person' - his body and his mind, was 

advocated by Vittorino in 15th Century Italy and Montaigne in 16th 

Century Rome. The latter wrote that "it is not a mind, it is not a boc 

that we are training, it is a man, and he ought not to be divided into 

two parts.Leibniz and Rousseau held similar views. Leibniz 

supported physical activity in education because, he argued, it 

enabled man to bring together his body and his soul in one enterprise.

The fostering of valuable character traits including 'moral 

fibre', has been a predominant aim of physical pursuits at various 

periods from early Greek times to the present day. The Spartans and 

the Romans claimed that participation in sport nurtured courage and 

initiative respectively. Rousseau in Considerations for the
7Government of Poland argued that team games developed loyalty which 

could be used effectively in patriotic endeavour. This view was 

endorsed by Thomas Arnold, and subsequently permeated the public 

schools in this country. Sport, it was maintained developed 

disciplined behaviour, co-operation, tenacity and fair play.

The current position is quite different from that in earlier 

times. There is now no clear focus, no common philosophy. The 

profusion of aims now identified includes almost the whole range of 

aspirations that have guided practice through history. This 

multiplicity is probably the result of the efforts of physical 

educationists, during recent years, to Justify their subject in the 

context of whatever the prevailing philosophy of education has been. 

In the 1950's, for example, when child-centred education was gaining 

support many physical educationists claimed their subject could be 
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the vehicle of many aspects of the child's development viz. physical, 

emotional, social, intellectual, moral and spiritual. They referred 

back to Jessie Fiering William's pronouncements of the 1930's which 
asserted that it is "education through, not of, the physical"® with 

which physical education must be concerned. Many wrote extensively in 

support of this case - notably Mason and Ventre, who in 1965 gathered 

fourteen objectives for physical education in this context.

At a time when aesthetic education was seen to be of particular 

importance some argued for the contribution of physical education to 

this area of development, or even maintained that it was itself a form 

of aesthetic education. In the late 1960's when an influential group 

of philosophers of education were advocating the central importance 

of the development of the intellect and rationality, other physical 

educationists tried to show how their area could contribute to 

promoting these ends. Again many wrote with conviction, for example 

Arnold (1968) and Morgan et al (1970). Despite a persuasive article 

in 1976 by Best pointing out confusions in this view, its supporters 

are still in evidence. For example, in 1979, Willgoose presented 

physical education as a vehicle for general education and included 

intellectual competency in his list of the subject's major objectives. 

The view was further endorsed in 198^+ in an article in the Times
9 Educational Supplement.

Each of these recent views has been advocated by some, but not 

all, members of the profession, and the resulting situation is one 

where all the views persist with varying degrees of support. Social 

and moral development is championed by some, while furthering 

aesthetic education is argued for by others. Physical fitness as the 

prime goal also attracts strong support. Many do not want to identify 

with any specific goal of this nature, but see physical education as 
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contributing broadly to the development of the whole child. This 

diversity of aims, that has evolved through physical educationists 

trying "to be everything to everyone in an effort to elevate status"10 

is now in fact proving counter productive. The confused account that 

physical educationists nowadays present is undermining the credibility 

of the subject.

One attempt that has been made to dispel the confusion represents 

physical education as having three areas of potential. This proposes 

that the subject can be justified on the ground that it can promote 

education 'through movement’, 'about movement' and 'in movement'. 

Education 'through movement' is achieved by physical education in its 

contribution to a whole range of broad educational goals, such as 

pupil autonomy, social competence, health awareness and intellectual 

development. Education 'about movement' it is argued, can make a 

valuable contribution to the curriculum in that it introduces 

children to factual information in areas such as anatomy, physiology, 

biomechanics and aesthetics. Education 'in movement' promotes the 

development of body awareness, body control and the mastery of a range 

of physical skills.

While this approach could be helpful in clarifying the areas in 

which physical education can contribute to education, its value is 

diminished by three misleading impressions it gives. These relate 

to the relationship between the areas, the steps that need to be 

taken to reach the various goals, and the comparative status of each 

area. The three dimensions of 'through', 'about' and 'in' are often 

taken to be mutually exclusive, but this is a mistake and tends to 

confuse rather than clarify the situation. An examination of the 

nature of each area reveals that they are closely related and that, 

in some cases, one is dependent upon another. For example, education 
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'through' movement is in some instances indistinguishable from 

education 'about' movement. Has a child who has acquired an 

understanding of the laws of motion, as a result of work in athletics, 

undergone education within the cognitive sphere 'through' movement, 

or has he been educated 'about' movement in coming to appreciate 

principles underlying the executon of certain skills? Another 

example is learning aspects of physiology through participation in 

athletic activities. Education 'through' movement is also closely 

related to and even dependent upon education 'in' movement. To gain a 

broader educational benefit 'through' any movement activity, the child 

will need to receive guidance 'in' movement; in how to operate 

physically in that activity. It is difficult to conceive how an 

increase in social competence, for example, can result from taking part 

in a sport unless the participants have first learnt the necessary 

basic movement skills. Furthermore, if the development of motor 

control and co-ordination is accepted as a valid aspect of a child's 

education, then it follows that his education as a whole will be 

enhanced as a result of, or 'through', his skill acquisition. In this 

context the notions of education 'through' and education 'in' 

movement are one and the same.

The second misleading impression that the tripartite presentation 

of potential goals gives, is that work in physical education can , 

by its very nature,accomplish a wide variety of non-physical goals. 

This is not the case. As Oliver said "... physical activity does not 

automatically give those qualities that are required for social and 
emotional development and adjustment"11 or for the achievement of any 

other extrinsic goal. For example, pupils will not develop leadership 

skills as a natural corollary of their working in groups in 

gymnastics or dance, or of their playing in teams in games. True, 
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