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Physical education and citizenship: More than just the creation of the “personally responsible” body?

Kylie Thompson

Abstract

Current notions of “good” citizenship have become closely related to the pursuit of good health and wellbeing. This, alongside popular claims that physical education can be associated with the promotion of particular morals, values and attitudes, suggests that the subject may be viewed as cultivating a specific type of person or “body”. In order to critically evaluate the complexities and potential of physical education as a key contributor to citizenship education, this article employs Westheimer and Kahne’s (2004) three conceptions of the “good citizen”. A number of ideological and political tensions associated with the development of the personally responsible citizen in physical education are analysed before I argue that The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007), partnered with an action-oriented critical pedagogy, has the potential to extend students beyond the personally responsible and to some extent the participatory concepts of citizenship to a more justice-oriented approach.

Citizenship

An increased number of writers today point to a set of “unprecedented” challenges and “wicked” problems that are facing society (Bolstad, 2011). Alongside this perceived rapid and pervasive social change is an emphasis on utilising education as a tool to prepare young people to engage with 21st century challenges. To complicate matters further, this argument has been paralleled with burgeoning academic, political and public debates concerning the number of young people who are being identified as “disaffected” in society (Sandford, Armour, & Warmington, 2006). As such, it is no surprise that we are seeing an increased interest in the potential of citizenship education as a response to some of these perceived challenges within our schooling system.

Schooling is a national project and a practice of the state. Citizenship in this environment, therefore, can be viewed as a political process preparing young people for adulthood (Gordon, 2006). Similarly, Barr (2005) summarises the term citizenship as follows:

Citizenship has traditionally been defined in terms of communities in general and in terms of the nation state in particular. Citizens’ social, political, economic, and linguistic identities have generally been formed within states. This process has always involved more than just legal status; the term ‘citizen’ also suggests particular attitudes and values towards the state and fellow citizens. Citizenship then embodies the ideals that represent what a citizen ought to be and how he or she ought to live in order to enjoy the rights that the states bestow on their citizens. (p. 56)

Therefore, citizenship should be recognised as a multidimensional, contested concept. Gilbert (1996) views citizenship education as a broad and encompassing term which may include aspects such as citizenship as a status implying formal rights and duties; citizenship as an identity and a set of moral and social virtues; citizenship as public practice; and citizenship as participation in decision making in all aspects of life. How people shape themselves in order to participate in society and also how they interact with, and shape, their communities and societies as an effect of this is a key focus of citizenship education.

Citizenship education in New Zealand

Results from the International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement, 2010) indicate that citizenship education in New Zealand has generally been considered effective when compared with many other countries. This is interesting to note considering that, unlike many other countries, citizenship education does not exist as a separate subject within The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007) and Social Sciences is the only learning area that refers specifically to the term in its curriculum. Instead, as can be seen in the excerpts below, citizenship education in New Zealand can be viewed as a broad-based topic that is embedded in the principles, vision, values and key competencies of The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007):

Figure 1: Excerpts taken from The New Zealand Curriculum







	
Principles





	
The curriculum encourages students to look to the future by exploring such significant future focused issues as sustainability, citizenship, enterprise and globalization. (p. 9)





	
Vision





	
[O]ur vision is for young people ... who, in their school years will continue to develop the values, knowledge and competencies that will enable them to live full and satisfying lives ... members of communities ... international citizens … actively involved … participants in a range of life contexts … contributors to the well-being of New Zealand—social, cultural, economic and environmental. (p. 8)





	
Values





	
… community and participation for the common good is associated with values and notions such as peace, citizenship and manaakitanga. (p. 10)





	
Key competencies





	
Participating and contributing. This competency is about being actively involved in communities ... Students who participate and contribute in communities have a sense of belonging and the confidence to participate within new contexts. (p.  13)







Source: The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007)

Whilst much of the literature and many of the teaching resources relating to citizenship education in New Zealand may have their roots in the Social Sciences learning area (see, for example, Aitken, 2005; Mutch, 2003), physical education, underpinned by a socio-ecological perspective, also espouses notions of citizenship in its curriculum documents. For example, under the heading of “Why study in this learning area?” the curriculum suggests:

Through learning and by accepting challenges in health-related and movement contexts, students reflect on the nature of well-being and how to promote it. As they develop resilience and a sense of personal and social responsibility, they are increasingly able to take responsibility for themselves and contribute to the well-being of those around them, of their communities, of their environments (including natural environments), and of the wider society. (Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 22)

A number of writers suggest that not only may physical education contribute to a student’s citizenship education, it claims to have an explicit and significant role to play in this endeavour (Armour & Jones, 1998; McCuaig & Tinning, 2010; Ohman & Quennerstedt, 2008; Sandford et al., 2006). However, whilst acknowledging the potential of physical education within citizenship education, it is also important to consider the tensions and complexities associated with, firstly, the definitions surrounding the “good” citizen in physical education and, secondly, how physical education contributes to contested notions of a “good” citizen. In order to provide a platform towards achieving this, a brief description of Westheimer and Khane’s (2004) three conceptions of a “good citizen” will now be outlined and discussed in relation to physical education in New Zealand.

The “good” citizen

In their study of educational programmes in the United States that aimed to promote democracy, Westheimer and Kahne (2004) found three conceptions of the “good citizen” underpinned approaches to education for citizenship: personally responsible, participatory and justice-oriented. They concluded that each of these conceptions carries particular ideological and political views of society that become embedded in teaching practices and curricula. This article is interested in how these particular ideological and political views are played out within physical education and what sort of influence they have on the way students come to understand society and their roles within it. Each conception will now be considered individually and critically evaluated within a physical education context.

The personally responsible citizen

Westheimer and Kahne (2004) describe programmes that seek to develop personally responsible citizens as those that attempt to build character and personal responsibility by emphasising honesty, integrity, self-discipline, respect and hard work. The assumption behind these types of programmes is that society will become a better place if everyone acts responsibly and with self-discipline. Critics of this conception note that the emphasis placed on individual character and behaviour obscures the need for collective initiatives (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004). This emphasis can be seen as distracting attention from analysis of the causes of social problems and does not require students to look more deeply at the causes of injustice and inequality.

In The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007) under the section of health and physical education, it is claimed that this area makes “a significant contribution to the well-being of students beyond the classroom” (p. 22). Teaching practices and programmes that aim to develop the personally responsible citizen, or “body” in physical education, are very prominent. Figure 2 provides a brief overview for three examples of these.

Figure 2: Examples of teaching practices and programmes that aim to develop the personally responsible citizen in physical education







	
Teaching for Personal and Social Responsibility Model (Hellison, 1985)





	
A pedagogical model designed with the explicit intention of helping students become more personally and socially responsible using the context of physical activity and sport. Students are encouraged to evaluate their own performance after each practical session in terms of four levels: self-control; involvement; self-responsibility and caring.





	
Interpersonal skills programmes





	
Team-based sports and outdoor experiences are commonly used as a context to specifically encourage and in many cases assess skills commonly associated with preparing young people to behave responsibly and collectively in society. Some of these taught and assessed include leadership, co-operation and communication.





	
Personal physical activity and fitness programmes





	
Students may be provided with time to increase their fitness within physical education lessons through adopting physical activity programmes as well as participating in fitness testing. In many cases, students are also encouraged to adopt “personal responsibility” outside of the classroom when it comes to playing their part in a high-profile, anti-obesity “fitness movement”.







While it is not possible to cover each of the above areas in detail, the fitness movement will be critically analysed in order to address some of the underlying discourses and tensions associated with the creation of the personally responsible citizen in physical education.

The fitness movement in physical education

Physical education is the only state-institutionalised compulsory (to Year 10 in New Zealand) form of bodily training to be undertaken across most developed countries (Groom, 2006). In terms of citizenship, the achievement and maintenance of good health is generally viewed by society as an individual’s duty in order to fulfil the economic and moral responsibilities of active citizenship. Achieving good physical fitness can be seen as a state-instituted preventative measure in reducing the fiscal drain on a public health system and therefore a vital component in producing productive bodies for a neoliberal society.

A number of scholars (Culpan, 2005; Kirk, 1997; Lupton, 1999; McCuaig & Tinning, 2010) have suggested that the role physical education has had in disciplining the body and mind has been so pronounced that it has played an important part in ensuring the subject’s survival due to its perceived benefits towards capitalism. When underpinned by a “healthism” discourse in which the individual is held accountable for their personal health and physical activity is seen as an efficient and unproblematic way of achieving this, the fitness movement in physical education could arguably be viewed as the prominent state-instituted practice aimed at fostering the type of personal responsibility in young “bodies” required to prepare them to fulfil their duties as efficient and “good” citizens. Petersen and Lupton (1996) further suggest that the cultural conditions in Western society infer that if the individual does not achieve healthy citizen status, then they should be castigated and castigate themselves for failing. Unfortunately, this logic continues to remain popular despite the conditions for achieving this status as an individual never being equal or fair, let alone the lack of acknowledgement that personal health status and healthy bodies are defined, constructed and valued very differently by various groups of people and cultures.

The “obesity” discourse, underpinned by “truth” claims from science, has played a significant role in many teachers of physical education focusing on fitness units that encourage personal responsibility, self-discipline and hard work. It is commonly claimed that the world is in the grip of an “obesity epidemic” producing catastrophic health consequences Such an epidemic can be seen as a threat to neoliberal economies. In response to this, physical education teachers are not only being encouraged to provide opportunities to maintain physical fitness but are also being urged to survey student physical activity rates and employ psychological theories to change students’ attitudes towards physical activity (Pringle & Pringle, 2012):

PE teachers need to become more familiar with the population-level monitoring and surveillance data related to children’s exposure to daily PE and the amount of physical activity provided by the average lesson ... Most of all, there is an urgent need for physical educators to know and understand health behavioural change theory ... and how to plan, implement and evaluate theory-based strategies to promote physical activity behaviour in school PE. (Trost, 2006, as cited in Pringle & Pringle, 2012, p. 146)

Activities and practices that are aimed at developing personal responsibility to conquer the “obesity epidemic” are commonplace within the learning area of health and physical education. Some of these include lessons relating specifically to food and weight such as learning how to keep food and exercise diaries in order to monitor daily intake/output; implementation of controversial and often very public body measures to establish body norms (for example, the Body Mass Index); and “healthy” food education using models such as the Food Triangle. In some cases this has even included lunchbox checks in primary schools. Lessons emphasising physical fitness can also be viewed in a similar light. Common examples of these may include teaching and learning programmes devoted to educating students on how to create their own fitness programmes as well as enforced participation in fitness training and fitness testing.

The discourse of healthism along with the ideology of the “obesity epidemic” encourages the public, health workers and teachers of physical education to construct those who are overweight as lazy and morally lacking. In many cases this may be viewed as a rationale for implementation of the practices and activities identified above. However, Gard and Wright (2005) warn that the rhetoric of the obesity epidemic acts as a form of social control that unfairly directs the dilemma of social problems onto individuals. The focus of concern in this instance becomes not what is necessarily best for the individual but how the state might benefit if individuals can be suitably controlled or disciplined. This is concerning when these types of discourses and ideologies have the potential to legitimate harmful relations of power to the extent that some students may become the subjects of questionable, body problematising teaching practices. Overall, this may reduce their engagement or enjoyment in the subject and, more worryingly, put their wellbeing at risk.

The notion of the fitness movement as a civic duty carrying the message of obligation to be a physically active, healthy “body” who willingly keeps up their exercise programme seems difficult to avoid. Ohman and Quennerstedt’s (2008) study of physical fitness programmes highlights that the governing processes underpinning them, however, are not usually characterised by coercion or about forcing students to do something they do not want to do. Rather, they are about affecting their willingness to become the type of person they ought to be of their own free will:

Pupils are obliged to think and act in a determined way, at the same time as the obligation of personal responsibility and self-determination are made manifest. It is desirable that pupils make such imposed and expected actions their own and understand this as a result of their own willingness. Willingness thus stands out as a decisive criterion in the difference between the acceptable and the non-acceptable. (p. 375)

This view is well supported by Michel Foucault’s (1991) writings on surveillance as a technique of power used to maintain this type of governance. Foucault’s studies suggest that surveillance functions as a technique of power because it prescribes behaviour according to dominant discourses within society. Subjects who are being watched or who felt they were being watched internalise the gazes and regulate their behaviours and identities towards a certain norm. In light of this, McCuaig and Tinning (2010) suggest that posture charts, caloric intake and output records, fitness testing and skinfold measurements can all be seen as strategies that take place within physical education in order for students to problematise their bodies—at first under the surveillance of a teacher and their peers but with the end goal being that the student, aware of their body being judged by society, uses these techniques to self-survey and engage in corrective practices accordingly:

Apprentice citizens must also be motivated to become critically aware of their bodies and so recognise the need to deploy strategies of self problematisation ... students do not discover a hidden conscience, they acquire one through the provision of pedagogical environments that incite them to reveal their ‘true’ dispositions, and the guidance of teachers who monitor and address their performance within these environments. (McCuaig & Tinning, 2010, p. 46)

In returning to Westheimer and Kahne’s (2004) conception of the personally responsible citizen, it can be concluded from the above discussion that there are important issues and tensions associated with development of the personally responsible citizen caught up in the “fitness” movement operating within physical education. Pringle and Pringle (2012) suggest that the ever-increasing political pressure on schools to view themselves as a key solution to the obesity epidemic may be seductive to teachers of physical education due to the perception that the scientific “truths” that accompany it legitimise the marginalised status of physical education. However, the harmful effects associated with a moral panic surrounding the obesity epidemic need to be thoroughly considered. This will require a comprehensive critique of the popular belief that the prominent goal of physical education is to foster personal responsibility towards fitness in order to achieve a healthy, productive, “good” citizen, ready to not only contribute but also ensure he/she is not a fiscal drain on a neoliberal society.

While government leaders would probably be delighted if their young citizens learned the lessons put forward by the many proponents of the personally responsible model, Westheimer and Kahne (2004) warn that the visions of obedience and patriotism associated with it are also at odds with democracy and may actually hinder democratic participation and change. This conception of the personally responsible citizen in physical education also fails to embrace collective social action and the pursuit of social justice. A focus on obedience, self-discipline and individuality not only has the potential to be harmful in this context but also works against the critical reflection and action that many assume are essential in a democratic society.

The participatory citizen

Programmes that aim to produce participatory citizens are identified by their emphasis in preparing students to engage in collective, community-based efforts. Educational programmes designed to support the development of participatory citizens’ focus on teaching students to plan and actively participate in organised efforts in school, community, local and national affairs. Proponents of participatory citizenship argue that this type of participation develops relationships, leadership, common understandings, trust and collective commitments. However, critics of this conception question whether programmes designed to encourage civic participation necessarily promote students’ capacities for critical analysis and social change (Mutch, 2011).

Teaching practices and programmes that aim to develop the participatory citizen in physical education can be seen in sports leader and sports volunteer units of work. These types of programmes (outlined below) are generally celebrated for fostering leadership skills, developing interpersonal skills and actively contributing to the community. While these outcomes carry obvious benefits for students and are commonly accepted within physical education, it is also important to analyse some of the underlying tensions and challenges that may be associated with development of the participatory citizen in this context.

Sports leadership and sports volunteering in physical education

Sport is considered a key area of learning within health and physical education in The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007) and the practice of educating and supporting students to become sport leaders who may in turn facilitate sporting opportunities for others to participate in, is a popular aspect of the senior physical education curriculum. As such, it is commonplace for physical education students to implement the skills they have gained in class to design fitness programmes for others; organise “get active” lunchtimes; volunteer to coach junior sports teams; facilitate physical activities for special needs students; and actively promote increased physical activity within the school community. These types of activities can be classified under sports leadership and sports volunteering programmes taught and assessed in many senior physical education classes throughout New Zealand.

Sports leadership and sports volunteering units within physical education can be considered as fostering the “participatory” citizen due to their intention for students to actively participate in their school community by providing a service to other students. In their support of such programmes in physical education, Eley and Kirk (2010) suggest that:

The contribution of students in such programmes takes on added significance because their leadership training in sport not only contributes to their own personal skills development but they in turn use those skills through volunteering to provide more sport opportunities for other young people to participate in sport. These opportunities for sport participation will help address issues such as community safety by giving young men (in particular) and young women sporting alternatives to occupy their time and reduce the risk that they may lapse into anti-social behaviour. (p. 152)

Sport in general is often viewed as a relevant context in developing the participatory citizen due to the common perception that increasing young people’s involvement in sport is character building, pro-social and consequently beneficial to society as a whole (O’Donovan, MacPhail, & Kirk, 2010). It is a cherished belief within physical education that participation in sport has the potential to offer young people (especially “disaffected” young people) a range of physical, psychological, emotional and social benefits. However, an increasing number of scholars in physical education are also questioning the nature and validity of such statements, suggesting that more robust evidence is required if these claims are to be supported (Bailey et al., 2009).

The implications of sport being unquestionably accepted as a compatible context in development of the participatory citizen raises a number of issues and challenges. While sport may hold the potential for a positive contribution to the development of citizenship in young people, research also shows that students’ experiences of sport in physical education are not always necessarily positive (Bailey et al., 2009). Dominant behaviours and values relating to competition and success in sport can in some cases foster undesirable outcomes and even marginalise students who may not fit within popular stereotypes associated with participation in sport. Pill (2010) also suggests that sport can become a context where those who already “can” are acknowledged for their existing athleticism and competency, while those who “cannot” have reinforced what they are unable to do or be good at.

The physical education student involved in sports leadership or sports volunteering programmes may be successful in providing opportunities for their peers or the wider community to participate in sport; however, if a critical approach to the context of sport is lacking, there still remains the possibility of disempowering ideologies relating to gender, ability/disability, social class and ethnicity being simply reproduced or reinforced rather than challenged or critiqued. Without careful and considered implementation of such programmes, there lies the potential for students feeling isolated in their schools and communities rather than more motivated to participate in the long term.

In returning to the framework of the “good” citizen, Westheimer and Kahne (2004) acknowledge that, in general, programmes that aim to develop the participatory citizen do not necessarily increase the students’ understanding of the structural or root causes of problems within society. While sports leadership and sports volunteering programmes may have the potential to increase activity levels, engage disaffected youth or provide movement opportunities for special needs students, without exploring why participants might be disaffected, inactive or disempowered in the first place, the resultant outcomes may not only be limited but in some cases also detrimental. In this context, a critical analysis regarding what it is about society that restricts and limits opportunities for some while at the same time privileges others should also be considered.

The justice-oriented citizen

Justice-oriented citizens are considered proponents of educational programmes that emphasise social change and seek to prepare students to improve society by critically analysing and addressing social issues and injustices. Justice-oriented educators argue that effective democratic citizens need opportunities to analyse and understand the interplay of social, economic and political forces. While working to prepare these citizens for a democracy they do not aim to impart a fixed set of truths or critiques relating to society; rather, they work to engage students in informed analysis and discussion regarding social, political and economic structures (Westheimer & Kahne, 2004).

In order to become justice-oriented citizens, students must therefore learn to weigh the opinions of varied members of society and develop the ability to communicate with and learn from those who hold different perspectives. While consensus may not always be considered the appropriate outcome, justice-oriented citizens will consider collective strategies for change that challenge injustice and aim to address the root cause of problems. Westheimer and Kahne (2004) acknowledge, however, that justice-oriented educators will need to be mindful of “supporting the development of armchair activists who have articulate conversations over coffee without ever acting” (p. 245). In light of this comment it is important to note that a focus on social action within justice-oriented programmes will be important.

The potential of The New Zealand Curriculum in developing the justice-oriented citizen in physical education

Health and Physical Education in the New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 1999), physical education’s previous curriculum document, initiated the beginnings of a fundamental change to the way the subject was to be approached. It set out with developing a socio-ecological teaching and learning paradigm for physical education embedded in social critique. This type of perspective provided a way of critically viewing and understanding the relationships that exist between the individual, others and society that had not being emphasised in previous curriculum documents. One of the key writers of this document, Ian Culpan, suggests that, in light of this, the curriculum was also attempting to engender awareness and debate around the discourse of healthism and acknowledges that the individual in his/her search for personal meaning, once educated in health and physical education, would be able to make positive contributions to the enhancement of society (Culpan, 2005).

Due to the Health and Physical Education curriculum being one of the later curriculum documents to be developed as part of the New Zealand Curriculum Framework, the changes that the learning area underwent when revised for the current New Zealand curriculum may be considered fairly minimal. Physical education in the current curriculum can still be seen as fostering all of the above objectives, and now set amongst the vision, principles and key competencies of The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007), it can be argued that the subject consequently aligns very well with the development of the justice-oriented citizen.

Tinning (2009) argues that no other learning area has such an explicit reference to social justice as does Physical Education. He does, however, suggest that this may be due to the influence of certain key players in the curriculum development project rather than a representation of a grass roots commitment to social justice on behalf of physical education teachers themselves. While it is difficult to find current research supporting this suggestion, it may be that if there is any lack of grass roots commitment to social justice in physical education it could possibly be due to the overwhelming strength and political power of the healthism and obesity discourse underpinning the development of the personally responsible “body”. Hegemonic practices focused on fitness, body image, science “truths” in sport and masculine interpretations of the body are often promoted in an unchallenged and privileging manner (Culpan, 2005). Physical Education in The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007) provides a framework to challenge this and an emerging group of educators and scholars are embracing the development of a socially critical, justice-oriented citizen in this context (see, for example, Bowes & Bruce, 2011; Bruce, Martin, & Brown, 2011; Gillespie & Culpan, 2000; Pringle & Pringle, 2012; Smith, 2011; Wright, Macdonald, & Burrows, 2004).

A large part of what defines quality physical education programmes is that physical activity, deliberate exercise, fitness and sport are not necessarily accepted as inherently and unproblematically good (Ennis, 1997). While the development of the personally responsible citizen may contribute to the state’s objectives of a healthy body, it is the opportunity to analyse and understand the interplay of social, economic and political forces that sees the justice-oriented citizen play an integral role within society. Physical education within The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007) allows for the development of justice-oriented citizens through its fostering of students to become critical consumers of a movement culture. An important outcome for physical education in this light will be the development of young people who are competent and confident and have the potential to use physical activity and sport to utilise what Culpan (2005) describes as rich and powerful consciousness-raising avenues by which they can make sense of the world.

Excerpts taken from the achievement objectives for the learning area of Health and Physical Education in The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007) indicate that there are multiple, rich opportunities to develop the justice-oriented citizen in this subject.

Figure 3: Health and Physical Education level eight achievement objectives







	
Health and Physical Education

Level Eight

Students will:





	
A2 Regular physical activity





	
Critically examine commercial products and programmes that promote physical activity and relate this to personal participation in programmes intended to meet their current well-being needs.





	
A4 Personal identity





	
Critically analyse the impacts that conceptions of personal, cultural, and national identity have on people’s well-being.





	
C2 Identity, sensitivity, and respect





	
Critically analyse attitudes, values, and behaviours that contribute to conflict and identify and describe ways of creating more harmonious relationships.





	
C3 Interpersonal skills





	
Analyse and evaluate attitudes and interpersonal skills that enable people to participate fully and effectively as community members in various situations.





	
D1 Societal attitudes and values





	
Critically analyse societal attitudes and practices and legislation influencing contemporary health and sporting issues, in relation to the need to promote mentally healthy and physically safe communities.





	
D2 Community resources





	
Establish and justify priorities for equitable distribution of available health and recreational resources and advocate change where necessary.





	
D3 Rights, responsibilities, and laws





	
Demonstrate the use of health promotion strategies by implementing a plan of action to enhance the well-being of the school, community, or environment.







Source: http://nzcurriculum.tki.org.nz/Curriculum-documents/The-New-Zealand-Curriculum

Action-oriented critical pedagogy in physical education

While a socio-critical model of learning in, through and about movement has provided a good platform for embracing the development of the justice-oriented citizen in the physical education curriculum, as discussed earlier in this article, Westheimer and Kahne (2004) caution that a focus on learning about social justice may not necessarily lead to effective social action. Through adopting an action-oriented approach to critical pedagogy, educators have the potential to encourage justice-oriented citizens to not only analyse and understand the interplay of social, economic and political forces operating in society but to also take considered action towards the root causes of the issues identified.

An action-oriented approach to critical pedagogy places equal emphasis on socio-critical thinking and critical action embedded within a physical education context (Bruce, Martin, & Brown, 2011). Students are able to be led through a sequential and progressive socio-critical process encouraging them to ultimately enact change for a more equitable and just community. Bowes and Bruce (2011) acknowledge that this combining of socio-critical thinking and critical action is a pedagogical enactment of Freire’s notion of praxis—the reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it. They further suggest that physical education in The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007) supports this notion by referring to developing “active citizens now” (p. 23), rather than in the future.

Despite Tinning’s (2009) suggestion that the evolution of physical education’s socio-critical curriculum may not necessarily have been the product of a grass roots commitment to social justice by physical educators, the author has observed a number of promising examples of programmes in secondary schools that aim to develop the justice-oriented citizen in physical education through an action-oriented approach to critical pedagogy. One example relevant to this discussion was a lesson where Year 11 students were taught how to conduct a content analysis on sport-related media resources. Students engaged in a programme of learning focusing on gender stereotypes in sport and then individually chose a media resource reflecting this theme. Examples included commentary of a rugby game, the sports section of a newspaper and popular sports brand television advertisements. The students designed their own templates for recording information relating to gender stereotypes, some of which included analysing the language used, comparing male and female coverage and investigating visual representations of the body in the media. Each student presented their own content analysis back to the class which was then followed by a class discussion on the outcomes of their findings on themselves and New Zealand society. Finally, the class committed themselves to taking social action towards increasing the coverage of women’s sport in the media. Students decided what type of form this would take and engaged in a number of actions ranging from writing letters to the editor, submitting complaints to the Broadcasting Stanadards Authority and even exploring how Facebook and other social networking tools can be used to create positive change in society.

It is these types of activities within physical education that make a meaningful contribution to the development of the justice-oriented citizen. In order to move past the dominating and political discourses of healthism and obesity associated with the personally responsible conception of a citizen, physical educators should be encouraged to embrace an action-oriented critical pedagogy when implementing the physical education curriculum.

Conclusion

Whilst physical education, to some degree, has been expected to maintain healthy bodies through its regulation of personally responsible citizens, it is increasingly being recognised that the learning area also has a responsibility to contribute to social change and emancipation. This article has demonstrated that tensions arise when young people are educated to be personally responsible, competent, productive and compliant citizens, yet there are obvious demands in democratic societies for active, critical and justice-oriented citizens.

Physical education is consequently a place where both political aspirations and the creation of today’s citizens are staged. The obvious shortcomings of the personally responsible conception of citizenship should be considered by all physical educators as many current efforts at educating for this type of citizen do not seem to reflect the socio-critical curriculum document in place, but rather political choices with political consequences. A thorough understanding of The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007), along with an action-oriented approach to pedagogy, offers this learning area a promising and exciting contribution to the development of the justice-oriented citizen.
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